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Introduction



Welcome back, or if you are reading this book for the first time, welcome. This is the fourth edition of a book I wrote in 2005. I had started teaching classes on food writing, and I couldn’t find a reference book for my students. So I decided to write it myself, packing it with sound guidance and wisdom from experts on all kinds of food writing, from memoir to blogging to cookbooks.


Much has changed since 2005, most notably because of the internet. Thousands of people became food bloggers and influencers, and those at the top now make a six-figure income by learning photography, social media, and search engine optimization (SEO). Restaurant reviewing has declined, and there is more credibility in self-publishing.


One of the most exciting changes is a shift away from Eurocentric cooking toward world cuisines, with more diversity in authorship. And here on our continent, there’s a shift in interest in indigenous cuisines. This change is long overdue—and has been fought for decades. And make no mistake, it is still emerging.


These and other trends are reflected here. In this edition, I’ve spent more time on the art of writing, self-publishing, and making money in our business. My goal is to encourage you with practical and realistic advice no matter what stage of development you’re at:




[image: image] If you’re just starting out and considering blogging or writing articles for fun or as a hobby, you’ll find information and tools that give you a good foundation.


[image: image] If you hope to support yourself as a food writer, you’re in for a challenge, but more people than ever can do it now, as internet content creators. A chapter on making money lists all kinds of opportunities, from the traditional to the newer ideas that will surprise and inspire you.


[image: image] If you are already a food writer, congratulations! This book gives you a deeper dive into the writing and skill building that will help you hone your work and career.


[image: image] If you’ve already bought a previous version of Will Write for Food, you’ll find updates on the writing process, writing cookbooks, trends in food writing, and insight from new voices.


[image: image] If you want to self-publish, you’ll find detailed information in the publishing chapter, including advice on ebooks.




Regardless of what stage you’re at as a food writer, I hope this book will answer questions and provide the tools to move you forward. It will help you appreciate the effort that goes into writing, selling, and publishing food writing. In addition to my own advice and thoughts, Will Write for Food takes you inside the heads of some of America’s most powerful food writers, bloggers, editors, and agents. Their wisdom, recommendations, and experiences are insightful, along with stories of how successful food writers broke into the business. Understanding the process behind food writing, the characteristics of those who succeed, and which tools are necessary will help lessen any anxieties you’re bound to endure.


My own adventure with food writing began after graduating from journalism school in Vancouver, British Columbia, when I became the editor of a city restaurant magazine. I wrote features about restaurants and managed a staff of restaurant reviewers. Later in my career in California, I became a full-time magazine editor and then a freelance food writer, writing restaurant and cookbook reviews, recipe columns, cover stories, profiles, feature articles, advice-based essays, and opinion pieces for magazines and websites. In 2008 I coauthored my first cookbook, Grilled Pizzas & Piadinas, with Chicago chef Craig Priebe. In 2009 I started a blog on food writing, also called Will Write for Food, at diannej.com. In 2015 my second cookbook with Craig, The United States of Pizza, came out.


My career as an editor and a writer spanned newspapers, magazines, and book publishing. Now that I’m self-employed, my work as a writing coach, a blogger, and an author has spanned more than thirty years, giving me a valuable well of experience from which to draw. For more than two decades, I’ve coached writers on how to freelance, start a blog, or get a book published. I’ve edited cookbook manuscripts for both individuals and book publishers, and I’ve judged cookbook awards for both the James Beard Foundation and the International Association of Culinary Professionals (IACP).


I also have taught at workshops in Canada, Australia, Ireland, France, Italy, Cambodia, Turkey, and the United Arab Emirates. In the United States, I’ve taught at the Smithsonian, University of California Los Angeles Extension, Book Passage bookstore in Northern California, and at Litquake offices in San Francisco. I’ve been a guest speaker and workshop leader at many conferences, including the IACP, BlogHer and BlogHer Food, Food Bloggers of Canada, and the International Food Blogger Conference. And more recently, I’ve begun to teach online. Teaching and presenting give me the opportunity to meet people like you and to get to know the issues today’s food writers face.


The material in this book comes from my own experience, research, and interviews with established food writers, editors, and agents. Some writers have submitted essays on how they operate. Many quotes came from personal interviews. Occasionally I quote from previously published material that appeared in print or online, as indicated by “said in an interview.” I’ve also quoted from speakers at conferences, radio programs, and podcasts.



HOW TO USE THIS BOOK



Will Write for Food is mostly for beginners, but each new edition contains deeper and deeper dives into writing, and as a result, this book can be valuable no matter where you are in your career. Here are some basic guidelines:




[image: image] Read the chapters consecutively, or open the book to whichever chapter interests you the most.


[image: image] Write! Most chapters end with writing suggestions designed to put what you have learned to immediate use. The usefulness of any one exercise may not seem apparent, but if you complete at least one in each chapter, you could find new points of entry into writing. You may uncover new material, memories, and a way to channel your passion. If you already write, these exercises may give you something new to try.


[image: image] If you don’t want to write, think about why. It’s normal to have resistance to writing suggestions and to turn the page. The exercises are short, fun, and not very time-consuming. The goal is to write, so why not do so? Trust yourself.


[image: image] Find support. It’s so much easier than moving forward alone. Don’t stop with my book. Find other people who will guide you by joining industry groups or writing groups. And most importantly, keep at it. Persistence is half the battle. Besides, you need written work to show the editors who are actively looking for you. Give them something to read.


[image: image] Join my community. Please let me know if this book has helped you or if you have questions. Write to me at dj@diannej.com; sign up on my website, https://diannej.com, for my free newsletter, published twice a month and filled with links to articles important to food writers; or comment on my blog, Will Write for Food, at https://diannej.com/b. On social media, find me on Instagram (@diannemjacob) and Twitter (@diannej). Or join my Facebook public page (@foodwriting) for great links to food writing subjects and upcoming events.




Food writing is a tough field with fierce competition, and it’s difficult to make a living at it. I aim not to frighten you but to inspire you to act on a goal and to move forward as a writer who gets published, whether for pay or online on your own blog. You deserve to have the inside information, resources, and support. My hope is that this book offers those to you.















1



What, Exactly, Is Food Writing?


A blog recipe for fish tacos. An academic treatise on the history of tea. A newspaper story about Toronto’s Chinatown. A nonprofit’s guide to environmentally sustainable cooking. A cookbook about the dishes of Nigeria.


Food writing wanders over dozens of subjects; the storytellers and their craft are what bring it together. Mostly, though, food writing is still about recipes. When you enter a bookstore, much of what you will see is cookbooks. Most food blogs contain recipes, and the biggest food-based sites on the web contain hundreds and thousands of recipes.


Every year, people publish content on food, some folks writing for the first time. It’s easier to choose what to write about if you understand why you want to write about food in the first place. What’s your reason? Do any of these speak to you?




[image: image] You’d like to pass down recipes to family members or friends who enjoy your cooking.


[image: image] You’re a caterer, chef, or restaurateur whose customers have asked for recipes.


[image: image] You’re fascinated by the history of a certain food and want to research it.


[image: image] You want to write a cookbook based on expertise you’ve developed.


[image: image] You can’t find a blog that deals with your child’s allergies, and you know other parents could use one.


[image: image] You want to capture the cuisine of a country and people you love.


[image: image] You want to start a recipe blog about the comfort foods you were raised on.




