
   Book Reviews     253 
 

Robinson follows the cultural problems that Korea faced during these 
times as well. He discusses the pros and cons of Japanese rule, such as the 
forced assimilation of Korean citizens and the modernization of the coun-
try. After the Demilitarized Zone was drawn in 1948, the Democratic Peo-
ple’s Republic of Korea (DPRK: socialist) and the Republic of Korea 
(ROK: democratic) were established as a result of Cold War role-playing by 
the Americans and Soviets, combined with the sociopolitical factions of 
Korean nationalists. Both sides continued to have difculties in developing 
their governmental systems. Due in part to its dictatorial government, 
North Korea (DPRK) had a much more successful start than South Korea 
(ROK) in terms of economic and political development. In its early decades, 
North Korea was able to obtain a “head start” and implement its command 
economy, which prided itself on the philosophy of chuch’e 주체, or self-
reliance. Comparatively, South Korea’s beginnings were much more tumul-
tuous, but the South would prove to be much more successful over time. 
South Korea, in the aftermath of the schism of the nation, suffered many 
years from violent struggles for a stable constitutional republic, going 
through several republics until its eventual success and economic growth. 
Thus, the roles of North Korea and South Korea are now reversed. North 
Korea, once the leader of the two, now suffers from extreme poverty at the 
hands of an oppressive government. South Korea’s growing pains proved to 
be benecial because it is now one of the fastest-growing economies in the 
world, in stark contrast to its northern brother.  

In his book, Robinson states that many Korean problems were a result 
of outside interference and internal struggle; he supports this thesis by 
analyzing social currents of Korean identity dating from the nineteenth 
century in reaction to outside interference. Although one might be reticent 
to recommend a historian who has cited so few primary sources, Robinson 
transcends this potential weakness by drawing on information from his 
own knowledge as well as on his excellent scrutiny of secondary literature. 
Robinson’s work successfully achieves what it set out to do: it provides the 
lay reader and scholar alike with a concise history of modern Korea. 
 
DURHAM JOEL IZLAR 
Georgia Southern University 
 
 
Madhur Jaffrey, Climbing the Mango Trees: A Memoir of a Childhood in 
India. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2006. xii + 297 pages. 
 
In this charming book, actress-turned–cookbook author Madhur Jaffrey of-
fers a rst-person account of life in India during the 1930s and 1940s. Ad-
mittedly a “privileged product of British colonial India” (p. 201), she de-
scribes a comfortable life: a life lled with months-long summer retreats to 
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hill stations in the Himalayas, upper-class schooling, and sprawling manses 
and grounds populated by servants galore—cooks, gardeners, drivers, tai-
lors, personal attendants, and more. The subtitle is accurate, as the work is 
more memoir than autobiography: Jaffrey is not strictly chronological in 
her presentation, and she occasionally brings the reader toward the present 
at the end of a vignette, offering what became of a particular cousin or how 
someone ultimately fared in his or her profession. She intertwines myth 
with memory and tells a compelling story of her family—an extended, 
multi-generational clan—and upbringing in Delhi and Kanpur. Many of 
the twenty-nine brief chapters, most fewer than ten pages, could effectively 
stand as essays on their own; some passages, in alternate form, had previ-
ously appeared in such venues as the New Yorker, Gourmet, and the Finan-
cial Times. Here, her chapters have descriptive titles that read like haiku as 
they illustrate what is to come: chapter 19, for example, is “Chicken Pox / 
Soup-Toast and Sewing / A Fancy-Dress Party” (p. 150); and chapter 17 is 
“Visiting the Old City / The Lane of Fried Breads / Monsoon Mushrooms” 
(p. 127). Jaffrey includes a brief prologue and epilogue; a family tree—on 
which she traces her father’s line to Raja Raghunath Bahadur (1590–1665), 
nance minister to Emperor Aurangzeb (1618–1707); thirty-seven black-
and-white family photographs, most well captioned; and, in an appendix, 
thirty-two “family recipes,” each preceded by a contextualizing introduc-
tion. 

Jaffrey was born on August 13, 1933, in her grandparents’ “sprawling 
house” (p. 3) on the bank of the Yamuna River in Delhi.1 Her family be-
longed to an upper subcaste of Hindus known as Mathur Kayasthas, who 
historically were scribes and administrators. She came from a “staid family 
of fully documented ancestors” (p. 159): “We were a conservative, buttoned-
down Kayastha family but with forward-looking, intellectually liberal lean-
ings” (p. 146). With two older brothers and two older sisters (and a younger 
sister to follow), she was “way beyond the heir and the spare” (p. 39), so her 
parents allowed her to be outspoken and independent: in short, everything 
her father, a factory manager, could not allow himself to be. 

