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ABSTRACT

: :
Surveys concerning Italian labor migration to Belgium since 1946 have concluded that

Italians cooked as they had done at home.This so-called cooking as at home is

unraveled here ethnographically and historically.Actually, many of the immigrants’

traditions were not transferred to, but invented in Belgium, as Italian newcomers

adopted Northern Italian flavors and global formats of Italian food. Furthermore, Italians

cherished their regional food among paesani, but, from the 1970s onwards, they also

revived it in new regional Italian associations.At the same time, Belgians influenced

Italian home cooking from early on. In the 1950s, Belgian efforts to assimilate Italians to

Belgian food had the reverse effect of encouraging Italians to preserve a proper

domestic culture. In contrast, two decades later, the improved status of Italians gave way

to equal culinary exchanges. Belgians increasingly appreciated Italian food, while Italians,

and particularly Italian women, enjoyed learning recipes from Belgian acquaintances.

Keywords: migration, ethnicity, gender, intercultural exchange, Italian food, Italy,

Belgium, Ciociaria

Introduction
: :

While Belgium had received small numbers of Italian workers, retailers and
political refugees since the nineteenth century, Italians became the major
group of foreign origin in Belgium in the two decades following 1946, when
Italian men were recruited in high numbers for the Belgian mine and steel
industry. Their large number, amounting to 81,134 in 1947 and to 200,086
in 1961, turned the Italians into an evident object of sociological survey in
the 1950s and 1960s. Interestingly, these surveys, which focused heavily on
so-called cultural assimilation, concluded that the vast majority of postwar
Italian immigrants continued to eat “as they had done so before,” as they had
done “at home,” or in the “Italian way.”1 The sociologists at the time no doubt
contented themselves with such answers, and may have even provoked such
answers with the wording in their questionnaires, as they were only
interested in the level to which Italians had adapted to Belgian food
traditions. However, looking back, the answers evoke curiosity. If Italian
newcomers effectively ate, or stated they ate, “Italian” or as “at home” in
Belgium in the 1950s, what did that actually mean? Which produce, recipes,
meals and occasions were experienced in such a way?
This article aims to give a more in-depth and detailed account on how

Italian labor immigrants practiced home cooking in Belgium from 1946. The
practical or symbolic attachment to Italian food habits is an important part of
that story, as are the adoption of elements from Belgian cuisine and the

8 :: Leen Beyers DOI: 10.2752/155280108X276014

Food,
Culture

&
Society



E
-P

ri
nt

©
A
SF

S

involvement of people of Italian origin in Belgium in global culinary trends.
These changing styles of cooking and eating are first of all approached here
through the lens of the changing social relationships and identities of Italian
labor migrants, following Mary Douglas and subsequent social and historical
studies of food.2 Home cooking is thus understood as a way of creating home,
that is, of constructing one’s family through the more or less conscious choice
of certain produce and recipes as a community that identifies itself with
certain larger communities and distinguishes itself from others.
Two types of interaction and identity deserve particular attention in this

regard. First of all, migrant kitchens are shaped by identities surrounding the
real or imagined common origin of people, or in other words, their ethnic
identity. They account for the imagination and creation of culinary
continuity after migration. Ethnic identity among Italians in Belgium was
not just a matter of one identifying either with Italy or with Belgium. Rather,
Italian ethnic identity referred to Italian regions as much as to the Italian
nation, the relevance of each depending on the relationships among Italian
immigrants and between Italians and Belgians as well as on Italian politics.
Certainly, due to its daily and domestic character, home cooking reflects
people’s very intimate sense of belonging to one or more communities. This
sense of belonging differs for instance from that constructed in ethnic
associations, where food is shared in the presence of many other people of
migrant origin.3

Secondly, gender identity and roles are central to the evolution of home
cooking. In fact, the family is not an evident community. The sense of
belonging of family members differs at least according to gender and
generation. While this article cannot detail all of these differences, it pays
particular attention to the relationships and identities of Italian women, as
they were mostly stirring the pots at home.4 This does not imply that they
alone had a say over what appeared on the table. In the way they cooked,
Italian women acted as cultural mediators. They were expected to reconcile
the cuisine of their native region with influences from the outside, taking
into account the sensitivities of their husband, children and other possible
family members.5

In order to unravel the tightly knit connection between food and
relationships among Italians in Belgium from 1946 in any detail, this article
favors historical ethnography rather than survey research and draws
extensively on the life histories of one particular group: Italians originating
from the mid-Italian town of Atina and the surrounding area of Valle di
Comino who arrived in the mid-Belgian town of Tubize in the three decades
after 1946. Fourteen households were visited in Tubize, of which twenty-
seven persons participated in biographical interviews concerning their food
habits.6 Furthermore, population data and associational records were
gathered to trace patterns of migration, employment, trade and leisure of the
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group. Despite, or rather thanks to, their regional specificity, the experiences
of the Valle di Comino Italians are a good example of postwar Italian
migration to Belgium in general. Consequently, the article moves back and
forth between the story of the Valle di Comino Italians and to the broader
culinary and social dynamic among Italians in Belgium since 1946. Not
detailed here are the culinary changes among people of Italian origin of the
second or third generation. For no other good reasons than space, the main
focus is on Italians who arrived in Belgium as adults or teenagers.