Whatever motivates you, food writing has a requirement that makes it irresistible: you love food, and you get to eat and write about it. What’s better than that? Today is a great time to be a food writer, because our nation is besotted with eating in all its guises. In addition to the giant category of recipes, food writing comes in many forms and subjects, including these:




[image: image] politics


[image: image] economics


[image: image] culture


[image: image] profiles of restaurants, chefs, and farmers


[image: image] news and trends


[image: image] personal essays and memoir, often in blogs


[image: image] culinary travel


[image: image] history


[image: image] nutrition and diets




Basically, though, food connects to just about any subject or story. “I honestly think there’s almost no story you can’t tell through food,” said writer Ruth Reichl in an interview. “If you want to read about women’s lives throughout history, you can do it through cookbooks. If you want to teach math, you want to teach history, there’s nothing you can’t get to through food. It is one of the major forces in the world.”


This first chapter tries to uncover what makes the best food writing successful. I asked some of the most creative minds in the field about the narrative form. Is it simply good writing? Or is it about what makes readers hungry, helps them experience pleasure, activates their senses, and evokes images of a certain place and time?


THE ESSENCE


I believe good writing, period, is the main determining factor of what constitutes good food writing, and I set out to see what others had to say. I asked some of our most accomplished writers, editors, and bloggers for their opinions on writing. Reichl, author of several memoirs and a novel, is even more adamant. She told me the term food writer is pejorative, like woman writer. She’s a writer, she says. That’s it.


Cookbook author Samin Nosrat concurs. “I’ve always believed that good food writing is simply good writing,” she wrote in the introduction of The Best American Food Writing 2019, where she was guest editor. The best food writing is “compelling, intelligent, at times lyrical, and driven by narrative and voice. Good food writing evokes the senses. It makes us consider divergent viewpoints. It makes us hungry and motivates us to go out into the world in search of new experiences. It charms and angers us, breaks our hearts, and gives us hope. And perhaps most importantly, it creates empathy within us.”


For Andrea Nguyen, a cookbook writer and blogger, food writing teaches her something new and unexpected: “It helps me see the culinary experience from a different perspective. It may use a term or turn of phrase that inspires my own writing somehow. It also tells a story about the humanity. Good food writing can be found in periodicals, academic journals, novels, nonfiction, cookbooks—many places.”


Helen Rosner, the New Yorker’s roving food correspondent, described how the meaning of food writing has expanded. “Over the last couple of decades, food writing has become more comprehensively understood,” she explained on a podcast. “Food has taken on this outsize role that is more on par with music and theater and other cultural avenues. You can write about an industry; you can write about a cultural footprint. [You can think] about food as an avenue for who we are as a people and how we spend our time, and how that reflects on the culture at large and what we spend our money on.”


I’m an admirer of Calvin Trillin, who has written about food for decades, including pieces for the New Yorker. When I interviewed him, he adamantly refused to describe his work as food writing. He calls it “writing about eating” and doesn’t distinguish it from any other nonfiction. He insisted he is not a cook, has no culinary knowledge, and does not rate food. “It’s probably fair to call me an amateur,” he cracked.


Award-winning cookbook author Grace Young has a take tied to home cooking and universal emotions. “I’m much less interested in the ‘plush, yet unctuously frothy’ school of food writing, and more taken with heartfelt prose that reaches across culinary borders,” she wrote. “My readers who didn’t grow up in a Cantonese household understand my immigrant mother’s desire to re-create the dishes her mother cooked for her in China. Cooking and eating are so elemental and primal that reading about them can arouse an almost universal emotional connection.”


Her view is similar to that of Namiko Chen, founder of Just One Cookbook, a successful food blog with millions of viewers. “Good food writing has the power to ignite precious memories or experiences readers associate with the food. It allows readers to visualize the taste, the texture, and the process of putting a dish together in their heads. When it’s well described and encouraging, it empowers readers to think ‘Yes, I can cook this at home.’”


Chandra Ram, editor of Plate magazine, aimed at chefs and restaurateurs, also believes the best food writing taps into what readers feel. “Good food writing has to have all the grace and structure of any kind of writing, but it also needs to evoke emotions,” she said. “Depending on the piece, your readers should feel a physical craving for the pie you write about. Or laugh out loud about an unexpectedly spicy chili. Or grit their teeth at the cultural appropriation of a heritage dish. Or pause in a wash of nostalgia when they remember the holiday meal, regular snack or seasonal fruit you describe. You are writing about something your readers interact with every day, and while the quotidian isn’t always memorable, there will regularly be something—an ingredient, a technique, a passed-down wooden spoon or a bowl that evokes a childhood kitchen—that resonates with them emotionally. It’s your job as the writer to make those connections and tell those stories.”


“Food writing is a wonderful, weird passion,” adds award-winning cookbook author Shauna James Ahern. “You can drop artifice and pretensions and just start to write about what you love, even if it’s what you had for breakfast. If you have a strong, distinctive voice and you’ve honed it well, readers will feel like they know you. You know you’ve succeeded when people will want to meet you.”


WHO GETS TO BE A FOOD WRITER


This fourth edition is a good place to lay out how food writing has shifted. But first, I offer a bit of background about who gets to be a food writer in the first place. For perspective, here’s Maura Judkis, a reporter for the Washington Post:




The first wave of modern food criticism included white critics who reviewed prestige restaurants for prestige publications, such as the New York Times’ Craig Claiborne. French chefs were idolized. Formal dining was the standard.


The second wave brought writers and such personalities as Jonathan Gold, Anthony Bourdain, Tyler Cowen and Ruth Reichl: (Mostly) still male, still white; but for people who looked like them, they were the gateway to foods from other cultures. They wrote about immigrant foods with deference and sensitivity, and importantly, with specificity, distinguishing between regional customs and flavors, and incorporating history, culture and politics into their assessments. But for those cuisines, they were still outsiders.





Initially, most people thought food writers were restaurant reviewers. Of course, they were, but they were also freelance writers, staff writers, and cookbook authors.


For a long time, food writing has been primarily white. Cookbook author and chef Edna Lewis; journalist, food historian, and cookbook author Jessica B. Harris; and cookbook authors Grace Young and Julie Sahni broke new ground. Today, we’re seeing a long-overdue shift, as a new, diverse generation of writers makes waves. They include these writers:




[image: image] Soleil Ho, a Vietnamese American in her twenties, became the San Francisco Chronicle’s first nonwhite food critic. She has been an outspoken critic of the whiteness of food media and an advocate of small, immigrant- or first-generation-run restaurants.


[image: image] Tejal Rao, whose parents hail from Uganda and India, became the California restaurant critic at the New York Times and a cooking columnist for the New York Times magazine.


[image: image] Mayukh Sen, an Indian American freelance essayist and profile writer and a James Beard Award winner, said in a podcast, “The concept of who can be a food writer has definitely broadened over the past few years.… I had always seen food writing as both too exclusionary and inhospitable for someone like me who is not white. It felt as though it did not occupy the same echelon as film criticism or other forms of cultural criticism.” His book on immigrant women who shaped food culture in America will be published soon, and he is an adjunct professor at the New York University journalism school, where he teaches food writing.


[image: image] Khushbu Shah leads restaurant coverage at Food & Wine magazine, which hired her at age twenty-eight. She is Indian American, from a Jain family in Michigan.


[image: image] Michael Twitty, author of the memoir The Cooking Gene, became the first African American author to win Book of the Year at the James Beard Awards. His was also one of only two noncookbooks to win.


[image: image] The authors of successful general cookbooks (The Food Lab: Better Home Cooking Through Science and Salt, Fat, Acid, Heat: Mastering the Elements of Good Cooking) are J. Kenji López-Alt (his parents were German and Japanese; Lopez is his wife’s surname) and Samin Nosrat, a Persian American.




“It’s not just who is covered; it’s who is writing the stories,” said Kat Kinsman, a senior editor at Food & Wine. “It is really important to have bylines and photographers and illustrators on stories that have to do with their identity.”


