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			Praise for 

			Will Write for Food

			“Will Write for Food is a great gift, not just for those who are new to food writing, but for those already ensconced in the business. Dianne’s clarity, kind suggestions, and nudges and admonitions to work well are truly inspiring.”

			—Deborah Madison, author of Vegetarian Cooking for Everyone

			“After writing a successful blog for over a decade, writing four books, and still expanding my business, I really do credit this book with giving me the hope I could do this.”

			—Shauna James Ahern, Gluten-Free Girl and the Chef

			“I quite often recommend and give a copy of Will Write for Food to new authors . . . it’s a terrific introduction to cookbook writing.”

			—Robert McCullough, Publisher Appetite by Random House

			“Dianne Jacob has presented budding food writers with a clear blueprint on how to get started in the business.”

			—Michael Bauer, Executive Food and Wine Editor, San Francisco Chronicle

			“My only complaint about Will Write for Food—and it’s a big one—is that it wasn’t around when I started my career. If you’re serious about becoming a food writer, save yourself years of banging your head against the wall in frustration and run to the checkout with this book now.”

			—David Leite, food writer and publisher and editor of Leite’s Culinaria

			“Required reading for everyone interested in learning how to translate their passion for food into words. Dianne Jacob offers up a smorgasbord of practical advice for anyone who has ever aspired to write about food, and she shows how to make writing a tasty and lucrative pastime.”

			—Darra Goldstein, founding editor, Gastronomica magazine

			“This book does a great job of covering the nuts and bolts of food writing, for sure, but Jacob delivers much more than the usual advice: She shoots straight about the realities of the business, provides loads of insider insights and practical exercises, and radiates enough genuine enthusiasm to get both beginning writers and seasoned pros up and at ’em.”

			—Martha Holmberg, cookbook author and former publisher, Fine Cooking magazine

			“You’ll find everything you need to know about becoming a food writer in this indispensable information-packed book. And if you’re already a food writer, this book will help you become a better one. Useful writing exercises concluding each chapter help sharpen your skills. If food writing is your passion, then grab a copy of Will Write for Food and get busy!”

			—Greg Patent, author of Baking in America
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			For my parents, who used food as a vehicle for memory and identity, and who loved a good story

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Welcome back, or if you are reading this book for the first time, welcome. This is the latest edition of a book I have been writing and updating since 2005, when the first edition of Will Write for Food appeared. A few years earlier, I had started teaching classes on food writing, and I couldn’t find a reference book for my students. 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 the rise of blogging. Ten years ago bloggers had barely emerged, and the print world did not respect them. Since then, a national food magazine asked a food blogger to write a monthly column (Molly Wizenberg), a food blogger got a show on the Food Network (Ree Drummond), and the same food blogger sold the most cookbooks in the United States in 2013. More than a hundred food bloggers have book deals, and a few make a six-figure income. Learning good photography, social media skills, and self-promotion has become as important—maybe more so, if I’m being honest—than being an excellent writer. There’s also been a decline in opportunities to write for magazines and newspapers, particularly restaurant reviewing, and more established cookbook authors have tried self-publishing.

			These and other trends are reflected in this revised and updated edition. Within these pages I’d like to be your friendly guide, encouraging you with practical and realistic advice no matter what stage of development you’re at:

			•	If you’re just starting out and considering blogging or writing articles for fun or as a hobby, you’ll find information and tools to give you a good foundation.

			•	If you hope to support yourself full-time as a food writer, you’re in for a challenge, but some people do it, and you’ll learn how. A new chapter on making money lists all kinds of exciting opportunities, from the traditional to new ideas that will surprise and inspire you.

			•	If you are already a food writer, congratulations! This book builds on your skills and shows you how to branch out to other types of food writing. And the new chapter on making money may tempt you to try some new sources of income.

			•	If you’ve already bought a previous version of Will Write for Food, Chapter 12 is new, and I have updated every chapter, filling in details about writing cookbooks, addressing the latest in social media trends, updating old information, including new voices and expertise, and adding new exercises. I hope you’ll buy it once again. Fortunately, this is an inexpensive book.

			•	If you want to self-publish, you’ll find detailed information in the publishing chapter, including advice on ebooks and apps.