Leaving Home: From the Ciociaria to the Belgian Industry
: :

After liberation, the recovery of Belgian industry was considered to be fully
dependent on the provision of coal, but miners were lacking. In June 1946,
the Belgian state therefore concluded an agreement with the Italian state
that stipulated the arrival of two thousand Italian miners a week in exchange
for the delivery of coal to assist the ruined Italian economy. In the wake of
this large recruitment campaign, steel companies like Forges de Clabecq in
the mid-Belgian town of Tubize equally recruited Italians in order to fill labor
shortages. As such, Forges de Clabecq hired the first fifteen men from Atina
in 1947 thanks to the intermediation of Loreto Visocchi, a man from Atina
working for the Italian consulate in Brussels.7

At that time, the town of Atina and the fourteen smaller villages of the
Valle di Comino were recovering from the battle for nearby Cassino, which
had taken place in 1943 and 1944. Farms of mezzadri (tenant farmers) and
small proprietors dominated the region, but the prospects for agriculture
were dire after the war. Like most of the Italians who came to Belgium in the
postwar period, the Valle di Comino Italians exchanged the poverty and lack
of economic opportunities in their native region for an underclass position
within the Belgian economy.8 While some of the fifteen men from the Valle
di Comino were employed by Forges de Clabecq and some in the
construction sector, a number of the wives and daughters started to work in
the nearby textile factories or as domestic servants.9

The migration to Belgium in the 1940s was, at least for some of the
Italians, truly a flight from hunger. Up until the end of the 1950s, small
landowners, mezzadri and day laborers in the Ciociaria region, of which the
Valle di Comino is part, knew all too well what the so-called cucina povera
of the Italian south was: maize, potatoes, beans, dried fish, pasta possibly on
Sundays, and meat on holidays only. Armando Mancini for instance reports
in his Storia di Atina that his mother prepared pasta and meat on Sundays
and holidays just before the war. During the week they ate polenta, maize
bread and potatoes—wheat bread was a luxury for holidays. Yet the Mancini
family was better off than many others, owning four hectares of land and
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counting but five members. Day laborers and larger families with less land
saw meat only on holidays. At times, these poor families staved off their
hunger with nothing more than potato skins.10

The migration chain between Atina and Tubize was reactivated in the
early 1960s, at a moment of vigorous economic growth in Belgium and of
expansion at Forges de Clabecq. Although Italy had broken the bilateral
agreement after the mining disaster in Marcinelle of 1956, where 136
Italians died, some eight to ten thousand Italians still continued to migrate
to Belgium each year. Italians migrated from 1956 on an individual basis and
often turned to industries other than the mines. The economic recession
following the oil crisis of 1973 put a temporary halt to Italian immigration.11

In the 1960s and 1970s, Italian workers from the Valle di Comino
initiated themselves the chain of migration for their friends and relatives in
the Valle, for among other reasons, the need to fill their own self-run
boarding houses.12 Between 1960 and 1975, roughly 200 Italians of the
Valle di Comino migrated to Tubize, slightly more than twice the number
that did so during the first wave (1947–1958).13 This second wave, despite
being larger than the first, did not move in order to survive, but because until
the 1970s, industrial development in and around the Valle di Comino was
limited. Whereas the majority of men from the Valle di Comino joined their
predecessors at Forges de Clabecq, their wives and daughters were now
more likely to venture into the labor market, as they had opportunities in the
textile industry as well as in the new local paper industry.

Lasagna Bolognese: Becoming Italian in Belgium
: :

Lasagna is an obvious starting point for studying the relationship between
the eating habits and the sense of belonging of Italians of the Valle di
Comino. After all, the layered pasta dish was the jewel in the crown of
Atina’s gastronomy. Traditionally it was served on Sundays and holidays, as
prima piatta after the starter and before the second course, which is a dish
with meat and vegetables. In contrast to the lasagna Bolognese, which has
become the standard lasagna throughout Europe, authentic lasagna from
Atina contains at least four ingredients between homemade sheets of pasta.
A layer of tomato sauce with mince-meat, another layer with meatballs,
topped with hard-boiled eggs and finally some grated pecorino cheese, a
fairly salty cheese made from ewe’s milk and which was a regional product
from the Valle di Comino.14 Interestingly, the Valle di Comino women from
the first wave of migrants were inclined to change their lasagna recipe after
migration.
Assunta, who came to Tubize in 1947 at the age of sixteen, fills her

lasagna in the Bolognese way: with a tomato sauce made with mince-meat
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and a béchamel sauce scattered with parmesan and gruyère. More important
than the new cheeses is the introduction of the white sauce, typical for the
lasagna Bolognese, but alien to the lasagna tradition in all other Italian
regions.15 Shortly after their migration in 1947, Assunta and her mother
jointly decided to switch to the northern lasagna method, according to
Assunta because the Valle di Comino lasagna was so heavy to digest. She
could not recall precisely where she got the recipe from, but she was
probably shown how to make it by her northern Italian neighbors. The idea
to make polenta e osei, polenta with crispy fried sparrows, was definitely
given to Assunta’s mother by Italian migrants from the north.16