According to the New York Times, agents and editors say the demand for books by Black authors has jumped since the Black Lives Matter protests and since books about race and antiracism began to dominate best-seller lists. In some cases, the rush has increased how much publishers will pay for those books.


While publishing gatekeepers are still majority white, there is increasing diversity within the editorial realm. As of this writing, that change includes:




[image: image] Javier Cabral, the Latinx editor in chief of L.A. Taco


[image: image] Dawn Davis, the African American editor in chief of Bon Appétit


[image: image] Cristina Garces, a Latinx and senior editor of Food & Lifestyle at Chronicle Books


[image: image] Chinese American Francis Lam, vice president and editor in chief at Clarkson Potter, an imprint of Random House


[image: image] Indian American Chandra Ram, editor of Plate, a magazine for chefs


[image: image] African American Toni Tipton-Martin, editor in chief of Cook’s Country magazine


[image: image] South Asian Khushbu Shah, restaurant editor of Food & Wine


[image: image] Chinese American Luke Tsai, food editor of KQED




Award-winning freelance writer Osayi Endolyn explains, “The expansion of food writing is not a result of new cuisines emerging, which does happen, but the result of public pressure on the part of readers and writers who are pushing back and saying you can’t keep talking about food through a Eurocentric white prism. Just because something is new to you doesn’t mean it’s not revered and highly valued in other communities. We’re still grappling with this and we’re not settled with it.”


Food media, like the rest of the publishing world, is still figuring out how to deal with unconscious bias, where certain writers benefit and others are penalized. The industry needs a big push for diversity hiring at high levels. Caucasians write most food stories in the mainstream media, and their editors in magazines, websites, and book publishing are also mostly white. Publishers Weekly’s most recent annual salary survey, published in 2019, showed that 86 percent of respondents in publishing houses identified themselves as white. In the editorial departments, 44 percent of respondents identified themselves as nonwhite. That’s a big improvement from years past.


When Soleil Ho wrote about the debacle at Bon Appétit, where editor Adam Rapoport resigned after a photo of him pretending to be Puerto Rican surfaced on social media, she didn’t hold back: “The photo was just the tiniest indicator of a much deeper culture of white supremacy that Rapoport and his administration facilitated at the magazine.”


Ho wrote blisteringly about the power structure in food media (and the media itself):




Its gatekeepers, the editors, are largely white and well-to-do and/or governed by a structure of white and well-to-do vice presidents, publishers and owners. It’s why so much of what gets produced is framed in a way that centers on white and well-to-do people: what they eat, what they want to eat and what they see as inedible.


… The power of mainstream media is in what it normalizes. And in the case of today’s food media, what it normalizes is a white culture that sees everything foreign to it as a spectacle, something to be tamed and translated for an audience that can’t understand it. Within the industry, there has been a constant struggle to expand what belongs in its sense of ‘normal’: what terms, like tamal and chitlins, we’re allowed to write without a parenthetical explanation, or whose hands might appear in our cooking videos or photos.





The issue of culinary appropriation has been a regular topic at conferences and in social media. It’s about the privilege of a (usually white) person to write about another culture’s food. A dish that’s new to you may not be new to a percentage of your readers, so it’s disrespectful to take that angle. I’ve experienced this myself. As the daughter of Iraqi Jews, I read a caption for a Middle Eastern eggplant dish in a national magazine that called the dish “exotic.” It was an affront. I had grown up with that dish. I know I only represent a small percentage of readers, but it’s best to embrace all readers and not insult any. (And by the way, stop using the word exotic to describe food, simply because you haven’t encountered it much.)


Now, if this discussion makes you nervous about whether you can write about Indonesian or African food no matter what your race, you can relax. It’s fine to write about the dishes of other cultures. Just do it with mindfulness.


“The secret to not appropriating seems simple: respect,” writes Zach Johnston. He wrote that, in a recent interview, Chef’s Table creator David Gelb explained why any chef needs to start from that baseline. “‘You can do your own twist [on any food],’ Gelb said. ‘But I think it’s a matter of curbing your arrogance, treating that food with respect, and treating the origins of that food with the proper respect.’”


Another trend is the normalizing of nonheterosexual identities in the food world. Writer John Birdsall was one of the first to write about queerness and food in an essay titled “America, Your Food Is So Gay.” It came out in 2014 and won a James Beard Foundation award. “It claimed a spot for queerness in food culture, sparking a national conversation that had never before taken place,” said Jonathan Kauffman, an award-winning food writer, in a San Francisco Chronicle piece.


Soon after, Lukas Volger and Steve Viksjo founded the biannual Jarry magazine, which brings together “a community of queer chefs, eaters, makers, writers, photographers, artists and industry influencers to celebrate its accomplishments and deepen its conversations.” The debut issue included Birdsall’s essay “Straight Up Passing,” which won him another Beard award. Even the staid New York Times has written about the change, in its “Building a Table for All: The Ascent of Queer Food Culture”: “Food has become a trope by which the queer community has found commonality, sought visibility, championed diversity and encouraged activism. Be it intersectional supper parties, Puerto Rican solidarity efforts, dining spots that serve as neighborhood safe spaces or increasingly prominent queer culinary creatives, the food industry is mobilizing the L.G.B.T.Q. community.”


Kauffman asked Birdsall, in an interview, if there is a queer sensibility in food.


“In the mid- to late 20th century, I feel like the American aesthetic of food was influenced by gay men like [James] Beard who couldn’t express themselves in other ways. There’s a discernible queer sensibility in the sense of pleasure and enjoyment around the table for its own sake, as a kind of frustrated sexual experience. That moment has ended, but the sensibility has become a much broader American ideal,” said Birdsall.


Other authors have taken steps for equity to benefit the community. Julia Turshen created a diversity-promoting directory for food professionals called Equity at the Table (EATT). At this directory, writers, food stylists, photographers, and others strut their credentials for clients, editors, conference organizers, and others. “In the spirit of equity,” writes Turshen, “as EATT begins we are looking to primarily feature POC [people of color] and/or queer women/gender nonconforming individuals who work in the food industry in an effort to shine a light on the people and voices who have not been centered.”


HOW FOOD WRITING HAS SHIFTED


Since writing my last edition in 2015, I’ve noticed new food-writing trends that have broadened our field exponentially. The internet drives these shifts. First is the greater role of images and video. If you want to grow an audience on social media, excellent photos are essential to engagement, and doing your own video, whether spontaneous or polished or both, is now an everyday part of branding.


The visuals on social media drive readers into a connected pool that leads to income. Many more food bloggers now want to make a full-time living. By branching out, successful and entrepreneurial food bloggers have created media companies with assistants and staff. If these bloggers amass a huge following, they can make a six-figure income. Their readers ping from one source of content to another, driving income through advertising. Tieghan Gerard’s Instagram post for French Onion and Apple Grilled Cheese, for example, takes readers to her website, Half-Baked Harvest, for the recipe. While there, readers might order her cookbook or watch her video for Pumpkin Beer Broccoli Soup. Doing so will generate income from the ads on her pages and a percentage of her cookbook sales. If readers then go to her shop for kitchen and home purchases, she could earn a commission. (I’ll cover the business aspects more in Chapter 12.)


While on Gerard’s shopping page, readers might be tempted by not just kitchen appliances but also ads for clothing and home decor. Her business is known as lifestyle blogging, an area of expansion for entrepreneurial media people, who write about their kitchen renovations, glassware, and other aspirational home decor and projects.


