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Transcript: Interview with Marcel Baranja
Marcel Baranja, Ljutomer, Slovenia, 2025
Roma Soul Food project

Interviewer: OK. First and last name, and your education?
Interviewee: Marcel Baranja, a grammar school graduate.
Interviewer: And your profession is a professional worker?
Interviewee: Marcel Baranja, professional worker.
Interviewer: Marcel, let's first go back to your childhood. You grew up in a Roma settlement. If you remember from your childhood, which dishes were prevalent then, which food products do you remember, or generally the diet from your childhood?
Interviewee: In my childhood, I ate a lot of traditional Roma food. My mother knew how to prepare it very well. There were a lot of stews and soup dishes. Almost every meal, I remember, had to include meat. If there was no meat, it wasn't a proper meal. I also remember there was a lot of processed food. Roma food is generally such that it uses a lot of flour, a lot of oil, a lot of carbohydrates. There were many processed meat products, pâtés, cold cuts, and sausages. Usually, I remember, when we were little kids and we were hungry, we would always ask for a sandwich: a piece of bread, sausage, ketchup, mayonnaise. That was sort of a constant snack. Yes, but back then, we didn't really worry about what we would eat. We ate whatever was on the table.
Interviewer: You mentioned traditional Roma dishes. Which three, for instance, would you highlight? What were they?
Interviewee: I remember, we ate gomboci, paradajz humer, nokelen, šahen gremov čike, kotlovski pogavča. These are basically mostly dough dishes, whether they're dumplings or flatbread from the oven. And usually, a sauce is made, or eggs are put on top, it's salted, a bit of Vegeta is added, and that was basically it. As seasoning, we usually used only salt and Vegeta, and red paprika.
Interviewer: And how did you experience holiday food, like for Christmas or Easter, maybe even fasting? We don't celebrate Đurđevdan. Christmas, Easter, and during fasting, what was the diet like?
Interviewee: We ate a lot during the holidays. I remember that during the holidays, when there were parties, we always ate a lot. There were many different dishes on the table. Those were usually the days when the family got together. We would invite the whole family, maybe relatives too, and celebrate. Basically, the food here wasn't much different from traditional Slovene cuisine. We celebrated just like other Slovenes did. Generally, this traditional Roma food was not eaten then. But there was always a very, very large variety of dishes.
Interviewer: And how did you, in childhood and later on, take care of your health through food? If at all, did you in your childhood, or your parents, pay attention to what you ate, how much you would eat, anything related to health?
Interviewee: As children, we weren't concerned with how much we would eat. Basically, we went grocery shopping once or twice a month. We ate whatever our parents prepared. And we ate when we were hungry, you know? It wasn't strict like: “Okay, now it's dinner, now it's lunch,” but rather, when you were hungry, you made yourself something to eat. It was also the case that, for example, we ate a lot of sweets in our household. I remember when I got my allowance, my younger sister and I went to the store. Back then we still had tolars, and we basically got a whole bag of sweets for 1,000 tolars. And that somehow became a routine. And because of that, I also noticed at the end of primary school that the pounds also started to pile on a bit.
Interviewer: What about any home remedies? For example, among Roma people it's known that a spoonful of honey helps with a cold or whatever. Was there anything like that, which your parents, for instance, had ready for you at home, a home remedy for a cold or something similar?
Interviewee: We didn't really use these natural alternative remedies. I know our relatives did. But we always had medicine with us, you know, regular medicine. Also, when we were sick as children, parents, you know, take great care of us, they make us tea, give us the necessary medicine, syrups and so on. But as for preparing something specifically at home, not really, no.
Interviewer: What importance did you then, not so much in your childhood years, but in your younger years, attribute to food for your health? You personally, if at all? Or when did you become aware that: “Okay, food can also be important for health”?