This fast assimilation of northern Italian recipes needs to be situated against
the backdrop of the housing offered by the steelworks to its Italian employees
in the late 1940s. Like the mining companies, Forges de Clabecq recruited
Italians without actually having decent housing ready for them. While miners
were housed in isolated army-like barracks, the Italian steelworkers of Forges
were offered apartments in the equally isolated Castle of Clabecq, which
Forges de Clabecq had converted into thirty-two very small flats for immigrant
families. Italians of the Valle di Comino who contented themselves with a flat
in the Château des Italiens (the Castle of Italians), as it was called by then,
were surrounded by mainly northern Italian neighbors. Families from Emilia
Romagna, Veneto and other northern Italian regions were in the majority at the
Château des Italiens, because Forges de Clabecq gave northern Italians
preference over their southern counterparts, who were considered less diligent
and more hot-tempered. Forges’ recruitment policy thus conformed to the
Italian stereotypes about the Mezzogiorno.17

The small area of private quarters, the collective use of the sanitary
provisions, and the communal hall all united the Italians in the Château des
Italiens across the regional boundaries of their nation. The reception
committee in the castle also contributed towards the reinforcement of an
Italian national identity over any regional one. Two figures of authority in the
castle had a northern Italian background. One was signor Nardo, who had
been appointed by Forges de Clabecq to recruit northern Italians and to act
as caretaker in the Château des Italiens because he was fluent in French. He
worked out a rota ensuring that each family cooperated twice a week with
cleaning the communal areas. While signorNardo worked in the name of the
company, padre Giorgio was responsible for the Missione Cattolica Italiana
in Tubize. In the 1950s, the Italian priest read mass in the largest hall of the
castle. At Epiphany, when a witch, la befana, brings the Italians presents, he
handed out gifts to the children which had been delivered by the Italian
Consulate. Similarly, northern Italians took the lead within Italian
associations in the Belgian mining basins in the 1950s, not because they
were in the majority, but because many of them had been present in the
mining basins since the interwar period.18
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The Valle di Comino Italians did not isolate themselves from their
northern Italian neighbors in the castle, as can be seen from the marriages
between young people of both regions and from the guests invited to such
wedding parties. There is no doubt however that Italians from the Valle di
Comino adopted more culinary customs from northern Italians than the
other way round, thus staying in the shadow of the northerners. In addition,
when it came to playing bocce, men from Atina joined the northern Italian
team on the bowling ground near the Château des Italiens. For one thing, the
Italians from the Valle di Comino were fewer in numbers and less cohesive
as a group compared with the northern Italians in Tubize at that time. More
important still was that they came from the poorest and least dominant part
of Italy and, related to this, the northern Italian cuisine was held in higher
esteem in Italy.19

Pasta versus Potatoes: Pressure to Assimilate to Belgian Norms
: :

Like her fellow villager Assunta, Antonia changed her recipe for lasagna after
her migration in 1947. She left out the meatballs and grated gruyère or even
gouda, a truly Dutch and Belgian cheese, over the entire dish. She did not
go as far as making béchamel sauce, perhaps because she lived in the village
of Clabecq where the northern Italian influence of the Château des Italiens
did not stretch. The home of Antonia and Dino, a couple who preferred the
first floor of a house in Clabecq instead of an apartment in the castle,
followed other culinary rules. A few years after the migration, Antonia
started to cook potatoes on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays, whereas she
cooked pasta on Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays. On Sundays she
cooked fresh pasta with eggs, as she had done before the migration. One of
her daughters still maintains this routine.20

At that time, Belgians, especially the working class, ate boiled potatoes
almost daily.21 Antonia’s daughters presented this habit to me as testimony
of their mother’s great commitment to Belgium. Interestingly, potatoes were
considered as an inferior substitute for pasta and typical of the cucina povera
in the Valle di Comino in the 1930s and 1940s. Like polenta, they were
served as piatto unico in poor households, not preceded by a pasta dish as
primo piatto.22 This association of potatoes with poverty may have become
diluted for Antonia, who saw her ground-floor neighbor (who also happened
to be her landlady), peel potatoes every day. The influence of her Belgian
landlady is also evident from the fact that Antonia regularly boiled potatoes,
while other Italians from the Valle di Comino continued to prefer potatoes
baked in the oven, or small rounds of raw potatoes baked in a pan, or potato
purée mixed with parmesan, eggs and parsley, served in thin slices.
Moreover, the same neighbor introduced Antonia’s daughters to their first
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French fries, another typical Belgian way of preparing potatoes, which
encouraged their mother to go out and buy a frying pan.
In fact, the neighborhood in Clabecq tended to be rather forceful with

regard to the assimilation of Belgian customs. Yet another anecdote indicates
that the Belgian landlady took a rather dim view of the lifestyle of her Italian
tenants. When Dino and Antonia, who shared their two rooms with Dino’s
brother, his wife and their three children, had their fifth child in 1949, she
promptly proposed to adopt it.
Not only was it Antonia’s landlady who disapproved of the habits of