Lifestyle is also a popular category in cookbooks. Many entrepreneurs have circumvented the gatekeeper system in traditional publishing by doing their own thing online. They have created not just blogs but also media companies. Just One Cookbook, the product of a Japanese American food blogger and her Taiwanese American husband, focuses on popular and traditional Japanese dishes. Read by millions, its creator, Namiko Chen, remains largely unknown by the food magazine world and book publishers. That’s just fine with her. She doesn’t need to write a cookbook to be a financial success or even to win awards.


But my head would explode if I try to cover all the new skills you will need to become a professional social media superstar/ website IT person/ SEO expert/ videographer/ podcaster/ retailer/ boss, so I’m still focusing on writing and publishing, as I have done in previous editions. Because writing, as it turns out, is still a foundational skill that grounds us in the present. Our job is to generate content, and even if the focus is on photos, they need captions. Video often needs scripts. Recipe databases on websites still need acres of written content. Media kits need writing. Social media requires deftness in writing too.


Writing may be centuries old as a communications device, but it leads us into the future. Melissa Hartfiel, cofounder and managing director of content creation for Food Bloggers of Canada, says the way people consume content is changing, whether it’s audio, video, on the page, or on the screen. Most authors and bloggers aren’t prepared for that, she says. As an example, she said that listening to text is growing. “How many bloggers have content that’s easily searchable by voice?” she wonders. “We talk to our devices differently than we type into a search box. Do longer-form articles and food memoir get read, or are they listened to? Do authors write to be listened to?”


She suggested that writers take into consideration all the different ways their written content will be consumed: “They also need to stop thinking of their audience as US- or American-based. One piece of written content can now be consumed ten different ways by an increasing global audience.”


Outside the blogging sphere, the coronavirus pandemic caused publications and online sites to momentarily pause their dependence on quoting chefs and publishing difficult chef recipes. There was a return to home cooking and easy or frugal recipes that are more accessible and realistic.


As for changes in the cookbook world, the presence of a platform is an undeniable benefit when contacting a publisher about a book idea. Platforms were important before, but now publishers seem to want a sometimes-ridiculous and unattainable online following, even though no publisher will tell you exactly how big of an audience they want when it comes to selling books. Cookbooks themselves have become more lavish and beautiful than ever, with their pillow-top covers, embossed text, all-color pages, and extravagant illustration. And it costs more to make these books beautiful, to compete with the internet. So publishers don’t want to take a hit if there’s no proven audience. Their strategy seems to be working, as cookbook sales continue to be strong.


WHAT ALL FOOD WRITING HAS IN COMMON


What drives us to create on the page? Some say there’s something specific about food writing, that it must, at minimum, stimulate the senses and make you hungry. “The primary requisite for writing well about food is a good appetite,” writes the legendary A. J. Liebling.


And then there’s the factor of overall pleasure and enjoyment. Award-winning cookbook author Darra Goldstein says, “Some food writing is almost utopian. Communicating pleasure and enjoyment is a part of that.”


Food writing often evokes a place or memory, or the immediacy of a moment. The late Judith Jones, a vice president and senior editor at Knopf who edited such legends as Julia Child and James Beard, said food writing “describes taste, textures, flavors, and smells, and gives a food experience a larger context by writing about a more common experience, drawing on something universal that speaks to everyone.” She points to “P Is for Peas,” an essay she edited in which author M. F. K. Fisher describes picking peas with her family in the vineyards of Switzerland.


Here’s a sentence that fits Fisher’s description of a universal experience: “I dashed up and down the steep terraces with the baskets, and my mother would groan and then hum happily when another one appeared, and below I could hear my father and our friends cursing just as happily at their wry backs and their aching thighs, while the peas came off their stems and into the baskets with a small sound audible in that still high air, so many hundred feet above the distant and completely silent Léman.”


Yes, this is food writing, because peas are the subject. But there’s so much more: a scene, a terrain, ambiance, and happy family relationships, all vividly drawn. You are there with her on the hillside, watching the scene and wanting it for yourself. Or maybe it reminds you of a prior memory, which means you found it relatable.



WRITING ABOUT THE SENSES



Good food writing often focuses on the senses: touch, smell, sound, appearance, and taste. Many newcomers to the form focus on how food tastes and skimp on the other senses. When I hand out a list of adjectives (see here in Chapter 7) to students in my classes, it always thrills them, but food writing isn’t just about descriptions. It’s about putting the food in perspective. In fact, food writers are likely to overuse adjectives instead of focusing on emotion.


Judith Jones advised writers to use the senses as a starting point, the evocative element, and then go on to the larger theme or context. Here’s a passage from Yemisi Aribisala in Longthroat Memoirs that Jones might have enjoyed: “The pan moves back and forth until the smell of toasting seeds fills the air. The sounds, like popcorn opening up into white petals, initially catch me off guard and then tantalizingly stir my senses. The seeds brown, grow rotund bellies, exhale nuttiness and jump out of the pan.” That’s several sensory experiences in a few sentences: appearance, sound, and smell. She follows with context: “A friend of the family filled in the cultural blanks for me. He drew a picture in words of women instinctively shelling egusi as easily as breathing, hands skillfully accompanying the conversation. They did it during the day or sat outside in the cooling night air, minds winding down before bed.”


Smell is the most important sense, because most of what you taste comes from smelling it first. That’s why you can’t taste food when you have a cold. Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin, a lawyer and gastronome, had figured it out when he wrote in his 1825 book, The Physiology of Taste, “For my part I am not only convinced that without the cooperation of smell there can be no complete degustation, but I am also tempted to believe that smell and taste are in fact but a single sense, whose laboratory is the mouth and whose chimney is the nose; or to be more precise, in which the mouth performs the degustation of tactile bodies, and the nose the degustation of gases.” (Brillat-Savarin was the author of the famous comment “Tell me what you eat, and I will tell you what you are.”)


Smell can also induce feelings of nostalgia, subconscious memories, and other emotions. This evocative ability of the senses is known as the Proustian effect. You’ve probably experienced it when a smell triggers a childhood taste memory, and a wave of emotion hits as hard as a punch in the gut.


Identifying odors and tastes is elusive, and writing about them is just as difficult. Diane Ackerman, in A Natural History of the Senses, writes, “Smells coat us, swirl around us, enter our bodies, emanate from us. We live in a constant wash of them. Still, when we try to describe a smell, words fail us like the fabrications they are.” Most writers convey a flavor or an aroma by using analogy, where something is like something else. But it’s tricky. What does mint taste like, for example? What if you compare it to a food someone has never tasted?


And how do you describe how things taste? As I mentioned, there’s way too much focus on taste, at the expense of other senses. And a tendency to rely on words like delicious, yummy, and amazing, which tell readers nothing other than you liked it. Specific writing is preferable, because you want readers to imagine the food, and they can’t without a word like peppery rather than just tasty.


It’s easy to get carried away with adjectives when writing about the senses, because adjectives seem like an excellent way to describe them. Too many adjectives will weaken the writing, making it hard to read. Do readers really need to know that a brownie was fudgy and decadent? Strive for more original writing, and don’t string together a raft of several adjectives.


Here’s Michael Twitty expressing his enthusiasm for sorghum syrup in his memoir, The Cooking Gene: “I assure you there is nothing more beautiful than sorghum syrup being poured into a glass vessel, or more heavenly than hot, new sorghum on a piece of pound cake, itself sweetened with sorghum. It is sexy, it is overkill, it is soul-making. It was so good that I bought more and ate them before G-d gave me two more days of life.”


Author and television personality Anthony Bourdain explores touch in A Cook’s Tour: In Search of the Perfect Meal: “I had to learn to use bits of bread, pinching the food between the two—and only two—fingers and the thumb of the right hand, the digits protected by a layer of folded bread.… Abdul [was] tearing the white centers from each little triangle of bread, creating an ersatz pocket.… I called him on it, accused him playfully of cheating while I struggled with the thick, not easily folded hunks.”