Interviewee: I don't think we thought much about whether the food was healthy or not. We mainly bought food that would last a long time. We didn't buy a lot of fruit and vegetables, because that usually only lasts three or four days. So we ate rather unconsciously and more of the food that we knew could be eaten several times a week, or maybe there were some 15, 20 meals that were then repeated. So we didn't think too much about health. I know a lot of oil and a lot of flour were always used. And there were always a lot of carbohydrates, just to fill you up. We didn't think back then about how much protein, how much fiber, and so on there was. We just ate what we had. That was it.
Interviewer: And when did you start to become aware of the importance of food for health and well-being?
Interviewee: I think I started to become aware of the importance of health when I moved out. That's when I really had some time to think, because I brought many patterns from home, you know? I remember then, when I got my first paycheck, I used these negative patterns: how much food you buy, how often you go to the store? Personally, it was always a lot, and then it expires and you throw the food away, right? These were also more mental things. And that's when I basically realized that it can be done differently. That it's not necessary for every meal to have meat, that you don't need so many carbohydrates, that more vegetables, more fruit are included in breakfast and so on. So basically, for me, it was that I perhaps needed that physical distance to maybe rethink things and then you realize: “Aha, not everything was as good as our parents and relatives presented it.”
Interviewer: So, you changed your eating habits after moving out of the Roma settlement. What about holiday customs, related to food of course, now that you've moved? Do you still maintain these holiday customs on your own, or do you participate more in the customs back home, in your home settlement?
Interviewee: I live alone, so I don't really prepare these holiday dishes for myself. Often, when I go back home to my parents, I ask for something to be cooked specifically for me. Usually, these are spoon-based dishes that are very tasty. Of course, there are holidays when I like to go home, where there's again a lot of food, right? But to prepare it specially at home, or even the traditional food, for instance, I don't prepare it at home. Here, I look for healthier solutions more, perhaps social media now also has a big influence on what we eat, what we buy. So basically for all of that I ate in my childhood, I now sort of look for other alternatives.
Interviewer: But even though you now live on your own, your eating habits, or rather you haven't brought over many of these holiday dishes to your new home environment, how do you think, if at all, you will pass this knowledge on to younger generations? How, if you'll even know how to pass on information about cooking, say, traditional holiday dishes of the Roma? Do you even know how to cook them?
Interviewee: I might be lucky in that I now work with children and young people, so basically passing on this tradition is very visible in my job. We also have projects where we encourage healthy eating, where traditional Roma dishes are cooked. We involve Roma women, young mothers, who know how to cook traditional food. Then we also involve the children who are there, watching, listening, and then they too try to cook this food. So perhaps for me, this is the only way that this tradition can truly be passed on. Now, how much of it I will pass on, I don't know, right? With my younger sister, you can see that she might pass this tradition on. And now, as long as you still have a family that knows how to cook and as long as you still go back home, you kind of rely on the fact that your parents will cook. Then we'll most likely see what happens next.
Interviewer: What is your diet like today, now that you live on your own? How different is it from the food from the settlement?
Interviewee: I think the food now is very, very, very different. As I said, right, there are still many of these patterns that I repeat from home. But I'm looking for healthy alternatives. Whenever I go to the store, I really try to buy healthy foods. I avoid certain ingredients like flour or vegetable oils. I eat very little bread. I eat very little meat. So, I mostly cook for myself, and it's mostly healthy dishes. Of course, every now and then, you know, you either go home or to a restaurant and try something new, try something different. So, it's a mix of everything, I'd say.
Interviewer: And how do you understand the connection between food, holidays, and health today? How strongly are these three things connected, if at all?
Interviewee: Generally, our parents and relatives taught us that when you come home, or go to a party, you always have to try everything. You have to eat a lot, you have to try all the desserts. And maybe it's good to unlearn these things, that you don't have to try everything, you don't have to take all the food home. Another thing that we might not talk about enough is that we also use food to soothe other emotional challenges, right? Many times we reach for food just to calm down, to try to cover up some other negative emotions. This is especially evident in children, if they don't get along with their parents, or if they argue a lot. So, this is perhaps one such area that would be good to explore.
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