Italians and felt the need to assimilate them to Belgian norms. Italian food
habits in particular were considered inept among Belgian society in the
1950s. As such, the mining and steel companies were heavily concerned that
the diet of southern Italians was not substantial enough to work within heavy
industry. Social workers therefore tried to convince Italian mammas to
prepare more meat, especially red meat. Likewise, representatives of the
unions proposed to organize domestic science classes for Italian women in
order to help them adapt their household practices to the new environment.
The sociologists surveying Italians in the 1950s and early 1960s fully agreed
with these assimilation practices. As one of them concluded, “As far as food
is concerned, Italians in particular are not adapted, at their own great
disadvantage.”23

These pressures to assimilate should be related to the overall negative
attitude of Belgians vis-à-vis Italian newcomers in the 1950s. As most
Italians were housed in isolated conditions such as the Château des Italiens
or the barrack camps, direct contact between Belgians and Italians was
scarce. When interaction occurred, it was generally either aimed at
assimilation or bluntly hostile. Italians were jeered at as the sales macaroni
or spaghetti (dirty macaroni or spaghetti) at work and at school, reflecting
how much food is related to social identities. Italian men who courted
Belgian girls were anything but welcomed by the girls’ Belgian friends and
family. Furthermore, when looking for accommodation, Italians were faced
with notices like “house for rent, no foreigners.”24

Interestingly, while the other Italians from the Valle di Comino soon
followed the example of Antonia and Dino and moved from the Château to
one of the working-class neighborhoods of Tubize, none of them chose an
equally radical assimilation to Belgian food habits as Antonia in the 1950s.
For instance, Assunta and Rosalia remained loyal to the variety of staple fare
offered by the Valle di Comino tradition. Apart from pasta, they preferred
minestrone as a starter, followed by meat and vegetables. This two-course
meal structure was reduced to just one dish when they had rice, polenta or
minestra (a thick soup eaten in the winter).25 Even now they regularly eat
vegetarian main courses and meat without any potatoes. Assunta and Rosalia
eat potatoes that are fried or cooked the Belgian way at most once a week.
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As one Belgian housewife testified, she had a hard time when trying to teach
her Italian neighbors Belgian food methods. Finally, she just gave up.26

These unsuccessful assimilation efforts, as well as the openness to Belgian
cooking by Antonia, illustrate what anthropologist Johan Leman has called
external assimilation. When studying Sicilians in Belgium, he observed that
the move to a less ethnically-concentrated neighborhood and the orientation
to a more steady settlement caused Sicilians to adopt Belgian ways in the
semi-public domain of the neighborhood, and in the wider public domain.
Simultaneously however, ethnic markers were often given greater emphasis
in the domestic sphere. Similarly, once they had left the Château, the Valle
di Comino Italians were inclined to use French, the native language of mid
and southern Belgium, with their school-going children, but preferred to
stick to Italian flavors in their home cooking. The assimilation in Antonia’s
kitchen can be interpreted in the same way. Antonia simply could not keep
the semi-public sphere away from her door because her Belgian landlady
lived downstairs from her.27

The rather limited culinary change among the Valle di Comino Italians up
to the end of the 1950s should also be understood from the development of
an Italian supply network. Families who could afford a holiday in the Valle
di Comino used the occasion in the early years to stock up on seeds and
produce grown by relatives and acquaintances. Furthermore, both at the
Château des Italiens and behind their own houses, they cultivated their
favorite vegetables, for which seeds were exchanged within the Italian
community. Finally, the growing number of Italians in Belgium—in 1961 as
many as 1,205 of the 15,961 inhabitants of Tubize were Italian28—and their
attempts to cook as they did at home, made the commercialization of the
Italian provision network inevitable. In the early 1950s, Italians first
appeared on the market in Tubize on a weekly basis. Around the same time,
the first Italian door-to-door salesmen started to do their rounds in the
town.29

Lasagna with Hard-boiled Eggs: The Resilience of Regional Identity
: :

Between 1960 and 1975, a second, larger wave of Valle di Comino Italians
settled in Tubize, bringing with them the culinary culture of the Valle. As the
eating habits of the first migration wave had not changed radically during
that time, even today the difference between the kitchens of the two
migration waves is limited. To give one example, a favorite dish in both
kitchens remains pasta e fagioli (pasta with fagioli cannellini, an Italian type
of white bean), which is served on a monthly or even a weekly basis. The
white bean used in Belgian kitchens may have helped Italians in
safeguarding the tradition of fagioli, except that this vegetable is not
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particularly popular in Belgium. In contrast, the people of the Valle di
Comino are full of praise for their fagioli, which the women prepare with
pasta, tomato sauce or en blanc with pork rind, the recipe they had learnt
from their mothers and mothers-in-law. Meat is never served after this filling
dish, and only the Belgian wife of an Atinato risks serving it along with the
beans. The preservation of the meat-free dish seems to be inspired by the
superior quality attributed to the vegetable in the Valle di Comino, where the
fagiolo cannellino, an Italian creamy-white variety of the white bean is the
prime regional crop. “It did not need much else, no meat either. It was
packed with vitamins and very nourishing,” is how Luigi remembers the
fagioli.30 The best of their own cucina has thus survived both migration
waves.
A major exception to this commonality, however, is the recipe for lasagna,