Then there’s the visual aspect. Some writers excel at writing about the physical features of food, using similes and metaphors rather than adjectives. Similes compare, often using the terms like and as.


In a metaphor, a word or phrase is applied to an object to which the word is not literally applicable. Nigella Lawson wrote this about chocolate raspberry tarts, for example: “With their dark chocolate shells and their white-chocolate mascarpone filling, these look fancy enough, but when you eat them what strikes you is their cleanly balanced simplicity.” Of course the tart crust is not a real shell, but it’s a deft way to keep from repeating the word tart. While these examples instantly bring images to mind, note that food writing is not always about rhapsodizing.


Describing your perceptions is difficult to get right. Most beginning writers tend to overdo it. In the worst case, descriptions can be cloying, gratuitous, and prurient. Your job is to keep editing until you get to the essence.


Perhaps the best way to access the senses is not to take them for granted. I like the way some writers can slow down to describe each moment as it unfolds or add simile and metaphor to bring images to mind.


GETTING ENTHUSIASM ACROSS


Just like the senses, passion is an essential part of food writing but difficult to get across. Strong feelings can mislead. It’s easier to tell readers about your enthusiasm by stating it outright than by revealing it through the words you choose. The classic writing rule of “show—don’t tell” applies here, where your job is to show your devotion rather than tell the reader about it. The task is challenging. People freeze up, and the writing becomes stilted.


Intensity during writing comes and goes, like being in and out of love, says David Leite of Leite’s Culinaria. “At times I’m on a holy tear,” he admits. “It’s just coming out. I’m channeling something. As quickly as it came, one day I wake up and it’s gone. I have to accept that. The only way to get it back on a regular basis is to sit down and write every day.” Sometimes he writes for six hours, and it’s only the last sentence of the day that delights him, he says. But when that happens, “it’s enough to float me, to give me energy to pick up and start writing again tomorrow.” The bottom line about passion, he says, is to take advantage of it when it’s there, because there’s no regular way to get it.


Obsession can be a by-product. Some writers learn every single detail about their subject, master it, and laugh at their own compulsiveness. But such intensity can also lead to being in love with your subject, which occasionally means including too much information. The secret is to understand what to leave in and what to take out. For more on how to edit your own work, see here in Chapter 6.


WRITING EXERCISES




1. Make your writing livelier. Write a long paragraph about eating a favorite meal, using all the senses. Include a simile and a metaphor. (A simile tells the reader what something is like, such as “the toast was as dry as dust.” A metaphor directly describes one thing to another, as in “I tossed the sticky puff into my mouth.”) When you’re done, go back over the paragraph, and look for generic nouns, substituting concrete ones for them. For example, you might replace the word fruit with blueberry. It gives the reader an immediate visual image, whereas fruit is hazier. Once you’ve made some replacements, go over your work once more, and look at your sentence structure. Are you in a rut, with sentences all one length? Adjust them to make some sentences short and some long. Right away, you’ll see a stronger, more distinct voice emerge in your writing.


2. Explore more ways to use simile and metaphor. Fill in the blanks by comparing the following foods to objects that are not edible:




The cheese was as ripe as…


The cabbage smelled sweet, like a…


The bành mì sandwich tasted as though…


Try being outrageous, and then try it again and be sensuous. Then try it again and be emotional.


3. Review your writing. Did you use the techniques described in this chapter? Try rewriting a paragraph in a new way.


4. Develop your ability to show rather than tell. Choose a favorite food. Write two paragraphs explaining why you love it without ever saying the word love. Get your passion across without writing sentences like “I just can’t get enough of…” If you love licorice, show your devotion by writing about the lengths to which you will go to procure it, for example, or how often you consume it. Readers can deduce that you adore it without your ever saying so specifically.


5. Restaurant critic Soleil Ho says she invites writers to refine their technique by writing about something unremarkable, like iceberg lettuce or a bowl of plain rice. “Like the sight of our noses, we’ve been trained to block them out; we have to intentionally pause and observe.” Maybe it will take you somewhere surprising.
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The Role of Voice


All great writers spend years perfecting their voice. Voice combines writing style and point of view. The Elements of Style, a useful handbook for many writers, refers to voice simply as “the sound a writer’s words make on paper.” It’s what makes you authentic. It conveys your personality, flair, and originality. It’s your style. A strong voice makes it easier to read any piece, including long blog posts and those that might explain a difficult subject. If you write conversationally, everything comes across better.


Quite simply, a strong voice is the most important way to stand out in a crowded field.


Is it hard to find your voice? No, but you have to let it come out. It’s been inside you all along, waiting to be discovered. That’s what this chapter is all about. Thousands of food writers write about the same foods all year long, especially when it comes to comfort food: recipes for spaghetti, roast chicken, pies, meatloaf, and mac and cheese abound. The web doesn’t need any more. But if you feel compelled to add another one, what do you have to offer to make yours different? That is a critical question. Even if you want to write a meatloaf recipe, voice will customize the recipe’s title, headnote, and method, making it easier for readers to identify you. When you project a strong voice, readers will understand your motives and your way of viewing the world, and they will relate to you. If you make it easy for them to identify your writing as consistently yours, they will feel as though they know you.


If you write recipes, as so many food writers do, you have an additional responsibility. You need authority. Not in a scary way. In a friendly way. So there are two parts of your voice: your own and your teaching voice. It’s a combination of who you are and whom you want to be seen as by readers.


Here’s an example of an authoritative voice from the blog I Am Baker, by Amanda Rettke. She starts by telling readers how good the cake tastes and then goes into the history of this cake, in just one sentence. A following sentence shows you she has researched the recipe: “It is traditionally paired with cream cheese frosting, but red velvet cake purists often prefer an ermine (what I call cake gravy) frosting.” Next she describes how a red velvet cake should taste, pointing out that “it shouldn’t taste as rich as a traditional chocolate cake because of the addition of buttermilk and vinegar, which cut into the richness of the cocoa.”


As a reader, you’re looking for an expert, someone you can trust, and someone who will guide you. Rettke presents herself in a consistently authoritative, friendly manner, pairing both her expertise and her personality in her voice. If you write recipes, you need a combination of voices like this too.


You could strengthen the consistency of your voice if you look at your values. Do you think people should have fun when they cook? That all food can be nutritious and tasty at the same time? That food history is an essential part of every story? That hip-hop is essential when cooking? Whatever it is, just naming your beliefs can help you be the same person to your readers consistently.


HOW TO DELIVER A DISTINCTIVE VOICE


In narrative, whether in headnotes, memoir, or personal essay, the goal is to be distinct. Bourdain was a master. Here’s how he writes about another chef at the restaurant where he worked, in his memoir Kitchen Confidential:




Carlos has got a pierced eyebrow, a body by Michelangelo and considers himself a master soup maker. The first thing he asks me is if I’ve got snapper bones coming in. I nod. Carlos dearly loves any soup he can jack with Ricard or Pernod, so today’s soupe de poisson with rouille is a favorite of his.





First you notice that he has a way with visual details, narrowing in on a pierced eyebrow. You see that he’s educated in the arts, comparing Carlos’s physique to the work of a famous Italian sculptor. What stands out most to me is the word jack. I like the contrast of that word and classic French soups. You wouldn’t normally see those two things juxtaposed. But that’s signature Bourdain.


You might like Bourdain’s example, and maybe you want to imitate his style. But you can’t invent a voice. I once asked a writing coach how I could write just like a certain famous food writer, who had a lyrical voice. He suggested an exercise in which I copy her style by parodying it, which would give me insight into how she pulls it off. By analyzing one of her pieces, I found it sensuous, visual, evocative, poetic, and reflective. I noticed the writer’s use of personification, alliteration, and even violence. When I tried to write by employing some of her techniques, I found the exercise liberating. I was writing in a different way, and I liked the result.