			Regardless of what stage you’re at as a food writer, I hope this book will answer questions you’ve always wanted to ask, and will provide the tools to move forward. It will help you appreciate the effort that goes into writing, selling, and publishing food writing. 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 appear in every chapter, along with stories of how successful food writers broke into the business. I’ve also packed the book with nitty-gritty tools, resources, and exercises designed to enrich your knowledge and skill level. 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 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, comes out, as does a Cooking Light cookbook I helped write, based on pantry items.

			My career as an editor and writer for newspapers, magazines, books, and websites has spanned more than thirty years, giving me a valuable well of experience from which to draw. For more than a dozen years I’ve coached writers on how to freelance or get a book published. I’ve edited 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

			Teaching remains a passion. Since the last edition of this book, I’ve taught food-writing workshops in Canada, Australia, Ireland, and the United Arab Emirates. In the past I’ve taught at the Smithsonian and at University of California Los Angeles Extension. I’ve been a guest speaker and workshop leader at many conferences, including International Association of Culinary Professionals, BlogHer and BlogHer Food, Food Bloggers of Canada, Food Blog South, and the International Food Blogger Conference. Teaching and presenting give me the opportunity to meet people like you and to get to know the kinds of 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, indicated by “said in an interview.” I’ve also quoted a few times from speakers at conferences or on radio programs.

			How to Use This Book

			Will Write for Food is not a basic book on writing. Chapters such as those devoted to memoir or fiction focus on the use of food as a vehicle and do not address the entire subject of how to write in that form. Many excellent books will give you comprehensive information in those areas. You will find them listed within the chapters and in the bibliography.

			You can read the chapters consecutively or open to whichever chapter interests you most. Each is designed to be as complete in itself as possible, but sometimes you will want information that lurks in other sections. I’ve provided page numbers to enable you to flip back and forth quickly.

			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 will find new points of entry into writing. You’ll uncover new material, open vaults of memory, and access your passion. If you already write, these exercises will expand the way you find and process material and maybe give you something new to try.

			It’s normal to have resistance to writing suggestions and to turn the page. Find it in yourself to examine your reasons not to write. The exercises are short, fun, and not very time consuming. The goal is to write, so why not do so? Trust yourself.

			Food writing is a tough field with fierce competition, and it’s extremely difficult to make a living at it. I aim not to frighten you but to inspire you to act on a lifelong dream, a passion for eating and cooking, or to move forward as a professional writer. You deserve inside inspiration, solid information, resources, and support. It’s so much easier than moving forward all alone. Don’t stop with my book. Find others who will guide you by joining industry groups or writing groups, or doing volunteer work. 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.

			Please let me know if this book has given you a place to begin or refocus. Write to me at dj@diannej.com, or comment on my weekly blog, Will Write for Food, at diannej.com. I look forward to hearing from you.

		

	
		
			1: What, Exactly, Is Food Writing?

		

		
			A recipe for fettuccine with prosciutto, cream, and nutmeg. The  history of tea. A blog post about Toronto’s Chinatown. A roundup on where to get the best deli sandwiches in New York. A guide to sustainable cooking. An exposé on fish labeling at grocery stores. Food writing wanders over dozens of subjects; the storytellers and their craft are what bring it together. Hundreds of people publish books and articles on food, some writing for the first time. One of them could be you. It’s easier to choose what to write about if you understand why you want to write about food in the first place. Says writer David Leite of LeitesCulinaria .com, “People get this warm glow when they say, ‘I want to become a food writer.’ It becomes this romanticized overarching career.” What’s your reason to write about food?

			•	You’d like to tell your life story and pass down recipes to family members.

			•	You’re a caterer, chef, or restaurateur whose customers have asked for recipes.

			•	You’re fascinated by the history of a certain food and want to research it.

			•	You want to write a cookbook based on expertise you’ve developed.

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

			•	You want to capture the cuisine of a country and people you love.

			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. While at its most basic, food writing covers recipes and restaurant reviews, just about any topic and form can be about food, including:

			•	blogging	

		  •	history

			•	recipes	

		  •	politics

			•	restaurants, chefs, and farmers	

		  •	news and trends

			•	essays and memoir	

		  •	travel

			•	novels

				•	science

			This first chapter explores writing in blogs, newspapers, magazines, and books as a starting point to define food writing. I asked some of the most creative minds in the field to tell me what good food writing means to them. Is it simply good writing? Or is the most important element that it makes readers hungry, helps them experience pleasure, activates their senses, and evokes images of a certain place and time?