which those of the second wave prefer to eat with meatballs and hard-boiled
eggs, a tradition their fellow villagers from the first wave have completely
dispensed with. The old-fashioned lasagna recipe of the second migration
wave paralleled the predominantly conservative use of language among the
group. None of the households of the second wave known to me opted for
French as the colloquial language spoken to their children. These parents
continue to use the Atina dialect, to which the children respond in French
or in the same Italian dialect. In this way they resemble much more the
average Italian postwar migrant in Belgium than the small group of Valle di
Comino Italians that arrived in 1947.31

The more pronounced attachment to the food habits and language of the
native region among the migrants of the second wave, had much to do with
the new internal cohesion among Italians of the Valle di Comino community,
caused by the growth of their number as well as by the regional-based
reception in the 1960s. In September 1961, the Atinato Giuseppe Russo
started up his own cantina (restaurant and boarding house) in the center of
Tubize, where he provided lodging for single male migrants from his native
village. Boarders soon invited their families to come over and, this time, they
had the opportunity to house their families immediately in one of the
ethnically diverse working-class neighborhoods. Nevertheless, Russo’s
cantina would function for the next three decades as a general meeting place
for Italians of the Valle di Comino, reuniting those of the first and the
second waves. The men played cards and started their own bocce (boule)
club in the garden of the cantina. The women also met at Russo, although
less frequently. Typically, the bocce club gathered annually at the end of the
season to share an Italian dinner with a traditional lasagna fromAtina as first
course.32

Chain migration led of course to bonding on a village basis, but from the
1970s onwards, as a consequence of political changes in Italy, this local
bonding became interwoven with a new form of regional bonding. As Donna
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Gabaccia argues, the involvement of the Italian state, and in its wake
nationally-oriented organizations like the Missione Cattolica Italiana, the
Associazioni Cristiane Lavoratori Italiani and the Partito Communista
Italiano, gave the postwar Italian diaspora in the first two decades a
pronounced national character. Yet, since the 1970s, regionalization and the
participation in regional traditions have been on the increase, in Italy as well
as among the migrants. In fact, the political regionalization in Italy and the
weight of emigrant votes in the regional elections increased the interest
Italian politicians had for Italians abroad and caused a flow of informal and
formal subsidies to regional associations.33

As such, the Pro Loco di Atina association was founded in Tubize in 1968,
under the impulse of the then mayor of Atina. The association soon widened
its scope to include immigrants from the whole of the Valle di Comino and,
since 1989, when it became an official member of the Associazione Laziali
Nel Mondo, from the whole of Lazio. While the bocce club of the Valcomino
Italians in Tubize gradually disintegrated during the 1980s, Italian local and
later regional politicians of Democrazia Cristiana facilitated the growth of
Pro Loco di Atina since 1968. The Associazione Laziali Nel Mondo
Valcomino Tubize, as the organization is actually called, has invested more
in music and drinks for its annual festa than it has in food. Other regional
Italian associations in Belgium have more deliberately sought to revive the
regional culinary tradition in order to create a sense of community. One
example is the Circolo Trentino nel Mondo in the Belgian province of
Limburg, which gave responsibility for the cooking to migrant women
volunteers with Trentini origins.34

It should be added, however, that along with the resilience of regional
Italian food, part of the regional food culture was nevertheless lost among
Italians in Belgium as a result of general changes in Italian food culture. For
one thing, typical features of the cucina povera disappeared, as the
conditions which produced them belonged in the past, in Belgium as in Italy.
One such example is dandelion leaves fried in olive oil, garlic, salt and
pepper. However, Belgian influence may also have played a part in the
decline in its use, as dandelions were until recently considered a weed in
Belgium. In comparison, fagioli, which figured equally prominently in the
cucina povera, survived and were also more frequently mentioned in
testimony, which is no doubt related to the continuing popularity of the
white bean in the Valle di Comino itself.35 Further research should be done
on the role of Italian grocers and caterers in these processes of loss and
preservation.
Secondly, the global merchandising of Italian food changed the way

people of Italian descent prepared Italian dishes. Naturally, not all global
formats of Italian food are adopted as Italian by those with Italian roots, but
they leave their mark, from the type of pasta people buy to the amount of
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ingredients on their pizza. Regarding pizza, before their migration the people
of the Valle di Comino made pizza that resembled the traditional pizza
napoletana, a soft yeast dough covered with olive oil, garlic and oregano or
basilica, along with only one other topping, be it tomatoes, aubergine, olives
or anchovies. No mozzarella was added in the Valle di Comino. In Belgium,
the variety of meat, cheeses and vegetables on the pizzas of the people of the
Valle has increased considerably, following the globalization of this recipe.
For instance, when Assunta organizes a pizza party for her children and
grandchildren, she gives them a choice of ingredients, whilst for those who
love the quattro stagione, she covers the pizza with a variety of toppings.36