Like the esteemed British food writer Elizabeth David (1913–92), who 
also aspired to be an actress, Jaffrey had no reason to learn to cook as a 
child. In fact, she nearly failed her high school cooking exam—a compo-
nent of her “lower mathematics” course that included both arithmetic and 
domestic science. (She ultimately learned to cook, after she moved abroad, 
through correspondence with her mother.) But, whenever near food, she 
must have kept her “antennae up and focused” (p. 212). Jaffrey displays a 
remarkable “taste memory” (p. 5) and is able to present detailed menus of 
family meals—both the exceptional and the routine, such as the summer 
luncheon with which she introduces chapter 2 (p. 17) or the breakfasts 
upon which she feasted with her family before she was old enough to attend 
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school (pp. 42–43). Once in school (a Catholic convent school in Kanpur, 
with instruction in English), her boxed lunches—packaged in tifns, 
somewhat like Japanese bentō 弁当 containers—were delivered midday by 
the turbaned “bearer,” who would prepare a table in the school’s communal 
dining area by spreading out tablecloths and laying out crockery and cut-
lery. When class was dismissed and Jaffrey and her sisters arrived on the 
scene, the bearer would open the tifn-carrier, spread out the containers of 
still-warm food, and place a serving spoon in each. Later, at Queen Mary’s 
School in Delhi, she would share the contents of her tifn-carrier (which 
she now brought to school herself) with Muslim, Jain, and Hindu friends 
(pp. 175–77): 

Tifn-carriers were taken apart, tier after tier. What wonders did they con-
tain today? [Muslim twins] Abida and Zahida could be relied upon to bring 
meats—and what meats they were! Goat cooked with spinach, browned onions, 
and cardamom, or goat with potatoes, cinnamon, and cloves. . . . 

. . . Sudha’s food was as Jain as Abida and Zahida’s was Muslim. It was 
completely vegetarian, devoid of onion and garlic, as those bulbs were thought 
to arouse base passions; devoid of tomatoes and beets, as their color was remi-
niscent of blood; and contained no real root vegetables (though rhizomes were 
acceptable), as pulling out roots killed the entire plant. The preservation of life 
demanded by her religion did not stop her food . . . from being scrumptious in 
a haughty, austere way, nor did it stop her from sharing her food with us. 

Understandably, Jaffrey has much to offer about the food of India; but 
she also has a personal story to tell—that of a family domineered by her 
father’s father, of an uncle who shunned his wife and own children and be-
stowed favors on his nieces and nephews, of a beloved cousin who died 
from rabies, and of members of an extended family who led bifurcated 
lives: between Muslim and Hindu, Britain and India, English and Hindi 
(or Urdu). While a student at the Catholic convent school, for example, 
where she studied “two histories” (British and Indian, p. 19), “what hap-
pened at home and what happened at school were unconnected” (p. 56). 

Politics in the book, however, are not limited to family squabbles. In 
relating her family background, Jaffrey explains that her ancestors were 
royalists during the failed 1857 Mutiny. Children might not be expected to 
be aware of the purported rationalizations for war, but Jaffrey does include 
memories of World War II. One such memory involves one of her father’s 
cousins who was not shy about his Nazi sympathies: “My poor father was 
appalled,” she explains (p. 69). Her memories of Partition—when the Brit-
ish Indian Empire was divided into the sovereign states of India and Paki-
stan in August 1947—and the confusion and fear that descended on Delhi 
after Independence are particularly poignant. In short, “Delhi as we knew it 
ceased to exist” (p. 183). Many of Delhi’s Muslims (including a number of 
Jaffrey’s school friends) ed to Pakistan and were replaced by refugees from 
the Punjab. Jaffrey and her mother attended one of Mahatma Gandhi’s 
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massive prayer meetings a few days before his assassination on January 30, 
1948; she viewed his funeral procession from the Kingsway (now Rajpath) 
near the India Gate—the same spot where she and her father had witnessed 
the unfurling of the new national ag by Jawaharlal Nehru (1889–1964) and 
Lord Mountbatten (1900–1979) the previous August. Although national and 
world history are woven throughout Jaffrey’s narrative, students studying 
modern Indian history might be especially interested in chapters 3, 9, and 22. 

