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Transcript: Interview with Aleksandar Švaba Petrović
Aleksandar Švaba Petrović, Bački Monoštor, Serbia, 2025 
Roma Soul Food project

Interviewer: Švabo, thank you for having us. Tell us something about yourself, what is your name, where are you from, and how did you end up in this wonderful place?
Interviewee: Well, like this, my name is Aca Petrović, they call me Švaba, and we were nicknamed after my grandfather. For us Roma, we are usually dark-skinned, and my grandfather was a blond man, had green eyes, and we got the nickname Švaba after him. Well, that is where Švaba comes from.
Interviewer: And your parents, were they here too?
Interviewee: Yes. They were not really fishermen, but they were there. My grandfather was a trough maker.
Interviewer: When you were a child, what do you remember from Monoštor? What did other Roma do? What did they eat? What did it look like?
Interviewee: Well, they ate everything that the other people did, but the only thing was poverty. We did not have many things. It was very poor.
Interviewer: And, for example, Christmas, Easter?
Interviewee: Oh, then there were cakes, sweets, Christmas when the tree was decorated, that is, whoever was able to do that.
Interviewer: And what about fish? Since when did you go fishing?
Interviewee: Ever since we can remember.
Interviewer: With whom?
Interviewee: With grandfather, with father. We always went as brothers.
Interviewer: Did the women go fishing, or not?
Interviewee: Well, they went, how could they not? The women went fishing. That was one of the sources, one part of the diet.
Interviewer: And when you got sick, did you use some special fish, herbs, plants? What did it look like?
Interviewee: I was not really weak in my time. I used to go to the doctor. Before that, I do not really know myself. For the most part, nothing really happened. I heard stories from before, from my grandfather or great-grandfather, that they had many children because medicine was not that advanced and they did not have the ability to go to the doctor. So they had many children so that something would remain.
Interviewer: Now, tell me, when you were already grown up, did your family move from somewhere? Did they come, as we talked with Civra, from Mohács?
Interviewee: Mostly, my mother’s family is partly from Mohács in Hungary and partly from Bolman in Croatia, from Baranja. Civra’s grandfather and my great-grandfather were brothers, birth brothers. In Baranja we are not really in contact. We know each other, but not so much. Since it is my grandfather’s family there, I am his grandson, so it is not completely lost, but we do not know each other well. After the war, they spread around the world; many are in England and Ireland, and we rarely see each other.
Interviewer: As far as food is concerned, we must also mention music here. Regarding food, what do you catch, and what do you prepare and how? What is your favorite?
Interviewee: Here we have the specificity of fish. Mostly fish, and that is it. I hope we do it very well. Mostly our guests are satisfied, those who come to our place and visit us come back, so that is good.
Interviewer: How do you prepare it?
Interviewee: We mostly bake fish, cook fish; from fish, anything that can be done, we do it all.
Interviewer: What does the fish stew look like? Is it different from the Hungarian one?
Interviewee: In Hungary, the cooking is similar to ours. Those are shades, I think. It is a matter of taste and a matter of what the guests ask for. Here in Monoštor and Bezdan, it is mostly cooked similarly, 90 percent the same. From Hungary to Bogojevo, from Baja to Bogojevo, it is cooked in a similar way, just not exactly identical.
Interviewer: I saw that there is not much paprika; you did not put a lot of paprika and spices in the fish.
Interviewee: It depends on the quality of the paprika. You cannot overdo it. If it is of good quality, you put a little and then it will be as it should be. Not to give away the recipe.
Interviewer: Is there also music when people order food here?
Interviewee: Why not? Usually tambura. When there are events like bean-cooking competitions, then we have electric music, musicians who play with guitars, synthesizers and that kind of equipment.
Interviewer: When you remember stories from your childhood, what is most impressive to you?
Interviewee: There were so many stories and anecdotes that I could sit with you until Easter. I grew up there, and there were all kinds of things. What was pleasant was the companionship. People came, friends came, one of them would bring something, fish or meat, and say, “Švabo, you cook for me, we’ll go fishing.” When they came back from fishing, there was socializing, playing cards, drinking.
Interviewer: What did it look like thirty years ago, in the 1980s, during Yugoslavia?
Interviewee: People say it was much better before. I would not really say so. The village was poor. From my house to the school, there were thirty yards with thatched roofs. There were maybe fifteen cars in the village; now every house has three. There are no more reeds, it is all modernized. Technology has advanced, so it is no longer like before.
Interviewer: Did the Roma stay, or did they leave, as you said, to Ireland and other places?
Interviewee: For the most part, whoever had the opportunity left. Those who did not are still here, and we do not lack anything. It is beautiful here.
Interviewer: What is the atmosphere like here on Christmas Eve, with festivities, people and drinks?
Interviewee: It is a very big gathering. There are big celebrations, and we really keep it that way, at least this generation does.
Interviewer: Is it name days or slava?
Interviewee: We are mostly Catholics, so it is mostly name days. The village slava is on June 29, St. Peter’s Day.
Interviewer: What does that look like?
Interviewee: Music everywhere, a tent, rings and slides, all sorts of things.
Interviewer: Tell me something about the preparation of beans and the grey bread that is baked on the sand. What does that look like?
Interviewee: The preparation of beans is customary; there is no great secret or science about it. The bread was like cake for us. You know how it was for the Roma: Gypsies used to move from place to place and they had to knead bread somehow. They made a Gypsy oven out of mud. Even now there are ovens in the village near us. It depends on how it is protected; it can last for years, even ten years if it is covered well.
Interviewer: What do people drink? Do they make their own wine?
Interviewee: People make their own wine, and beer is bought. In this part of Monoštor, the Gypsies did not really have vineyards. Only Civra’s grandfather had one, as far as I remember. Some had vineyards across Croatia and made wine and brandy.
Interviewer: What does Christmas look like now? You also have carp, what does it look like?
Interviewee: Here, Christmas is not really a fast. Only a fasting dinner is cooked, mostly fish. The real fast is for Good Friday. I am named for Christmas, and my wife is Eva, so when my grandmother was alive, we thought it was fasting. Later, I learned from believers that Christmas is the celebration of Jesus being born, so you do not mourn; you celebrate, drink and receive guests. At my place, guests come all day. I invite friends and relatives, and then there is food, drink and music, sometimes until morning.
Interviewer: What do funerals look like? Is there music there?
Interviewee: There is. Not everyone has music, but those who were musicians are necessarily accompanied, or those who want to be accompanied with music. We also adopted the custom of forty days and an anniversary.
Interviewer: When you were sick as a child, who treated you?
Interviewee: Grandma. There was lard, pork fat, which they would spread. There was also vinegar and water, and houseleek for ear pain. They would put the drops in the ear. I am between generations, not from the very old ones, so I do not know all of it.
Interviewer: Can you share a recipe?
Interviewee: Let’s say fish stew. For one kilo of fish, one liter of water, a spoonful of paprika, and about ten percent onion in relation to the fish. Add a spoonful of salt and tomato. Of the spices we use in the recipe, we use no chemicals, everything is natural. Then it is cooked for thirty minutes on high heat. That is the magic.
Interviewer: And the pasta that goes with the fish stew, do you make it yourself?
Interviewee: Yes. There is no special recipe: eggs, flour, water and salt.
Interviewer: Švaba, are you from an acting family?
Interviewee: Yes. My father was a leading actor, though it is not really something we can brag about. His name was Marko. He acted in a film, and there is a picture from that period. The film was mostly shot in Banat, with a little filmed in Apatin.
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