Regional, national and global Italian food styles thus flourished alongside
each other in the domestic as well as the associational sphere from the
1960s. Furthermore, these different Italian styles represented far from fixed
recipes. Rather, Italian traditions were (re)invented in accordance with the
changing social, economic and political circumstances in Italy and Belgium,
as well as globally. Yet, tied as it was to still other identities, the home
cooking of those of Italian origin was not solely occupied with recreating
Italian food.

Changing Status and Equal Exchanges with Belgians
: :

While the regional cohesion among Italians in Belgium proved to be
resilient, the status of people of Italian origin gradually improved, as did the
image of Italian cooking, leaving an indelible mark on culinary practices.
Firstly, the home cooking of Italians of the Valle di Comino changed from
the 1970s, as neighborly relations between Italian and Belgian working-class
women in Tubize became more common and more equal. The less isolated
accommodation of Italian migrants in the 1960s was important in that
regard. Initially in the 1960s, the contact between the newly-arrived Italians
from the Valle di Comino with native Belgians was not positive. They too had
to deal with hostile remarks and with the ethnocentric custom of not renting
out houses to foreigners.37 However, this time, Belgians had less chance to
stigmatize the Italian newcomers as they quickly found residence in one of
Tubize’s working-class neighborhoods.
In addition, from the 1970s onwards, Italians generally started to be seen

as part of Belgian society, as newly-arrived migrants from Turkey and
Morocco were considered more foreign. While Turks and Moroccans were
singled out as culturally and religiously very different, the attitude towards
Italians changed on two fronts as a result of the European integration
process, in a legal sense, and perhaps more importantly regarding
integration, in the minds of Belgian society. Consequently, as a 1990 survey
established, Belgians grossly overestimated the number of Moroccans and
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Turks in their country. These most recent immigrants were clearly seen as
the most foreign.38

A good example of how this improved status could entail an equal culinary
exchange is the interaction between Teresina, an Atinata of the first
generation, and her Belgian neighbor after 1975.39 They both once provided
accommodation to pupils of the northern Italian town of Scandiano (in the
region of Emilia Romagna), who spent a week at the local school in Tubize
under the twinning arrangement of the two towns. The young Italian guest
staying with Teresina’s neighbor declined having the Belgian soup, potatoes
and vegetables, whereupon Teresina presented the family with a portion of
fresh pasta. Her friend’s husband was so enraptured with the taste of it that
she was immediately asked to provide the recipe. Teresina in turn learned to
make a typical Belgian dish, chicory au gratin, from those same Belgian
neighbors.
The relationship between Teresina and her neighbor resembles the one

Antonia had with her neighbor thirty years earlier, at least if the balance of
power is left out of the equation. Around 1950, the Belgian landlady and
neighbor of Antonia urged her to assimilate to Belgian norms. By contrast,
thirty years later it was Teresina who invited her Belgian neighbors as
guests to her home. The initial inequality of power between the natives
and the newcomers had been replaced by a more even-handed exchange.
The same applies to the relationship between Martine, the Belgian wife of
Silvio, and her mother-in-law. Martine was keen to have the secrets of the
Ciociaria kitchen explained to her by her mother-in-law, whom she visited
every day.
General social dynamics stimulated the acceptance of Italians as “one of

us” by the ethnic majority in Belgium from the 1970s onwards. However,
there was still a more specific reason why culinary exchanges between
Italians and Belgians became more evident after 1970, that is, the new
positive image of Italian culinary culture in Belgium. The increased supply
of Italian food in Belgium as a result of migration and global merchandising,
the rise of tourism, and the attempt by native Belgians in the era of mass
consumption to build up an idiosyncratic identity, all awakened this curiosity
in Italian cooking. In addition, as traditional industries declined, the
economic changes no longer sustained the argument that Italian food was
not substantive enough to turn Italians into industrial workers. In contrast,
since the 1980s, the sober Mediterranean diet has become predominantly
associated with health, because of its non-saturated fats and small quantities
of meat.40

An intriguing question is whether the change in attitude with regard to
Italian food in Belgium has benefited the overall acceptance of Italians in
Belgian society. The popularity of Italian food certainly offered people of
Italian origin opportunities to improve their status, as it permitted them to
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act as hosts (instead of marginal guests) vis-à-vis natives in their
neighborhood as well as in their restaurants and shops. In other words,
Italian food culture has become a relevant cultural phenomenon for Italians
in Belgium since the 1970s. I would not go as far as considering food as the
main instigator in their change of status, as Roberto Sala and Yvonne Rieker
suggested recently with regard to postwar Italian migration to Germany.41

Food may have been helpful, but no doubt the image of Italians in Belgium,
including all the ones not involved in the food business, improved first of all
under the influence of the arrival of new outsiders and the European
integration process. These political and social changes actually enabled the
improved status of Italian food.
The improved image of Italians and of Italian food from the 1970s allowed

the home cooking of the Valle di Comino Italians in Tubize to evolve in two
directions. On the one hand, the popularity of Italian food gave the women
of the Valle di Comino the opportunity to cook like their mothers had done
without raising any hackles. On the other hand, they no longer felt the need
to do so every day, as the amount of interaction held on an equal footing with
Belgian neighbors, family members and friends gradually increased.