Could this be my new style of writing? The problem was, I didn’t know how to pull it off consistently, because this style was not, in fact, mine. It felt forced.


Editor Judith Jones was with me. “Woe unto a writer who tries to imitate another writer’s voice,” she cautioned when I interviewed her. “It’s not something borrowed or imitated—it is you. It describes how you actually feel. It’s what makes the writer individual.”


You can write a piece without using much voice, particularly in newspapers and magazines, where the writing conforms to certain conventions of the publication. If you want to write features, they often focus more on lists, profiles of famous and undiscovered people in food, or the history of a dish. There might be a focus about a subject, such as how to master a piecrust.


The best way to find out what kind of voice is appropriate is to research the publication. Plate magazine editor Chandra Ram says, “Part of good food writing is having a voice. Don’t write something so generic that it could have been written by anyone, but don’t let your voice take over the article. It’s a balancing act all writers struggle to achieve.”


Now, if you want to write on your own blog or write first-person essays or memoir, there’s lots of room to put your personality on display. I learned this when I wrote my first essay after decades of journalism, where writing in my own voice, about me, was not encouraged. I was startled to find my voice, which was funny. I wondered if I was revealing too much of my personal details. But that’s the point. I just wasn’t accustomed to writing that way.


Voice helps readers form an image of you, the writer. To put it in modern business parlance, it’s like creating a brand. For readers to get the most out of a story, they should understand who you are, perhaps even trust you more than they like you. Your voice gives writing unity and strength, says Darra Goldstein. “Writers starting out are afraid to put their voice in there. They think, ‘What if people criticize it or don’t like it?’ Without it, your writing can be a little pallid, and sounds like everyone else’s writing. Voice makes you sound sure of yourself.”


I know what she means about pallid writing. I’ve taught bloggers who are terrified to write anything that doesn’t sound generic. But generic writing is boring. Here’s an example: “Serve with a loaf of crusty bread and a green salad for a complete meal.” I’ve read that sentence so many times in recipe headnotes, I have it memorized. It lacks imagination and personality. I can also do a rant on the phrase “perfect for every occasion,” but I’ll spare you. We can all do better. It’s easy. You just have to allow yourself to be you.


Let your writing express your uniqueness. I know this advice is contrary to SEO experts and those who make recipe plug-ins, who want a recipe standardized a certain way. Who needs that? “Voice is the sound, rhythm, and point of view that unequivocally evokes the writer,” said David Leite. “You know it when you read it. And more importantly, you can never confuse or interchange them.”


This is a critical distinction, especially about point of view. You wouldn’t mistake the writing of cookbook author Michael Twitty for essayist Mayukh Sen or the recipe introductions of Ina Garten. These authors base their own style on what interests them. Twitty might include some slang if he’s writing on social media, or references to indigenous American cultures because of his expertise as a culinary historian and independent scholar who promotes African American foodways. Sen has long written about underappreciated historical figures in food history. He has an ingenious way of writing about them as though he can see inside their minds. Garten, on the other hand, is likely to reference gardening or cocktails in her headnotes, using her signature breezy manner.


Twitty and Sen are not recipe writers, primarily. Yet in our recipe-obsessed world, there’s room for their work. Their personal interests led them to go deep into essays and arguments, to create and define meaning and context both for themselves and for their readers. Both write in a strong, unapologetic manner that leads to thought-provoking questions about history, culture, and race. Twitty’s memoir, The Cooking Gene, about who owns Southern food, also includes his family story through historical documents, where he weaves in ancestral culinary history. Sen looks at historical cultural moments and their meaning in essays, writing about who gets to shape food culture in America.


Moreover, these writers have voices that are consistent, no matter what they write—and wherever they write, such as on social media or in a magazine article. Readers like consistency, because they want to think they know you. So, whatever you’re writing, your voice needs to come across as the person they recognize.


So dip your toe in, and stop worrying about being correct, whatever that means, or even being “writerly,” because then your writing could be too serious and even boring. After all, the main reason people read your work is to be entertained. Did you know that? It’s why you read other people, most of the time. Unless you just need to find that recipe for buffalo wings and you’re on a mission. Just write the way you speak, because it’s the essence of you. You can capture all kinds of things, like your emotion at the moment and even what you feel physically.


Deb Perelman of Smitten Kitchen excels at entertaining. She’s comfortable with herself and fine with showing that she’s a little driven and silly sometimes. Here’s an example in an opening of a blog post: “Last Friday at 3 p.m., when we had dinner plans at 6, I decided it had been too long since I’d gotten myself into a right mess of a baking project and decided to make my husband a cheesecake for his birthday—which we were already 14 hours into. I’d been dawdling because despite having 11 cheesecake recipes on this site, I find cooking things I’ve already made before boring, and was working up the courage to tackle a harebrained idea for a cheesecake that had thin stacked layers.”


Clearly, Deb is not afraid to tell you about herself, and doing so is not only funny and entertaining but it also makes us adore her, because we too have had nutty ideas about cooking that could be a little dangerous or fanatical. Or we too would like to think that we could pull off a multilayer cheesecake in a few hours. Either way, we’re going to stick with the story and find out what happens. Along the way, we’ll enjoy words like dawdling and harebrained, which you don’t normally see in a blog post. And we’ll have a good time. That is some of what makes her strong voice irresistible.


“Voice is often misunderstood,” explains Russ Parsons, former food editor at the Los Angeles Times. “People usually think they must reveal their inner secrets, and it’s a deeply personal matter. But voice is not about you. It’s the rhythm of language, writerly tricks, the choice of words.”


He makes a good point about inner secrets. This is one of the misunderstandings of writing personal essay and blog posts. No one is asking you to expose yourself in a way that’s uncomfortable. You write things about yourself that are safe. Bourdain referenced Michelangelo to show you that he’s knowledgeable about art and appreciates a sculpted male body. Garten likes gardening and weaves references to it into her recipe headnotes. In the above example, Perelman admits that she’s a fanatic, but in a fun, self-deprecating way. She suspects you might be like this too. None of these self-revelations are scary or too much.


On the rhythm of language, you can show voice in sentence and paragraph length. You want a mix of short and long to create rhythm and pacing. Readers get tired if faced with several long sentences in a row, or several long or one-sentence paragraphs. They need relief. Online, subtitles can break up the gray. Otherwise, readers will see a relentless sea of gray type on their phones. No one wants that. Similarly, you don’t want all short sentences, which will make you sound choppy. And while I’m not a big fan of sentence fragments, occasionally, they can work, especially on a blog, where the writing is assumed to be conversational. Let’s look at a paragraph from the cookbook Soul Food Love, by Alice Randall and Caroline Randall Williams, to see how they mix it up:




Our dining room table seats eighteen and it is often full. Our library table seats six. The kitchen table, a white wood door set on sawhorses and covered in glass (the better to roll out pastry), seats ten—when it’s not being called into use as a buffet table for the dining room and library. Several times a year we invite thirty-four for dinner. Two or three times most years we feed about two hundred, mostly sitting down. People take shifts. One year arriving guests were asked to reserve one of four time slots in one of four rooms. That was the year we sat people in our bedroom on the high tester bed. Only in a surreal magical food dream come true could a funky little kitchen with one tiny oven, four electric eyes, handle all that easily.





What stands out most in that paragraph? Yes, it’s long. But look what happens. A short sentence gets your interest: “People take shifts.” In a raft of longer sentences, it manages to cement the most important point in just three words: the authors invite so many people for a meal that taking shifts is the only way to feed them all.


