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n 1994, twenty-cight years afier
Ih-..'r death, Alice Garrigue

Masarvk’s ashes were returned
to her native land and rebuned i the
Family plot in Lany, Crech Eepub-
lic, next to her father Tomaz, her
mother Charlote, and her brother
Jan. Alice had died in Chicago in
1966, after living nearly a thard of
her life i exile m the Unied States.
Throuwghout those difficult vears of
exile, Alice longed to returm home 0
a free Crechoslovakia

Of the four Masaryks buried a
Lany, Alice 1= perhaps the least

known. Tomas Garmgue Masaryk
(1R300 — 1937) is Familiar to many
Americans as the founder and first
president of Crechoslovakia. Some
ko that he mamed an American
Charlotte Garrigue (1850 - 1923)
Soime kmiovwe, toao, that their son lan
Crarmigue Masaryk (15586 — W45}
ws i Crechoslovak diplomat
perhaps they have heard of his mys
terious death in 194E, But Alice 15
relatively unknown,

lomias and Charlotie men in
Germany i 1877 and married in
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Generation to
Generation: The Slovak
Woman’s Role in
Preserving Culture and
Traditions

by Lisa A, Alzo, MFA.

Some of my fondest memories from childhood are the
times spent in my Grandma Figlar's Kitchen, The de-
lightful smells of whatever she was cooking filled the
air. The aroma of her “bottomless™ pot of chicken soup
slowly simmering on the stove, or the smell of brown-
ing butter in her old black ron skillet, which she used
for pirahi or mixed with sweet cabbage for haluski, and
especially the fresh homemade buns-golden brown and
dusted with Aour, which she baked almost daaly.
Drressed in her blue and white comon housedress,
quilied slippers, and a white fabushiba around her head,
Grandma would stand over that stove for what seemed
like hours. It was a given that there would always be
something delicious to eat duning a visit 1o Baba's
howise,

Duse to cultural stereolypes, Ceriain images arc
evoked when one thinks of the Slovak woman: the
habushka, the colorful, elaborate kroje generally worn
during special occasions and holidays, the angled Face
with kind and gencrous eves, yel expressing a cerbiuin
edge, reflecting vears of il and hardship, And finally,

as | have reflected above, the association of the Slo-
vak woman and the kitchen

Slovaks began their migration to the United Suates,
sopmetime after 1870, and greal numbers settled i states
such as Mlinois, New York, Ohio and Pennsylvana, and
took mostly 1o the coal mines and steel mills for em
ployment. In cities like Cleveland, Chicago, and Pitts-
burgh (my hometown), Slovaks began to build their
own communities. By 1907, over 50 percent of Pitls-
burgh steel workers were Slovaks, Because of thier
peasant backgrounds and lack of schooling, Slovaks
often eamed the lowest wages n the mills and the phight
of the “Hunky™ (a negative moniker used 1o describe
immigrant steel workers from Austro-Hungary region),
was revealed in books like Thame Williamson s Henky
and Thomas Bell's novel, Owr of Thes Furmace, In order
10 compensate for low eamings, Slovak families typi-
cally sought cheaper housing and spent more on Food.

In researching my book, Three Stovak Women, 1
discovered that the Slovak woman was frequently over-
looked when it came to the intensity of day-to-day la-
bor. Yes, Slovak men worked hard, but so did their
women who coped with heavy workloads- canng for
family. their homes, and often boarders taken in for
extra income, As a conseguence, Slovak women often
chose foods easy 1o prepare-filling foods like bread and
meat, For Slovaks, food is richly entwined with tradi-
tion, For generations, extensive meal preparations were
a part of special events such as baptims or marriages,
and holidays-especially Christmas and Easter-were
always about food and family.

