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when life gave us lemons


we rose up


started cooking


and changed the world
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PREFACE


A REBELLIOUS TAKE


On the Future of Food is a reimagining of food and a radical visioning of an alternative future. Often overlooked, food and food practices are seen as traditional, archaic, irrelevant and mundane. While we might pay some attention to what it is that we’re eating, the majority of us don’t overthink the wider social and political implications of food. We eat, we enjoy, we survive – and we move on. Despite this, the possibilities of food are endless. It can shape the way we view the world, transform the way we look, the way we feel and the way we think. It can act as a vehicle for social change, fuelling us as we grow, and yet it can also serve as a symbol of the greatest inequalities: chaining us to a set of circumstances that the world sees no cause for us to rise out of. Gender is one arena where this comes into play with great force. For centuries, the role of domestic chef has twisted itself into the shape of a woman, meaning that food has often been dismissed as a way of upholding patriarchal structures, imprisoning women against their will in an unpaid, unskilled (but essential) labour. And yet, food is also a blueprint to life. It has a rich history and an ever-changing present leading to a future of unknown and expansive potential. It is at every celebration, every union of love, every arrival of life. It accompanies our darkest moments, our last goodbyes. It is an artistic endeavour, an expression of the self – and it is also a means of survival. Food is waking up each morning and getting through; saying yes to another day. It is also, I think, a way of understanding ourselves and understanding each other. It is an insight into other worlds. It is a window – just slightly ajar – and if we look closely enough, we might land upon a legacy, tenderly left for us by generations of cultivators, harvesters, parents, carers, community leaders and nurturers. It is a means of sitting with that legacy, feasting on it and finding new ways of listening to voices that we have so far paid little credence to. Food, for me, is connection. It is a uniting element in the ongoing crafting of our stories and, if I choose to take hold of the possibilities of its narrative, I can see how it is rooted in the sanctuary of our mothers’ kitchens.


Part memoir, part recipe, part social commentary, part poetry and part manifesto, On the Future of Food takes us from rural English villages to the pulsing energy of New York City. It takes us from the Khoisan, Southern Africa’s Indigenous human habitants, to the environmental activists working to encourage us all to rebuild our relationship with the land. It explores women-led responses to global food security issues alongside women sustaining their communities – crafting entire worlds – from their kitchens. From the women who have been uplifting their families through cooking to the pioneers working to end hunger and those fighting to save our planet, it pays tribute to those who have not typically been heralded. It radically reconsiders the Black and Indigenous cultures foraging for food, tapping into ancestral knowledge but also creating new narratives around sometimes capitalist-commodified concepts such as ‘rewilding’ that have always existed within Indigenous communities. It will celebrate some of the activists who changed the global food map, meeting trailblazers such as Fannie Lou Hamer and Georgia Gilmore, and those such as Alexis Nicole Nelson who are picking up their mantle today. Sitting right at the heart of this global recipe of radical reimagining are believers who see possibility and are using food to create, to resist, to uplift and, above all else, to bring joy.


The way that food sits in modern culture means that this is becoming urgent. These are topics that we cannot ignore any longer. On the Future of Food explores how our overconsumption of meat not only raises a serious moral dilemma, but also directly contributes to the degradation of our planet and our overwhelming environmental footprint. The amount of food that is wasted – simply thrown away by those who don’t feel a financial pinch – while we are living in a time of crisis where people are starving to death is astounding. It also explores what I see as the confusing nature of our relationship to food. Discourse has become so clouded that it is hard to know how to feel about it, and even more so how to speak about it. We are living in an era of self-love and body positivity, yet statistics surrounding disordered eating show that it is just as prevalent as ever. Weight loss drug Ozempic is so popular that diabetics with a genuine medical need are unable to access it. Playing out against the noise of this conflicted discourse are the groups that the statistics leave out; those who aren’t seen to be susceptible to the stultifying clutches of wanting to starve yourself until you disappear. We are saturated, bombarded even with this dialogue around food and yet much of it is negative. We need, more than ever, to actively look at how we can turn it around and instead radically use food as a force for good. After all, it is one of the very few things that unites every single person on this planet. As a first step in this, we need to grapple with some of the thorny dilemmas encroaching on our modern society – and propose a new narrative.


On the Future of Food, the first book in the Rebel Takes series – a collection of books that dares to dream of an alternative future – faces this head on by fusing the history of food and a vision for its future with possibility. What if we look beyond the expected? This book urges each one of us to really live and breathe the scent of this possibility; to devour it. If we look closely enough, we will see that there are many alternative visions of the narrative that we have grown used to hearing, where the relationship between women and food is solely one of oppression and toil, or where we must eat meat to survive simply because we have always done so. Instead, cooking and food can become an art / a ritual / a sacred act. Food can become a uniting element in our stories; a means of identity creation, economic empowerment, political consciousness raising – and a way of crafting new stories. Through exploring food in this way, the door opens for each of us to also consider – or reconsider – our own relationship with food, our heritage and ourselves, seasoned with the promise of a more equitable landscape. Brighter days are coming. I can taste them.









