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Grain Magazine 
Ayelet Tsabari 

Yemeni Soup and  
Other Recipes 

The Winning Entry Is:  
  



Awards 

“Yemeni Soup and Other Recipes” also won Silver at 
the 2012 National Magazine Awards. 



	
  
	
  

About Grain magazine 

!  Founded in 1976 
 
!  Published quarterly by the 
Saskatchewan Writers’ Guild 
 
!  Open submission policy 
 
!  Circulation: 600 subscribers 

!  Available by subscription and on 
newsstands 

Click	
  here	
  for	
  Grain	
  magazine	
  website	
  



About the author: Ayelet Tsabari 

!   Born in Tel Aviv, served in the Israeli 
army 

 

!   Director of two documentaries, won  
the grand prize in the Palm Springs 
International Festival of Short Films 

 

!   Came to Canada 15 years ago to live with 
a boyfriend she met in India; she stayed 
after the relationship ended 

 

!   Started writing in English in 2006 
 

!   Named one of CBC Books’ 10 Canadian 
“writers to watch” in 2013 

 

!   Published her "rst book, !e Best Place on 
Earth, in 2013  

 

!   Teaches creative writing at the University 
of Toronto and the  
University of Guelph Click	
  here	
  for	
  author's	
  website	
  



!  !e Tsabari 
family moved 
from Yemen in 
the 1930s. 

!  All the women 
in the family 
worked as 
housekeepers.  

Ayelet Tsabari with her mother, Yona, at a henna celebration in Israel.  
 

Family Background 



Article Origins 

!  Tsabari always wanted to write about her mother and her 
cooking, but it wasn’t until she made ugat shmarim that the 
idea fully came to life.  

!  Ugat shmarim is a traditional Israeli yeast cake "lled with 
chocolate. 



Article Origins 

“When I started to write it, I didn’t really realize 
I was writing about our relationship.  
I just thought her love of cooking lent itself  
to evocative writing and I’m really interested in 
writing about food. I didn’t really know where it 
was going, it was just something  
that struck me as interesting to attempt.”  

– Ayelet Tsabari 



Article Theme 

A journey through a 
mother-daughter 

relationship via traditional 
Yemeni and Israeli 

recipes. 
 

The author’s mother, Yona. 



Writing the Story 

!  Tsabari wrote the creative non-"ction story 
between 2009 and 2012.  

!  She workshopped the story with friends and 
received feedback.  

!  She wrote the story in fragments. 



Structuring the Story 

!e author wanted the story to be a journey.  
 
 

“It wasn’t really a story that had a beginning and 
an end. Often creative non-"ction is like that; it 
works better fragmented because that’s how life is. 
It’s not necessarily a story that has narrative 
structure like in "ction.” 

– Ayelet Tsabari 
 



Structuring the Story 

  
 Tsabari experimented with a few ways of 
structuring the story and tying the fragments 
together. 
!  Decided to section the story by the recipes her mother 

made  
!  Used the recipe names as subheads 



Story Pitch and Rejections 

!  Sent the story to two other publications under the 
title “Simple Recipes” but it wasn’t published. 

!  Revised headline to “Yemeni Soup” but was still 
rejected by another magazine and a contest. 

!  Sent it to Grain because she had been published there 
before. !e editors loved the story. 



Grain Magazine Editors 

!  Story was edited by Kim Aubrey and Rilla Friesen 
of Grain magazine. 

   

!  Aubrey edited the story "rst, then Friesen made the 
"nal tweaks. 



!  Associate "ction editor of 
Grain magazine 

!  MFA in writing from 
Vermont College  

!  Founding member and 
editor of Red Claw Press  

 

Click	
  here	
  for	
  editor's	
  bio	
  

About the editor: Kim Aubrey 



!  Editor of Grain magazine  

!  MA in English from the 
University of Saskatchewan  

!  Previously an author and 
editor of juvenile "ction 

Click	
  here	
  for	
  editor's	
  website	
  

About the editor: Rilla Friesen 



Editing the Story 

!  Story arrived with title, subheads and almost 
ready for publication. 