Other ways to make your voice stronger in writing include language and cultural references. Examine your word choices, and play with them. Do you use big words, for example, or references to pop culture, architecture, musicals, or rap music? Your voice can show age, geographic location, gender, or even your religious persuasion, no matter what you’re writing about. Maybe you love old movies or comic books, or you’ve become an expert on a geographical place.


Here’s how restaurant critic Jonathan Gold opened a restaurant review: “If you grew up eating hot dogs in the swinging San Fernando Valley ’70s, your family probably had allegiances to the Hot Dog Show or Flooky’s or the Wiener Factory, which were as inarguable, as inevitable, as the question of Orthodox, Conservative or Reform.” Look what you learn about him from the opening sentence. You can assume he’s Jewish or knows about Judaism, that he probably grew up in Los Angeles, and that he was probably in his forties when he wrote this.


Gold’s vocabulary established his personality. You need to find yours. You probably wouldn’t write that radicchio has “plump Episcopal splendor.” But Nigella Lawson did in a cookbook headnote. Restaurant critic Bill Addison wrote that a Middle Eastern restaurant “evokes the Levantine landscape.” He wasn’t concerned whether all readers would know what he meant. You too will want to decide which vocabulary level fits you best.




Writers Describe Their Own Voices
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John Birdsall, essayist and author. “I try to temper lushness and romanticism (my natural mode) with sharp drops into slangy, spoken language. I work hard to avoid clichés of every sort.”


Namiko Chen, blogger, Just One Cookbook. “I want to be the Japanese friend most people never had. When I introduce a recipe, it comes with sensible advice: when and how we eat in Japan, the history or cultural significance of the dish, ingredients and substitutions, and helpful tips and tricks. I also include my personal story with the food that I share. It’s about building relationships.”


Osayi Endolyn, freelance writer. “I aim for clarity in that I want my writing to say what I mean. That’s harder than some realize. My mom taught me that people hear what they read. A sonic approach to rhythm in my language helps me structure my sentences. I try to bring in humor, even when it’s dry. The laughter of recognition creates openings for people to see themselves in another’s story.”


David Lebovitz, author and blogger. “Friendly, funny, approachable.”


J. Kenji López-Alt, author and chief culinary consultant, Serious Eats. “I always hated books that were preachy or professorial, so the tone I strive for in my food and science writing is that of a friend who is really excited to share something they just learned. That kind of enthusiasm is key to getting people excited about what could otherwise be mundane topics.”


Calvin Trillin, author and freelance writer. “Genial glutton.”


Ruth Reichl, memoirist. “Forthright.”


Mayukh Sen, profiler and essayist. “I see my voice as walking a tightrope: I try my best to be critical without coming across as strident, thoughtful without making my arguments toothless. This applies to all of my stories: I want to convey hard truths in a considered, generous manner, without making assumptions of my reader.”


Michelle Tam, blogger, Nom Nom Paleo, and cookbook author. “My writing voice is breezy, welcoming, encouraging, but also fun and lightly snarky. I’m trying to put readers—particularly new cooks—at ease in the kitchen, so I write as if I’m cheering them on as they cook.”


Michael Twitty, memoirist. “My writing voice has been described as ‘confessional,’ and I think it comes from appreciating food writers who ‘keep it real.’ I want to know where the food journey takes a person even if doesn’t lead to culinary nirvana. My voice has elements of the cultures I belong to. There are bits of the African American sermon, the way we go beyond in Jewish text study, and, not to be outdone, just the slightest touch of LGBT shade and snark.”


Maggie Zhu, blogger, Omnivore’s Cookbook. “I use friendly, plain language and short sentences. My goal is to provide informative tutorials and tips so home cooks don’t need a Chinese background to follow my recipes. I walk readers through the recipe as though I’m cooking with them in the kitchen. I throw in some personal stories here and there, but they are always related to the food or recipe. The goal is always to make the cooking process as unintimidating as possible, while getting people interested in Chinese food and culture.”







Describe Your Own Voice
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Writing becomes stronger when you know who you are. If you decide you are sarcastic, for example, then you have a tool with which to assess your writing to ensure your voice comes across that way. Go through this list and pick the top five adjectives that you think describe you and your voice. If you have trouble, ask friends to select some adjectives for you:




approachable


argumentative


authoritative


believable


breezy


bubbly


competent


confessional


confrontational


conversational


cranky


detailed


evocative


flowery


friendly


funny


fussy


genial


honest


humble


intense


knowledgeable


moody


mysterious


opinionated


playful


poetic


professional


reassuring


reflective


relatable


relaxed


sarcastic


scholarly


self-deprecating


sensual


smart-ass


visual


vulnerable


whimsical


wry







VOICE IN PHOTOGRAPHY


Voice is not just in writing. It’s in all visual images too. Could someone look at your photos and know they are yours? Infusing your photos with your own voice is not so easy, though. I used to recognize Smitten Kitchen’s photos because of the black granite countertops in Perelman’s tiny kitchen. Then she moved. Would I recognize her photos now? Hmm. Now I see minimal food styling, mostly light-wood countertops. She likes top-down photos on modern off-white plates of food. Maybe I would.


Her photos are consistent, style-wise. Are yours? Have you decided to use a certain color scheme, only round plates, only pinstriped blue tea towels (all the rage), for example? Of course, you don’t have to stay with one way to shoot forever. But it’s good for readers to come to your work and find it familiar.


Most bloggers would be thrilled if their work looked as good as the work of other bigger bloggers they admire. But some want to stand out. I looked at the award winners and finalists of the Saveur Blog Awards in photography. One photographer likes dark backgrounds, with just one dish highlighted in a frame. Another likes icy images, reminiscent of snow and fog. Award-winner Maggie Zhu’s images in Omnivore’s Cookbook make brown food look appealing, which is a serious skill. She flecks the brown food with the bright green of cilantro or green onion, or shows the textures and lines in a brown tableau of cookies, chicken, or spiced nuts.


Ultimately, without a strong voice, you risk becoming a superficial narrator. So allow yourself to be human. Perfection is dull, despite all those pieces you read about making the perfect burger or hard-boiled egg. It creates too much anxiety anyway. People are more interested in your quirks and passions, as part of the story of each post and what makes it stand out.


Overall, your goals for developing your voice should be to have a good time experimenting. You still have to entertain your readers, no matter who you are on paper. It’s as if you’re at a cocktail party and you’re trying to impress someone by being silly or super smart. Or it’s you on too much caffeine. So experiment with being unique and distinctive. It’s in the best interest of any kind of writer.



WRITING EXERCISES





1. Using the five adjectives you chose to describe your own voice, write a paragraph that shows your personality. It’s fun to do so with a mundane topic, such as what you ate for lunch or the wrapping your last to-go meal came in. Amp it up as much as you can, just for the pleasure of it. You do want to be entertaining, after all.


2. Describe your belief system when it comes to cooking, eating, or food, such as “Everything in moderation,” as Julia Child would say. Try for three beliefs.
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The Gastronomical You


I don’t know about you, but a perfect day in my world starts with meeting friends over a meal, where we talk about food and cooking. I might photograph what I’m eating. Afterward we go visit a food place, such as a farmers market or a specialty store, and buy some goodies to take home, such as white dried mulberries or a paper bag of baked garbanzos to snack on. I might take photos there too, to post on Instagram. And in my perfect world, there are also hours to write and learn.


Like me, you’re probably already passionate about food and eating, and perhaps cooking as well. If your friends think you’re odd because you love to talk about food, take heart. You’re on the right path.