PART I


BIRTH


Starter


noun.


Dish served before a main course.


Where we create, curate and find our feet.









MY MOTHER’S KITCHEN


In my mother’s kitchen she is


radical


artist


fearless


creator


sacred


radically imagining


re


imagining


seasoning with the subtle scent of


hope.


In my mother’s kitchen you can’t hide


from eyes that have already seen it all.


In my mother’s kitchen age-old conflicts are laid to rest.


Sermons waft their way


into the ears of the lost


the broken


the burnt out wrought out turned out inside out


but tenderly.


A sweet song


like honey


like syrup


like a marching beat that will not be stopped
but will be sautéed seasoned stirred


With empathy with courage with solidarity with


resilience


In my mother’s kitchen community comes first


We cook for ourselves but also for each other


For the hungry


For the weary


For the frozen


also for the triumphant for the dreamers for
the movers and the makers and shakers


In my mother’s kitchen we clank plates and
knives and forks and talks as we


share


our days and hopes and fears and dreams


In my mother’s kitchen she adds a dash
of honesty to every dish


We try to stomach it


Dancing to sweeten


Knowing that we will swallow because the
dash of honesty is seasoned with love


warm


As ripe plantain


as succulent pineapple


Sharp as lemon


or the most fiery of spices.


Radical love


Ours for the taking


And in our mothers’ kitchens the revolution begins.









A DECLARATION OF HOPE


Lemonade out of lemons. Something out of nothing. Yesterday’s leftovers reimagined as today’s gourmet feast. In the kitchen you can find the creators. The grafters. The crafters. Look hard enough and you will find the weavers of magic. The alchemists who feed families and sustain communities: often behind the scenes, uncredited; often without support or thanks, just expectations. When considering food, we tend to think simply of the final stage: the plates ending up on the tables, the food being consumed before being forgotten about. Yet, trailing back through time – through recipes and cookbooks and creations – we can find stories at every stage of the cooking process, lessons to be devoured from the heart of the foundations. Right from the start. Gathering. Reaping the harvest. Squeezing life from the chicken; a flick of the wrist – a snap of the neck – an ending of life to breathe life into their own. It is the heavy work; the cooking, the baking, the preparing. But it is also the skilful delicacy. The finesse. The cultivating of elegant ingredients, combining of flavours. The kitchen is a hub. It is a movement, and the women at its heart are architects. Designers. Visionaries. We would be wise not to overlook them.


I am a possibilities kind of person. Tell me I can’t and I will show you a way. Write something off and I will go back for a final look, just to make sure. If I do nothing else I will search for hope where it seemingly does not exist. I do not believe that we can wait until we have figured out the answers before we decide to pull happiness from the depths of our circumstances. It is a choice. What does the alternative look like? What if we wait so long for the circumstances to be right for us to feel joy that we simply never find it? We must choose to craft it ourselves. That is our declaration of hope. That is our act of becoming. It is our commitment to a belief that things can be different from the way that they have always been.


Food exists in this space of possibility. In fact, it is our way of actioning this declaration. It is a universal daily routine that moves beyond the mundane – requiring thought, creativity, heart, soul and science – while also quite literally keeping us alive. Food is an act of survival. If we don’t eat, we won’t live. Those who are in the kitchens are survivors, fighters and warriors. They paved the way for us, the consumers, to fully experience food at its most potent: as a means of sustaining communities, collectively building shared histories and actively continuing to resist narratives that would prohibit this. It is more than that though. Yes, food is resistance, but resistance often evokes the thought of a particular form of protest; of staying strong and refusing to shift, no matter what. In our mothers’ kitchens, with our declaration of the power of possibility ringing out, food is more than just resistance as immovability. It is resistance as an act of kindness, resistance as softness – soft life – embracing ease and rejecting struggle, resistance as a – temporary – transcendence of the world and its woes.


Food and the way we consume, create and interpret it can be political. I speak to family, strangers, friends. What is it you like about cooking? Why do you dislike it? For everyone who commented on the rhythmic, repetitive nature of cooking as being what they are drawn to, I reflect that what I love is its freedom. American culinary anthropologist Vertamae Smart-Grosvenor recognised this too, writing in her landmark book, Vibration Cooking: Or, The Travel Notes of a Geechee Girl: ‘And when I cook, I never measure or weigh anything. I cook by vibration. I can tell by the look and smell of it.’ Cooking by vibration is not sloppy cooking, but formal expressive practice drawing on deep cultural knowledge: ‘If you have any trouble, I suggest you check out your kitchen vibrations. What kind of pots are you using? Throw out all of them except the black ones.’1


For Smart-Grosvenor, the process of cooking also starts from a place of optimism and freedom. It is a space where energy, feeling and instinct combine with explosive results. This feels like a kind of cooking that I want to immerse myself in. I start to make my way through cookery books, searching for recipes and anecdotes – blueprints to creating that are not confined by rigid parameters. I am searching for the expansive. I read, reflect and cook, vowing to keep my declaration of joy on my lips as I pursue a radical reimagining that takes me forward; back to move beyond.