Fish for Christmas Eve, Chicory or Asian on a Weekday: Different
Layers of the Cucina Casareccia
: :

Women from the Valle di Comino had learnt to cook from their mothers, as
well as from their mothers-in-law if they had spent the first years of their
marriage in their husband’s parental home, following the rural tradition. This
culinary culture which they learnt by doing, by “stealing with the eyes” as
one woman phrased it, is considered truly casareccia, or from the home, by
the people from the Valle. It was mainly due to the Valle di Comino women
that the original cucina casareccia underwent considerable changes after
migration.
In fact, the gendered division of the social space—between an indoors

with the casa and vicinato (home and neighborhood) for women and an
outdoors with the piazza for men—led to women being occupied by cooking
and by the creation of the domestic space. Springing from Mediterranean
culture, this role division was actually also sustained by the Belgian economy
and culture which incited men of the Valle di Comino to be the main wage
earners and their wives to devote more time to the household. Due to their
domestic roles, women of the Valle di Comino became more attached to the
actual domestic space in Tubize than did their husbands, who imagined their
first home to be in the region of provenance.42 Consequently, they were
considerably open to those who entered their domestic space with new
culinary ideas. Since the 1970s, neighbors of other origin, as well as
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colleagues, school-going children and daughters-in-law, were important in
that regard.
Leek in white sauce, chicory and ham au gratin, carrot and potato purée,

sausage with apple sauce, game with pears, mussels with French fries: these
are all dishes from the Belgian kitchen that have found their way into the
cucina casareccia. Apart from these, there are self-invented Italian–Belgian
recipes such as polenta mixed with carrots and peas. The combination of
polenta and peas certainly has Italian roots, but the mix of carrots and peas
refers to a Belgian tradition.43 Furthermore, Belgian wives of men from the
Valle di Comino and children of Italians of the Valle now like to experiment
with Asian and other exotic flavors in their kitchens. These younger women
not only learn from others, they also find inspiration in cookbooks and
television programs, in contrast to the older women.44 One of them, Loretta,
who has married the son of northern Italian immigrants, at times cooks
Chinese, because her children love it. In fact, like Belgians, people of Italian
origin in Belgium in recent years have become global rather than
traditionally Belgian in their home cooking.
However, Belgian and global flavors are not equally influential in every

family and on every occasion. First of all, different trajectories of different
families result in idiosyncratic food styles. As Luigi reminded me, after all,
“Chaque maison a sa propre sauce” (every home has its own sauce). As such,
some of the Italians of the Valle di Comino still refuse to flavor recipes with
a béchamel sauce, because that sauce was strange to them before their
migration. Interestingly, Pina, who prepares leek with white sauce, learnt
this recipe at the end of the 1950s, from the cook in a bourgeois house in
Brussels where she was working as a chambermaid.
Naturally, women learnt many new recipes via their changing

relationships and through self-discovery; but the sensitivities of other family
members did not always lead to long-lasting successes. For instance, the
three daughters of Maria introduced French fries into the kitchen of their
parents as teenagers. Now that they have left home and their parents,
particularly their father, hope to return to Italy, Maria no longer prepares
French fries. In other cases, there are different motives or reasons. Pina does
not consider the Valle di Comino as her first home, nor does her husband
who has a Hungarian background. Troubled childhood memories, including
a stay with her aunt in Scotland from the age of ten till the age of twenty,
cause her to feel a stranger in Atina. Her home cooking is one of contrasts,
ranging from cime di rapa (leaves of turnip) fried with oil and garlic, which
remind one of the cucina povera of the Valle, to Belgian flavors and
Hungarian dishes in one and the same week.
Not only family histories, also different occasions prescribe the

preferences for Belgian, global or Italian food. In the case of the Italians of
the Valle di Comino, meals count not just more courses, they also become
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more Italian on special occasions. Non-Italian dishes thus appear on the
table most of all on weekdays, even more so for the lunch, which is often not
shared by family members, than for the evening dinner. They belong to the
outer layers of the cucina casareccia. On Sundays, when the children who
have left the nest often drop by for dinner, regional and national Italian
dishes are more common. As such, in line with the tradition in the Valle di
Comino, women who cook pasta on Sundays mostly prepare it themselves
with water, flour and eggs. Likewise, half of the households I frequented
never served French fries on a Sunday.
While the youngest cooks stick less to Italian traditions on Sundays, both