Delhi cuisine was subsequently affected by the Punjabi inux after Par-
tition. The clay oven (tandoor) and numerous Punjabi specialties were intro-
duced and quickly permeated the newly emergent restaurant scene. These 
foods—including tandoori chicken, naan (atbread), and saag paneer (fresh 
cheese with spinach)—are what much of the world today identies as “In-
dian food.” 

Traditional festivals are described in the book, too, including Diwali 
(the “Festival of Lights”) observed by Hindus, Sikhs, Jains, and some Bud-
dhists at the Indian New Year; and the Hindu spring festival of Holi (the 
“Festival of Colors”). Indeed, the contrast between tradition and modernity 
is another undercurrent in the text. Regarding why certain traditions were 
followed or why places had certain names, Jaffrey offers the following: 
“Delhi was an ancient, idiosyncratic city. I never asked the questions, and 
my mother never explained” (p. 130). Elsewhere, Jaffrey’s mother “never 
explained, we never asked, and in India you never know” (p. 41). And “in 
India, you rarely lose a tradition. You simply layer one on top of another” 
(p. 147). For example, matchmakers were often ceremonial barbers who 
consulted horoscopes to determine the suitability of marriage partners. Be-
fore one of Jaffrey’s uncles married a woman out of love whose horoscope 
did not “match,” “a disastrous marriage ending in the quick death of the 
bride” was predicted (p. 73). The prophesy was fullled when the bride died 
of typhoid six months after the wedding. Jaffrey does not editorialize fur-
ther, but her implication is nevertheless that some traditions perhaps best 
remain unquestioned. 

Jaffrey’s story essentially ends with her grandfather’s death in 1950 and 
her subsequent departure from India to study acting in London. (But the 
prefaces to her recipes in the appendix include additional personal stories 
and vignettes.) Now residing in New York City, Jaffrey was awarded an 
honorary Commander of the Order of the British Empire by Queen Eliza-
beth II in 2004 for her achievements in lm, television, and cookery and for 
serving as a cultural ambassador for India in the United Kingdom and 
United States. This honor, and other facts about her later life—involving, 
for example, her acting career, her (second) marriage to an American violin-
ist with the New York Philharmonic, and her fame as a cookbook author 
and television personality—are revealed in her book. These revelations are 
not braggadocios but are rather included as if to show how her formative 
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experiences as a child in India have played themselves out, sometimes with 
irony, but always with reason.2 Memoirs, indeed, allow their authors the 
space to make sense of their lives. For Jaffrey, food and family were always 
primary concerns. When you read her book, make sure a kitchen is near at 
hand: You will surely be inspired to recreate some of the avors and aromas 
that she masterfully describes in her tasty offering. 
 
STEVEN E. GUMP 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
 
Notes 
 

1The Yamuna River is pictured on the cover of this volume of the Southeast Review 
of Asian Studies. (See inside back cover for a description of the cover image.) 

2Writes former New York Times restaurant critic Mimi Sheraton about memoirs: “It 
is much easier to trace past events that determined present circumstances than to pre-
dict which current activities will inform our future.” See her Eating My Words: An Appe-
tite for Life (New York: William Morrow, 2004), 130. 
 
 
Heonik Kwon, After the Massacre: Commemoration and Consolation in 
Ha My and My Lai. Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California 
Press, 2006. xiv + 217 pages. 

 
After the Massacre poses what seems to be, at rst, a simple question: How 
do people remember the civilian massacres in central Vietnam a generation 
later? In this highly attentive ethnographic work, Heonik Kwon (University 
of Edinburgh) demonstrates how domestic ritual practice in central Viet-
nam is contributing to the decomposition of the Cold War’s bipolar order. 

This book is one among several recent studies of ritual practice in 
Vietnam, but it is one of the few studies situated in central Vietnam. Most 
people in Vietnam and the United States are familiar with My Lai, the site 
of a 1968 civilian massacre by the U.S. military. Less familiar is the mas-
sacre at Ha My, a village just south of Da Nang, carried out by Republic of 
Korea Marines in the same year. While other studies have focused pri-
marily on the consequences of economic reform, Kwon frames his study in 
terms of the bipolar order of the Cold War. Although these reforms are cen-
tral to the moral economy of ancestor worship, Kwon focuses on the pro-
found discontinuities in people’s historical experiences of the war. In the 
north, volunteer soldiers fought in distant battleelds (p. 160), but in cen-
tral Vietnam, the distinction between “civilian” and “soldier” collapsed un-
der the weight of total war. During the war, people in central Vietnam were 
torn between “this side” and the “other side.” After the war, civilian deaths 
were marginalized as the state commemorated dead soldiers as heroes. 