!  Story only required minor edits relating to 
punctuation, italicizing foreign words and small 
changes to phrasing. 

“!e "rst draft was very close to what we 
ended up publishing; it was quite clean. Part 
of what we liked about it was that it was such 
a strong piece right off the bat.”  

– Rilla Friesen 



Story Components 



Headline and Deck 



[Headline] Yemeni Soup and Other Recipes 
 
[Deck] No deck was included with this story 
 



Lede 



Lede 

“My mother prepares a cake that makes people 
forget. !ey forget their troubles, their diets, and 
their calorie count. !ey forget they only came 
by for a minute — they had other plans, places 
to go — and then they forget they promised 
themselves they would only have one slice.” 



Nut Graf  or Theme Statement 



Nut Graf  
“‘You’re busy,’ I say.   
‘No, not busy. What is it?’  
‘I was just wondering…how come I never learned to cook growing 
up?’  
‘How come?’ She raises her voice. ‘You weren’t interested in 
cooking!’  
I hear my sister in the background say, ‘!at’s because you didn’t 
want us in your kitchen.’  
‘Not true!’ My mother is practically yelling. ‘You never asked.’ 
My family calls her to sit down, join them, stop hovering between 
the stove and the table. ‘!e salad isn’t dressed yet,’ she cries. ‘Stop 
picking!’ 
‘Go’ I swallow. ‘We’ll talk later.’” 



Setting the Scene 



Scene Setting 

“When I was nine, I found a cookbook in our house. Children 
Cooking had a bright yellow cover and pictures of children in 
chefs' hats, making smiley  
faces on toast with julienne red pepper for a mouth and sliced 
cucumbers for eyes. !eir aprons were spotless and their 
kitchen immaculate. !e recipes had names like Smiling 
Eggs, Moses in the Cradle, and Boat Sandwiches. During my 
mother's siesta I decided to  
try my hand at a recipe, imagining how pleased she would be 
that I'd made something for her for once.” 



Writer’s Voice 



Writer’s Voice 

“Whenever I $y back to Canada, I smuggle the 
contraband cake past customs agents, wrapped in foil 
and tucked between my socks. I eat some right away 
and freeze the rest for when I’m craving a taste of 
home. When I reheat it, the smell permeates my 
house, drapes over me like a comfort blanket. It pulls 
me back and away. It’s a cake that makes me 
remember.” 



Use of  First Person 



Use of  First Person 

 “At thirty-"ve, I learned how to make Yemeni soup.   
 It was winter in Vancouver, dreary and cold, and my 
naturopath advised me to eat more soups.    

 I never liked Yemeni soup as a child, hated how turmeric 
stained my "ngers yellow, scowled at the wilted cilantro, 
despised hilbe, a ground fenugreek paste that clouded the clear 
soup the way water fogged Arak. Hilbe emanated from your 
pores the following day, a tang Yemenis were often mocked for. 
Whenever Yemeni  
soup was served at my grandmother's house, I sulked, refused 
to eat it, and left to play outside.” 



Use of  Dialogue 



Use of  Dialogue 

!  Tsabari writes dialogue from memory. 
 
 
 
 

!  Dialogue from conversations with her mother was 
derived from notes when she was writing the story. 

!  Dialogue was translated because her mother speaks 
Hebrew. 

“I may not remember the exact words that were 
spoken, but I remember the spirit of the dialogue 
quite well, and sometimes even full lines.”  

– Ayelet Tsabari  



Use of  Dialogue 

 “As a kid, I trailed behind — grimacing at the stench of 
rotten vegetables, the slippery bits of lettuce and smashed 
fruit, the slimy tread of my sneakers — while my mom 
haggled with the vendors.    

 ‘Your parsley looks tired today.’ She crinkled her nose at a 
vendor. ‘Why so expensive?’ she complained to another.   