the older and the younger generation like to eat a remembrance meal during
holidays. On Christmas Eve, for example, a meal is served without meat or
animal fats, reflecting the sober way in which the penance period of the
Advent was concluded in the Valle di Comino, as elsewhere in Italy. Baccalà
(cod dried in salt) and anchovy, typical of the cucina povera in the Ciociaria
region, have now been complemented with more expensive sea food like
oysters, salmon and lobster. The tradition thus tolerates some invention,
although meat is never included in the menu.45 The penance, which was
explicitly intended by Antonia, is not a factor for her daughters, nor to the
other Italians from the Valle di Comino still around today. “It is something I
say, after all, I want to keep the tradition alive,” that is the reason why
Marcella serves up baccalà on December 24th.46 Eating fish on Christmas
Eve for the family members around the table is, in the first place, symbolic
of their place of origin, where their relatives used to practice the same ritual.

Concluding Remarks: The History of a Fascinating Diversity
: :

Writing about home cooking, is always writing about an astonishing diversity
of tastes and styles, even when a seemingly homogeneous group like the
Valle di Comino Italians is discussed. After all, every home is distinctive
from others, being the product of a different history and relationship.
Tellingly, every Italian from the Valle in Tubize has different facts to give
about olive oil, which was, together with pork rind, very typical for the
Ciociaria region, though not affordable for the poor to eat on a daily basis.47

For instance, Maria does not like the smell of meat fried in olive oil, and has
fried with groundnut oil since her migration to Belgium. Concetta used to
make tomato sauce with pork rind, but has changed to olive oil, since her
Italian retailer disappeared. When frying meat she prefers to use groundnut
oil, for salads sunflower oil, and for the Belgian croque-monsieur (toasted
ham and cheese) butter. Teresina has yet another preference—she fries meat
in maize oil or butter and uses olive oil for salads. Others use olive oil all the
time, but have butter at hand for very particular dishes.
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This diversity is all the more fascinating as it is closely related to the
specific social and cultural contexts in which people have been involved,
that is, their personal migration history, marriage patterns, neighborly
relationships and work experiences. Belgian social scientists suggested in the
1950s that the lives of Italian immigrants would be uncomplicated, being
either Italian or Belgian in mind. In contrast, Italian men and women in
Belgium were inspired by at least four contexts: the regional Italian, the
national Italian, the Belgian and the global. Every meal since 1946 has, in
idiosyncratic ways, been shaped by all these influences.
Importantly, culinary styles of Italian immigrants were as much the

product of conformity, as the result of resistance, to given cultural models.
Think for instance about the negative prejudices and the assimilation efforts
of Belgians in the 1950s. Instead of causing Italian food styles to change,
they stimulated a protective attitude of Italians with regard to their domestic
culture. It is actually not very surprising that Italians in those days presented
their home cooking as “Italian,” even though the undoubted lack of certain
produce prevented them from eating exactly as they had done before their
migration. In contrast, the improved status of Italians and Italian food in
Belgium from the 1970s onwards allowed for equal culinary exchanges.
Since then, Italian women in particular have a tendency to see their first
home to be in Belgium. Consequently, they have been open to the ideas of
those who have entered their house with Belgian or other recipes, while at
the same time can be proud of their Italian methods and pass on Italian
flavors to their Belgian acquaintances.
While the home cooking of Italians has been affected by Belgian attitudes,

it has equally been shaped by old and new Italian social and political
dynamics. Firstly, the old status difference between northern and southern
Italy caused people from the Valle di Comino in the 1940s to assimilate
quickly the food habits of their northern Italian neighbors. Secondly, the
tradition of village-based migration among Italians has left traces on their
food culture. Local kitchens flourished, where enough people of the same
paese migrated and lived together. Moreover, the introduction of the regional
administration in Italy in the 1970s has provided formal support for the
recreation of regional Italian traditions. In addition, the recent European
legislation which values regional origins, supporting appellation d’origine
contrôlée labels, will no doubt produce a similar effect.48

The Italian identity of the children and grandchildren of the postwar
Italian migration to Belgium is certainly a more symbolic and individual
affair than an everyday one. Nevertheless, such a symbolic ethnicity of
immigrants’ descendants also needs inspiration from broader social, cultural
and political dynamics.49 The tendency to regionalize food within Europe
may thus turn regional Italian food styles into relevant symbols of italianità
for people of Italian origin in Belgium. For the rest, the culinary diversity
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among the children and grandchildren of the Italian workers of 1946 will
continue to be fascinating, as their trajectories increasingly diverge.
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98–9; Alberini and Mistretta, Guida, pp. 283–4.

48 See: Fabio Parasecoli, Food Culture in Italy (Greenwood Press, Westport, CT, 2004), pp.
36–9; Helstosky, Garlic and Oil, pp. 157–8.

49 For a discussion in this regard, see: Herbert H. Gans, Symbolic Ethnicity and Symbolic
Religiosity: towards a Comparison of Ethnic and Religious Acculturation. Ethnic and Racial
Studies 17 (1994), pp. 577–92.
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