More than just being a homemaker, the Slovak
woman ok on even greater responsiblities for her fam-
ily. She was often the comforter. the weacher, the disci-
plinarian. financial manager. instiller of religious
teachings, morals and values, and the one who ensured
that the culture and tradiions from the Chd country
contimued on in America and were passed down o suc
cessive generations. She taught by example,

Like many Slovak immigrant women, my grand-
mther was a wonderful cook, but more than the food,
it was the love and pride that went behind the foods she
prepared. A continuation of the customs and tradition
she brought with her from Slovakia.

| remember spending many Friday mights at
Grandma's two-story house on Hill Street, surrounded
by my aunts, uncles and cousins. While we all enjoyved
her soup, those mouth watening golden buns, or her
palacinka (crepes filled with cottage cheese and jelly
and drizzled with that browned butter), or her home-
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made lemon pie—all made without a recipe—we
also just looked forward w being with her and being
together. Grandma was the center of the family,

O Chnstmas Eve, we celebrated the traditional
Vilia supper. As she had wath ber family i Slovaka,

Grandma, often assisted by my mother and aunts, spent

all day preparing the meal, a meatless supper in keeping

with her religious beliet that Chnstmas Eve was a iime

for fasting, According to custom, the Toods prepared for

this supper were based on the elements of nature and
thee fruits of the yvear's labors.,

Betore the meal, we would ask God 1o bless the
fosd, The Birst course consisted of the sour soup or
Lapuisrica made of saverkraul and the pagach, (which
miy Irsh uncle Likes w call the “Slovak pieea™), Olled
with sauerkraul or a polato and cheese mixiure and
baked 1o a golden brown, Mext came the perfectly
baked little balls of dough or bebalky, Depending on
which area of Slovakia vou came from, bobally were
gither steamed with milk and coated with poppy seed
and/or honey, or browned in butter and mixed with
savcrkraut, My grandmather followed the saserkraut
recipe. Finally, our maim course was parodi, which o
mom-Slovaks [ explaim as pillows of dough similar wo

ravioli, filled with cabbage, prunes, dricd cottage cheese

or potatn and cheese and drenched in browned butter,
We often ate our prrodi with a serving of fried Gsh, For
dessert we were treated w walnut or poppy seed rolls
and all sorts of Lofuct (cookies). Christmas Eve supper
wis always a sacred ritual which
tied togcther religious ohser-
vanoes and these special Slovak
CUSIOANS,

Easter was my favorite holi
day, My grandmaother baked the
pariier or Easter bresd, Crrandma’'s
paska alwavs seemed 1w be per-
fect-a mce round loal with a
golden crust and a yellow center
miade from eggs, butter, and
white ransins. The kitchen also
smelled of freshly baked nue and
poppyseed roles, Another part 1
looked forward o was coloning
and decorating egxgs, i slovak

called pusanky, and especially
liked o watch my grandmother
prepare the custard-like rownd
chieese called hrwdba, or sveer,

miacke from eggs and milk sim-

Conrtesy of Laxag Alzo

meered slowly until it separated into curds and whey.

She would spoon the curds o a cheesecloth and shape
i it @ ball
together and she would hang the hall in the basement

I'he comers of the cloth were then tied

ower the laundry tub untl ot became firm. Grandma also
prepared clires (beets mixed with horseradish ), and
finished off the preparations with baking the special
sausage, klobasay , and a large ham,

Un Holy Saturday alternoon, my mother would
pack a large wicker basket filled with these foods, cover
il with a special crocheted cloth (which, to this day, is
stilll im the famuly), and take it to owr church to be
blessed by the priest. Grandma would pack a small bas-
ket for me with a tuny paska and a sampling of the other
feods. It made me feel so special. On Easter Sunday, we
wollld all visi Grandma afier church 1o celebrate in the
oy o the nsen Lord, exchanging with one another the
tracditional greeting of “Christos Voskres" (Christ is
Fisen!) and partaking in the blessed Easter foods

I'he church blessing was indicative of the fact that
the foods were more than just something o eat for the
holiday. Each item i the basket symbolized a part of
Easter. The paska was made to commemorate the Gact
that Jesus is the living bread from heaven in the Eucha
rist, The kradka, with its bland but sweet tasie, symbsnl
1resd the moderabion that Chrstans should have imoall
thimgs, the chren a reminder of the bitter herbs which
the Israelites had during their Passover supper, and also
of the bitter drink the Lord was given while he hung on