 ‘Especially for you: "ve shekels.’ !e vendor winked. 
‘Because you’re so beautiful.’  

 She waved a bill, frowning. ‘Should you be talking to 
women like that? You’re wearing a yarmulke.’”  



Use of  Dialogue 

 “I chopped onions and garlic and tossed them into an oily pan, leaning 
backwards, away from the splattering oil. I added the livers, which sizzled 
loudly. ‘It's burning!’ I yelled.    

 ‘Lower the heat,’ Elsin answered from her room.  
 ‘!ere's almost no oil left.’   
 ‘Add some oil.’   
 ‘Wouldn't it splash all over me?’ 
 ‘Should be "ne.’   
 When the livers began to brown, I gingerly $ipped them onto their sides. After 
a few minutes, I hollered, ‘How do you know when it's ready?’ 
 ‘I don't know,’ Elsin said. ‘Intuition?’   
 I stared at the pan. ‘Well, can you get your intuition over here and tell me if it's 
ready?’"  



Descriptive Passages 



Descriptive Passages 

“After my father passed away, my mother spent most of her 
days in the kitchen. She didn't speak much, rarely looked 
at us, but she cooked endlessly, with furious, careless 
motions. When she dug in the drawers for a pan, she'd 
bang the pots against each other in a high-pitched 
cacophony. She chopped vegetables with homicidal intent, 
and when she tossed schnitzel into the sizzling oil, it made 
a sound like a scream. She disappeared into the kitchen, 
became one with the appliances. Food replaced her words. 
Cooking became her currency.” 



Food Descriptions 



Food Descriptions 
“Every day, when my father came home from the office for 
siesta, we ate lunch as a family. I was thrilled whenever my 
mom made schnitzel. !is Austrian dish, brought to Israel by 
European Jews, was a national favourite, adopted into the 
mishmash national cuisine alongside shish kabob, couscous, 
and pizza. My mother adapted the original recipe to make it 
her own. She never hammered the chicken breast, cutting it 
instead into long, fat strips. She added garlic to the beaten 
eggs, then dipped a chicken strip in, dredged it in bread 
crumbs, and dropped it into hot oil until it was golden and 
crispy on the outside, moist and tender on the inside.” 



Food Descriptions 
“!e "rst time I tried bisbas, it bit my tongue like a bee sting. My 
mouth turned hot and numb, and my eyes started watering. It tasted 
like danger. It didn't help that my mother sometimes threatened to put 
it in my mouth if I was bad.   
Bisbas, a green paste made of cilantro and garlic, and sprinkled red 
with chillies, is an essential condiment in our house, served with every 
meal. At twenty-three, after my "rst backpacking trip to India, I 
returned to Israel with a newfound appreciation for Yemeni cuisine, a 
fondness for fenugreek, cilantro, and turmeric, and a higher tolerance 
for spiciness. !e "rst time I grabbed the jar of bisbas and spooned 
some onto my plate, my mother and sister paused from eating and 
stared at me.   
‘What?’ I said.” 



Food Descriptions 

“!e eggplant whistled, shrivelled and blackened, thin 
chimneys of smoke shooting from its cracks, as from lit 
cigarettes. My mother poked the eggplant with a fork 
and it released a sigh. She stripped off the $aky skin, 
letting the meaty guts spill onto a plate. She cleaned up 
the burnt bits, mashed it with a fork, and added tahini, 
lemon, salt, and a pinch of minced garlic from a jar.” 



Ending 



Ending 

 Ends with the same recipe the story begins 
with, ugat shmarim.   

 “!e smell of the cake lurks in the kitchen, at "rst 
nothing but a hint, then it brims over — warm, 
sweet, wholesome. I feel as though I’m bathing in 
its silky aroma.  
‘Do you smell it?’ I clutch Sean’s hand and whisper, 
afraid to disturb the moment. ‘I can’t believe it’s 
coming from my oven.’” 
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