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By Ivy, North London

"Well, while this can be a bit of an awkward subject to explain, it traditionally was the forerunner of all glad tidings. To live entwined is lovely no doubt ,but there are times when we do need to give master mazzal a  push… and interference here can only be of oh…. so delicate a kind. To carry it through needs a saucy stirring of kosher and non kosher  ingredients,  in a country where superstitions still rules the roost…. and,  a good  chunk off the bank balance (OW!)  ! All this lot, and you still have to hold your breath for the final curtain, for the magic to appear, for the sparkle and the fizz…  and if they don’t, it means God says: try and try again... and do forgive me for speaking in  such cryptic hygrolaephics, but we are given to understand from the sages that this whole operation collapses if anyone dares even talk about it !!
 

There now, I have given you enough clues on the process of boy marries girl in Iraq.

 

Time to spare a thought for the young lady who wants to keep in with a prejudiced society. Though she is not allowed to go out on dates , still she has an obligation to marry.  Imagine what an impossible conundrum that is.

 

It seems we need someone here to be in the market for a supply of available men and women. A gossip of thick skin and skill, to go intimately into the world of the community, and process the merchandise. This person must be adept at manipulating  the parents to get them to manipulate their offspring… all the while oiling the cogs with some advanced marketing tools  (flattery is one, for example)

 

Enter Rachael the matchmaker. She of the white hair and feisty laugh. . Her eyes shone as she talked to any one of us, and we knew that once home, she would rush and inscribe our particulars in ledgers similar to those used in stocks and shares. These rose in value as we grew older and more eligible. She knocked on all houses whether invited or not. A busybody by inclination, she reveled in keeping a sharp eye on all single people. 

 

Her job was thus: 

To the prospective groom: she had to extol the beauty of the future bride, real or imagined. Any hint of blonde hair or blue eyes and the deal is likely to be in the bag.

To the groom’s family :  to spin tales of the real or exaggerated amount of the future dowry. It would also look good on the c.v. to mention any rich, important or aristocratic family the girl is connected to, now or a 100 years ago.

To the bride: Pass, as all decisions regarding her are made over her head.

Her parents: Reassure them thus about the groom-

1)his career prospects : Rosy 

2) his character: a real business-chee  

3) his house and car: as big as they can stomach

 

It was rumoured that once this woman gained entry to your  house, wild dogs could not drag her out. She has been known to marry angels to rogues, or schoolgirls to very old men (she carried in her satchel many 20 year old pictures of once upon a time handsome men).

 

All this work on her part has whetted  the appetite and  the next step for the prospective parties is to arrange a sighting. Don’t get your hopes up folks, it is still too early for a meeting. The future bridegroom and his family had to check the girl out . To this end, the girl is instructed to be at a certain bus stop for example, or may be vetted on her way out of school (she has no inkling at all poor soul of what is being plotted behind her back).  If the groom found her to have blotchy skin or maybe of too short a build, then under threat of canceling the match, the parents had to hand in some more money for the dowry. If on the other hand, he does find her attractive, and has an intelligent look about her as she is waiting for the bus for example, the groom’s  family will ask for a real meeting- this gesture on its own must carry very serious connotations, as it means things are looking up. At this meeting, both bride and groom would be in their very best dress, very anxious to please, as their whole future depended on a few precious minutes. The meeting consisted of silly chit chat but was really full of undercurrents.  One of the most crucial moments happens when the girl is asked to serve coffee for the guests. It was not your ordinary instant mix, as in Turkish coffee, you boiled all the ingredients together while keeping an eagle eye on the progress of the froth at the top; later on, when presenting it very daintily on a tray, it should still have the froth visible in each miniscule cup, that is the skill everyone  will be judging the bride on….

No further doubts now!… the boy will present his future bride with a trinket at the end of the meeting, signifying his approval. This might be a bracelet or a pin, although nothing but from the most expensive shop will do here. His mother would have picked it up selectively beforehand. And here you are folks, joy, pure joy, is going to descend on the world.

Within the next few days, our Rachael is still needed as a go in between to take everyone through the formal proposal, including  the conditions made by the groom’s family about the  engagement and  the wedding receptions–(lavish) , the bride’s trousseau - hand sewn - the bridal bed and its drapes…… all paid for by the bride’s increasingly fleeced parents. At the same time the bride’s household had already bought enough food to feed the whole town for  the engagement dinner. Only family were invited but then each family had plenty of siblings, aunts, great aunts, uncles… Nobody else was allowed a whiff of the proceedings. When the groom , surrounded by his entourage, straddled in  through the door, reeking of perfume and shining with Bryll cream,  the solemnity and pomp of the occasion rose at least several degrees;  and the bride’s relatives went out of their way to make them feel welcome. Now everyone came forward to shake hands and introduce themselves and their position as a relation of the bride… remember up till then it has been business only. Now they form positive additions to the family. Also, for the first time ever, the bride takes her place near the groom, and everyone will be ogling them both . Isn’t she beautiful ? (probably the first time she has been allowed to put makeup on),  has the groom fallen in love with her? –but wait a minute-  while the shy couple tried to find anything , anything at all, to talk about. No doubt though, romance and magic were both in the air that night as the bridegroom broke the eternal cup before dinner was served. Tradition again! 

 

The money given to Rachael was quite substantial especially if both parties felt they were onto a winner. More money was bandied about in the preparation for the wedding in direct proportion with the prestige of the 2 families.  As for the exuberant couple being feted non stop with more home cooked dinners than they could ever handle, well let’s guess that one day, they may really open their eyes wide and ….blink!!! Or it might take them another lifetime to realize what a potential fine mess their parents could have gotten them into.

 

But SHUSH!  rumblings must always  remain yet another closely kept secret in the recipe.., Everyone is already anticipating the Millah, the Shassha, and the Setti and the marriage has no other way of going than forward… and then when you have so many children and the little treasures take over your life… there is precious little chance of remembering what life could have been like outside the golden cage.