Many food writers I’ve met are enthusiastic, intense, and energetic in an overdriven kind of way and love nothing more than immersing themselves in research. And who can blame them? After all, if you get paid to write about a day in the life of a cherry farmer, the history of tres leches cakes, or a recipe for a chickpea tagine, it’s hard not to throw yourself into the task.


What follows is a list of common characteristics of food writers and editors—a list I’ve based on my interviews. Few writers have all the traits listed here. You don’t need every single one to succeed. Some characteristics may predispose you to be good at certain types of food writing. Researchers like historical writing and longer stories. Attention to detail, persistence, and curiosity are terrific characteristics for any kind of food writing but particularly for recipe developers.


As you read, consider how many of these describe you. You need to decide if you are suited to the task, just as some people become firefighters because it suits their personality, values, and interests. Some of these identifications may be no-brainers, but others will deserve more thought. There’s no magic number to tick off. Only you can decide whether you have the skills and determination to write about food.


SINGLE MINDED. People who love food are an eager, enthusiastic bunch, and their fervor carries over when they write. They have an appetite for joy and appreciation and go wild with happiness when they taste something good.


ENTHUSIASTIC ABOUT RESEARCH. You can never have too much information on a subject before beginning to write about it. Food writers are always asking questions. As voracious readers and researchers, many food writers think every aspect of, say, making tofu, is fascinating. By the time you have done enough work on the subject to justify writing about it, you should be bursting with information. You should have way too much research and feel saturated in every aspect of the subject.


Saturation is a starting point. Many writers enjoy researching the most and have a hard time moving on to do the writing. Your next job is to sift through the information and decide what’s compelling and necessary. That depends on the angle of the story, who your readers are and what they want to read, your word count, and your structure.


Notice the focus on readers. You might think everything you uncovered is fascinating, but most readers don’t. You have to select the most important research and be willing to let go of the rest.


Doing research doesn’t necessarily mean spending hours in a dingy library poring over dusty tomes, although that could happen too. Food writers are constantly on the go—traveling, finding unfamiliar ingredients in new and unusual places, digging into an ingredient’s origins and uses, or learning about a dish by watching someone cook it.


Cooking is another part of research. It’s easier to write well about some subjects if you cook, as cooking helps you understand your subject and how the context of cooking works into your story. If you develop recipes, you probably do research by eating widely and reading. You could look up the origin of a dish, talk to people who make it, learn the chemistry of how it works, or compare recipes to see how others made it.


Enthusiasm keeps you interested, keeps you asking questions, and keeps you engaged and challenged. Fortunately, it’s in great supply in most food writers. Maybe too much. Many writers can’t seem to stop researching and start writing. But that’s more about the fear of writing, maybe.


SKEPTICAL. Research often includes the ability to approach information with healthy skepticism. Ernest Hemingway, who often wrote about food in his novels, said in a 1958 interview in the Paris Review, “The most essential gift for a good writer is a built-in, shockproof, shit detector. This is the writer’s radar and all great writers have it.” You don’t have to spend months trying to verify information and sources, but you shouldn’t just rely on what other people have written unless you know that they themselves are good sources or experts. Origins of customs or events are particularly suspect in food writing, because even when wrong, they become myths perpetuated as common knowledge. Mythmaking is particularly persistent on the web, where people copy and paste wrong information everywhere. For this reason, don’t let websites be your only source of information.


I have read in the food section of a daily paper, for example, that Julia Child dropped a chicken on the floor during a television show, picked it up, and said it was fine to serve because no one would know. I’ve seen that episode. What really happened is that she transferred a potato-based dish from the stove onto a plate and dropped some of it on the stovetop. No chickens were involved, but the writer of the piece I read must have read this rendition many times and took it as gospel. She should have been suspicious of that outrageous-sounding story, finding a way to check it out. Mistakes like that make editors think they can’t trust you.


Editors and even readers can tell when others don’t do their homework. I once worked with an author who spent hours in the library verifying assertions famous people in our industry had made about themselves, such as “I was the first to” or “I won an award for.” Most of the time, she discovered, these people had exaggerated.


ENERGETIC. You can’t be running around, transcribing notes, endlessly looking up information, and interviewing without energy. Sometimes, to meet a deadline, you might end up working long hours or pushing yourself to get the blog post, chapter, or recipe done. On days where you’re so immersed in your work that the hours fly by, you know you’ve chosen the right profession or hobby.


FOCUSED. You need focus to get your work done. But when you find a topic endlessly fascinating, it’s hard to decide what to leave in and what to leave out. Fortunately, word counts will rein you in. Outlines are a good tool as well. Readers don’t have to know everything; they just need to know what’s most important to them and what will surprise or delight them.


A lack of focus means the more you add, the larger the subject becomes, and soon your piece is about everything and nothing in particular. Then writing the post or article becomes difficult. Put yourself in your readers’ shoes, and figure out what they want to know. A story about superfoods will have a different focus for a doctor’s magazine than would a post for a vegan cooking website.


FEARLESS. It’s easier to be fearless if you’re so enthusiastic that you plunge into things. Food writers must “taste things they don’t want to taste, talk to someone they don’t want to talk to, and get themselves wedged into a situation to get the information, to learn,” says David Leite.


Anthony Bourdain told me in an interview that eating should not be about being grossed out:




It’s really important to be a good guest, because the table is the best reflection of a nation and the fastest way into that culture. You have to be willing to put yourself in a situation and let things happen. You can’t be squeamish or hesitant.… Now is not the time to say, “I’m a vegetarian” or “I’m lactose intolerant.”


It’s a common flaw to be contemptuous of the subject or afraid of the nasty bits like dirt, strange food, unfamiliar experiences, or to feel jaded. Fear of the other makes a lot of food and travel writers bad writers. Get people to talk about eating in Mexico—they complain about the water, think they might get sick, and they don’t want to eat raw vegetables.





I’ve experienced this fear by eating insects and durian. The insects had little taste, because in each circumstance they were fried. What I noticed most was the crispy texture. Durian smelled like gasoline when I encountered it in Cambodia, but the taste was spectacular, like a creamy mango with onions, caramel, and garlic notes. Most eating of unfamiliar foods is mundane. It’s just unfamiliar. The most important thing is to be polite and gracious to the person who offered it, and not to call it exotic in your writing, just because you’re not that familiar with it.


Sometimes, fearlessness is about getting up the nerve to contact people you hold in high esteem. I faced that challenge writing this book. I had to contact authors I worshipped from afar. They turned out to be polite, accessible, prompt, and interested in helping me. That’s not what I expected. But my fear was mostly about myself—that I would stutter or forget my questions because I was nervous.


At other times, fearlessness is about writing; you keep doing it even if you’re scared that it might not be good. You keep going, and eventually, you hone it into a piece you like.


Here are three ways to get difficult tasks done:




[image: image] If you have to make a phone call or write a piece, do it first thing in the morning, as soon as you get to your desk. That way, you won’t stew over it all day long and keep procrastinating.


[image: image] Act as if. That means behaving as though you are a superconfident, warm, witty person who would be fun to talk with, even if you’re nervous as hell and don’t believe it.


[image: image] Ask yourself, “What’s the worst that could happen?” Fear of what will happen is often blown out of proportion when compared with the consequences.




INQUISITIVE. Food writers share endless curiosity and culinary adventurism. They like to wander around, hoping to stumble on something curious or magnificent, such as finding four new kinds of melon at a street market or meeting a master bread baker at a party and talking for hours. You’re a kind of culinary anthropologist. If you’re not curious enough, says Leite, “you’re not going to discover the next thing to write about.”


PERSISTENT. Hand-in-hand with curiosity is the ability to be relentless. Even if the work seems tedious, such as poring through tons of papers to find a few facts or asking so many questions you run the risk of sounding dumb, the best food writers keep going until they get what they want.
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