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Lilla's Feast: One Woman's True Story of Love
and War in the Orient

by Frances Osborne

About the Book

At the end of her life, Frances Osborne's one-hundred-year-old great-grandmother Lilla was as elegant as ever --- all
fitted black lace and sparkling-white diamonds. To her great-grandchildren, Lilla was both an ally and a mysterious
wonder. Her bedroom was filled with treasures from every exotic corner of the world. But she rarely mentioned the
Japanese prison camps in which she spent much of World War 1, or the elaborate cookbook she wrote to help her
survive behind the barbed wire.

Beneath its polished surface, Lillas life had been anything but effortless. Born in 1882 to English parents in the beautiful
North China port city of Chefoo, Lillawas an identical twin. Growing up, she knew both great privilege and deprivation,
love and its absence. But the one constant was a deep appreciation for the power of food and place. From the noodles of
Shanghai to the chutney of British India and the roasts of England, good food and sensuous surroundings, Lilla was
raised to believe, could carry one a long way toward happiness. Her story is brimming with the stuff of good fiction:
distant locales, an improvident marriage, an evil mother-in-law, a dramatic suicide, and two world wars.

Lilla's remarkable cookbook, which she composed while on the brink of starvation, makes no mention of wartime
rations, of rotten vegetables and donkey meat. In the world this magical food journal, now housed in the Imperial War
Museum in London, everyone is warm and safe in their homes, and the pages are filled with cream puffs, butterscotch,
and comforting soup. In itswriting, Lillawas able to transform the darkest moments into scrumptious escape.

Lilla's Feast is arich evocation of a bygone world, the inspiring story of an ordinary woman who tackled the challenges
life threw in her path with an extraordinary determination.
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Discussion Guide

1. Lilla spends her childhood as a "little princess," but she ends up a strong, independent woman. How much of this
change do you attribute to the characteristics she was born with, and how much to the circumstances that she found
herself in? To what extent do you think our personalities can be shaped by our experiences rather than what we inherit?
Can you identify which traits of your own personality you have inherited, and which have been formed by your

experiences?

2. "It is not often that lovers swap roles," writes Osborne. How do Ernie and Lilla change roles in their marriage? Does
the love between them change? Lilla has three significant sexual relationships in her life. How do her feelings for each
lover --- and each for her --- differ? Do her relationships improve or worsen? Do you think she was ever really in love?

3. Lilla's Feast is a family memoir. How does the fact that the author both knew and is related to Lilla affect the
narrative? And what can the biography of an ordinary woman caught up in world events --- rather than a biography of a
famous person orchestrating those events --- teach us? How different is history when seen from an eye-level point of
view, rather than the political point ofview?

4. "Down by the waterfront," writes Osborne of nineteenth-century Shanghai, "the smells of steaming rice and charring
meat mingled with traces of opium smoke." Lilla's Feast is marked by its descriptive passages, taking the reader to, inter
alia, the mountains of India, Edwardian England, and a Japanese concentration camp. Where do you find Osborne's
descriptive style most evocative? How does Osborne primarily create this effect in your chosen passage --- through the
context of physical surroundings, or calling on the senses? Which ones?

5. Food, to Lilla, is more than nutrition. She "dreams of peeling apples with insides like half-frozen snow." What role, or
roles, does food play in the story? How do the attitudes of Alice Eckford, Ernie, and Papa Howell to food reflect their
attitudes to life? In the prison camp, how do the inmates' changing circumstances affect their relationship with food? Has
your own relationship with food ever been altered by eventsin your life?

6. Lillawas brought up "to be awife and nothing else." How do the choices open to Lilla as a woman change during her
lifetime? Do you think she takes full advantage of them? What do these changes reveal about the choices available to
women today?

7. Thereis an old Chinese curse, "May you live in interesting times." Lilla's life took her through world wars and across
the world in atime of great political upheaval, leading her to have to turn her life around and start over again and again.
Which of her turnarounds do you find the most inspirational? Why?

8. "At the end of 1907, along-awaited great hand reached down from the sky and plucked Ernie from his dusty desk,"
writes Osborne, making the point that people's lives can be turned this way or that by events over which they have little
control. How much do external circumstances and chance --- as opposed to the characters own choices --- change the
lives of Lilla and her family members? How might Lillas life have turned out if her husband's troopship had not been
sunk by a U-boat in the Second World War? If she had married Macolm Rattray, or another man, before the Great
Depression of the early thirties? Or if the family firm had not gone bankrupt? At what other points could Lillaslife have
gone in another direction --- and how? Can you identify any similar turning points for yourself where an external event,



or your own choice, has fundamentally changed the course ofyour life

9. To what extent do the forceful characters of Lillas and Ernie's mothers affect their lives? What does the interaction
between the Howells and the Eckfords reveal about social and intellectual snobbery between older, educated families
and new money at the turn of the twentieth century? Does the same pattern hold true in any way today?

10. What prompted Lilla to start writing her cookbook? What added symbolism did it take on once she had been
marched out of her home and imprisoned? How did her relationship to her cookbook change during her years in the
camp? Why do you think she hid the book when she was released?

11. "Every aspect of the inmates' lives in Weihsien [prison camp] was ordered by layer upon layer of ruthlessly efficient
committees," writes Osbhorne. What does the formation of these committees reveal about humans' innate desire to
organize themselves into hierarchies? Why do you think this is? Have you ever been a founding member of any club or
organization? How did its hierarchy evolve?

12. Even though none of Lillas family had any Chinese ancestry, and they had come to China as "colonials,” many of
her family felt that China was their real home, the only place to which they belonged. What was it about China that made
it home to Lilla? What does this tell us about the meaning of home? What made Lilla turn down the chance to escape
after Pearl Harbor? Does this help to explain why, even today, people living in war zones appear to fail to flee until it is
too late?

Author Bio

Frances Osborne was born in London and studied philosophy and modern languages at Oxford University. She is the
author of Lilla?s Feast and The Bolter. Her articles have appeared in The Daily Telegraph, The Times, The Independent,
the Daily Mail, and Vogue. She livesin London with her husband, George Osborne, and their two children.

Critical Praise

"Lilla's Feast is a captivating narrative of one resilient woman's one-hundred-year journey through the cultural changes
and political turmoil of the late nineteenth and most of the twentieth centuries. Her collection of exotic recipes were her
souvenirs from the many outposts of the British Empire that she called home and became her connection to reality when
her freedom was taken away."
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