Christmias Eve supper ai the Alzo howuse, lave 1900 Plowo
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the cross, The Kloiassy was indicative of Crwd s 1a-
vor and generosity and the ham celebrated the free-
dom of the New Law, which came mto effect with
the resurrection of Jesus, Slovaks ivpically ae ham
instead of lamb, which s the traditional Passover
mieal becavse lamb was not readily avalable w them
in the old country and they camed the custom w the
Mew World, It was those very customs that were
chenshed and respected in my family as well as
many other Slavic famihes and passed down
through the efforts of the women-women ke my
grandmother and mother

When my grandmother passed away in 1984, my
mother ok over the roles of “expert cook™ and cultural
“torch passer.”
Our kitchen be
came the gathering
place for Chrstmas
Eve and Easter
Sunday celebra
mons, as well as the
occasional Friday
might dinner.
Mother would don
her own habushia
(scart), pull out
Grandma’s large
wooden board and
rolling pin and
prepare the various
Slovak dishes o
which we had be-
COME S0 AcCCus )
inmed. The Aupetsiern
precision with
which she cul the sguares for the pirafi, or mixed
together the Nllings (using the rght amount of
cheese for the potatoes and cheese filling or perfect
ing the amount of sugar so that the coltage cheese
would be just sweet enough), was something only
acquired through years of practice. Inevitably, there
would be more lilling and she would have w make
mare dough, Then we would mun ot of dough and
nessd more fillling unbil we got it exactly right. But
she didn’t mind, and metther did we-because i
meeanl more for us o enpoy. Al Easter we would all
joke about the “panivhose with the cheese mixiure
hanging down over the laundry fubs in the base
ment.”

Just like Grandma, my mather could make all the

Tive carcful dropping of Piroki infe the pot of bailing warer {hand of
Creraldine Figlar Alvbon, December 2000 ), Photo conrtesy of M

dishes o perfection and although she opted o keep her
“recipes” handy, she probably could have prepared all
of the dishes without reference, (F course she had
greal teacher,

My mother passed away in 2000, but prior 1o her
death, she tried o teach us those of us in the family who
were mterested, how o prepare our favorite dishes and
thie sigmificance behind them. While T admat that T am
i as dedicated a cook as my mother and grandmother,
| have attempied to make some of the dishes on my
oo, Mother taught me how 1o make the buns and also
thie freedber Tor Easter, and we made nut and poppyseed
rolls fogether, My aunis have now taken over the re
sponsibiliny of preparing the dishes for Christimas Eve

And also, like
many third gencra-
ton Slovak-Ameri-
cans, | see how
these traditions ane
disappearing, as
tme spent with
loved omes al the
holidavs and other
MCC HSIONS hl.'!.‘l““.l."\
miore liminted and
our Family becomes
We
seem o have more

more scatiered

to worry about
today -different
wiork and ravel
schedules, other
family and personal
obligations and so
on. But, despite the
mosdern fimes, we recognize the imporance of pass
ing on the traditions 1o future gencrations

It 1= often sad that yvou do mo truly appreciate
person of something vou own until he or she or i s
ne longer present, 1 often find myself longing fos
my childhood days and those wonderful Slovak
dishes. The area whene | currently reside 15 more
culiurally diverse than the neighborhood where |
grew up in Pittsburgh. 1 have o drive an hour o
miore i find churches or groups that hold special
Slavic festivals or prepare the traditional foods. Even
miore s, for me, the special umes such as holidays just
aren’t the same without my mother and grandmother.
Although those of us who are left give our very best
clions, I can't help but feel a deep sadness that these
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twir special women are no longer with us. 1 also now
have a greater appreciation for my mother and grand-
mother and the time they spent laboring over the stove,
cooking countless Slovak meals, or making the deli
cious pastries, as well as Tor all of the other lessons
they tried to teach us along the way: levvalty 1o fam-
Hy. responsibality for one’s actions, a strong work
cthic, the virues of being a good and CATING PETSon,
last but no least, a tremendous sense of pride i owr
Slovak background and humble beginnings

S50 whenever | smell haluski in that browned
butter, or faste the sweetness of the brudiba or
freshly baked nutrolls, in my mind I am transported
back to Grandma’s kitchen and my first exposure to
those homemade Slovak dishes, which are more
than just great foods o
enjoy, but special sym-
bols of my rich heri
tage
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