I take great inspiration from Smart-Grosvenor, looking courageously forward, single-minded and fearless in my mission as I question how we, through food, can see ourselves as creators. How can we continue cultivating and growing? How can we keep alive the legacy of those who have shaped their lives – and the lives of others – with food? Like many of the women whose lives, complexities and works I lose myself in, Smart-Grosvenor’s recipes move beyond simply citing instructions. They are steeped in cultural legacy, fusing food with the generational nuances of creativity and works that have imbued rich histories with a depth that has so often escaped acknowledgement. I toy with the notion that food is just as important as any other type of activism, then dismiss it, feeling foolish. Then, stirring food as an art form into a pot with food as a political act and baking it with food as a means of survival, I reconsider.


Like Smart-Grosvenor before me, I don’t measure and weigh. I am not a scientist. I am a human for whom food was once a chain, but now it is an anchor. It is a means of survival. Quite unlike almost all other creative pursuits, its results are nearly immediate. If I throw ingredients together with joy and verve, I will create something. It might not be the most accomplished or the most delicious, but it will be mine: my style, my voice, my taste. Cooking is an art. It is a ritual. It welcomes any one of us, anyone who needs it, even if not all have access to it.


Celebrating those who are no longer with us


We come to the table, we break bread, we pray, we share, we open.


It is an everyday magic.


As I reflect on my own relationship with food, I recognise that sometimes the very practice of consuming food requires a grappling with hard truths about ourselves – or about the world around us. In these instances, food can often be a point of radicalisation, frequently leading to transformation.


I first experienced this aged seven in what can only be described, bizarrely, as the most innocent of childhood memories. I watched the animated film Chicken Run, initially revelling in the sheer thrill of the chickens’ quest for freedom. I willed them to survive and lost myself in their noble endeavour. Then, at some point while watching, a horrifying thought began to form: what if this isn’t just make-believe? I slowly began to make the connection between the adorable, intelligent and charismatic chickens on the screen in front of me and the lifeless pieces of flesh that I had quite happily eaten without question for the seven years of my life thus far. When the film was over, I asked tearful and probing questions of my parents; a miniature detective determined not to rest until she had her answers. There was very little that my parents could say to reassure me. ‘It’s just a film’ wasn’t entirely true, and all three of us knew it. It began to make sense to me. I didn’t want the chickens – or any living creature – to die, but I lacked the capacity (at that stage) to personally save them. I couldn’t take on every single Mrs Tweedy (the evil mastermind behind Chicken Run’s chicken pies) in the world. And yet, despite everything stacked against me, I knew I wasn’t going down without a fight. I began to make something of an action plan.


‘Okay,’ I grappled with myself, ‘so I can’t stop all of the bad things in the world from happening. Just because I can’t single-handedly stop something I don’t like doesn’t mean that I have to be a part of it. I don’t have to join in.’ This felt like a pretty good compromise. So that was that. I opted out and, to this day, I have never eaten meat again. It seems dramatic now – to have such strong convictions at my young age – but it just made sense at the time. There was no way I was going to go anywhere near meat after that. After all, once I knew, how could I ever ‘unknow’ that information? People often ask what my parents thought and, especially now as an adult, I have a great deal of respect for the way that they handled their little girl making such a significant life decision. They later told me that they were certain it would just be a phase, and that I would grow out of it, but despite that they didn’t try to persuade me otherwise or tell me that they knew better. And when I think about it now, who is to say that they did know better? Who is to say that we need to eat the flesh of others in order to survive? Why couldn’t we dare to think differently? My parents, who still regard a meal without meat is incomplete, took me at my word as a seven-year-old. They simply set about ensuring that my diet had all the nutrients that a growing child required. I don’t think it did me any harm. I am a healthy adult, filled with a zest for life. I find it fascinating to think now that one of my earliest memories – unbeknownst to me at the time – was the way in which food could become a means of making my own choices. It was a way of a small child standing up against the grain and, in her own small way, enacting change.









BUT I DON’T WANT TO EAT


I revelled in this sense of food as a means of standing up for my beliefs, as somehow being proof of the fact that I was my own person, for much of my childhood. I might have been young, but I do see that I became something of a zealot with it. Of course, the danger of engaging in food as a means of self-determination also meant that I ran the risk of it playing an overly important role in my very-much-still-developing identity formation. In giving it permission to form me, swept away in my drive to do what I believed to be right, I allowed myself to get lost in its flood. I was no longer a consumer. I was consumed.
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