			Good Writing Is the Essence

			I believe good writing is the main determining factor of good food writing, and I set out to see what others had to say. Saveur magazine cofounder Colman Andrews, now editor at theDailyMeal.com, puts it bluntly: “If you’re not capable of being a good writer, you can’t be a good food writer. It’s about clarity of expression, style, voice, accuracy, knowledge of structure, and rhythm of language. The idea that food writing is a separate discipline is false.” Ruth Reichl, former editor of Gourmet magazine and 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.

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

			To further make his case, Trillin told me he does not describe food in anything he writes. I found it hard to believe. How could someone write about food without adjectives? I dashed to my bookshelf and reviewed several of his essays. Here’s an example from his book American Fried: Adventures of a Happy Eater: “Being in a traveling trade myself, I know the problem of asking someone in a strange city for the best restaurant in town and being led to some purple palace that serves ‘Continental cuisine’ and has as its chief creative employee a menu-writer rather than a chef. I have sat in those places, an innocent wayfarer, reading a three-paragraph description of what the trout is wrapped in, how long it has been sautéed, what province its sauce comes from, and what it is likely to sound like sizzling on my platter—a description lacking only the information that before the poor beast went through that process it had been frozen for eight and a half months.”

			For Trillin, the most important part of the craft is “careful writing, making sure every word is the right word.” He says he learned from A. J. Liebling, a New Yorker writer and author of Between Meals: An Appetite for Paris, an acclaimed 1959 account of eating well in Paris.

			Well then, if you’re a writer whose subject is food, what constitutes that form? Leite explains: “While the best food writing is evocative, has an unmistakable voice and an immutable sense of place, it does all the things good writing can do. Some people can write about changing motor oil with as much sensuality as eating a peach. It’s how you use the language, how you communicate.”

			“Food writing is a wonderful, weird passion,” adds blogger and Beard-award-winning author Shauna James Ahern of GlutenFreeGirl.com. “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.”

			As in other fine writing, there’s lots of room for creativity, say two award-winning freelancers. Jeffrey Steingarten, a former columnist for Vogue, says his essays take the form of “flashbacks and flash forwards.” GQ magazine contributing writer Alan Richman says food writing provides more opportunity for free expression than most other forms of journalism. “When it’s a review or critique of food, the experience is subjective, so you can say whatever you want. You can be mean, funny, or profound,” he explains. “When it’s a piece about a head of lettuce or a new shop or a restaurant opening, you’re writing about a subject that’s been covered thousands of times, and you have the opportunity to seek out a new angle. The repetitive nature of food writing should encourage creativity, not stifle it.”

			What All Food Writing Has in Common

			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 Liebling. “Without this, it is impossible to accumulate, within the allotted span, enough experience of eating to have anything worth setting down. Each day brings only two opportunities for fieldwork [meaning two meals at restaurants], and they are not to be wasted minimizing the intake of cholesterol.”

			And then there’s the factor of overall pleasure and enjoyment. Says award-winning cookbook author Darra Goldstein, founder of the now-defunct Gastronomica magazine, “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. Judith Jones, a vice president and senior editor at Knopf who has edited such legends as Julia Child and James Beard, says 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 an essay by M. F. K. Fisher, whom she also edited, titled “P Is for Peas,” in which the author and her family pick peas in the vineyards of Switzerland. Here’s a sentence: “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 relationships, all vividly drawn. You are there with her on the hillside, watching the scene.



            AN EDITOR WHO CULTIVATED BRILLIANT FOOD WRITERS

			Judith Jones, vice president and senior editor at Knopf, has influenced American culinary culture for decades by publishing gifted food writers, including Julia Child, M. F. K. Fisher, Edna Lewis, and Laurie Colwin. When I asked Jones how she came to work with them, she said modestly, “You follow your instincts, the things that you love. If you feel strongly about a book, the rationalization is that there must be others like you who want it. I thought if I wanted to know that much about food, there were others like me.”

			Here’s more about these iconic writers and how Jones became involved with them:

			Julia Child. In 1960, Jones received a manuscript for what would become Mastering the Art of French Cooking. “The first choice had been Houghton Mifflin, but when the editor there reviewed the manuscript, her reaction was: Why would any American want to know this much about French cooking?” Jones had recently returned from living in Paris for three and a half years, and Knopf had hired her as a French editor to deal with translations. She lobbied to become the editor of Child’s book, and Alfred Knopf gave her a chance. The rest is history.

			M. F. K. Fisher. Jones became friends with Fisher over years of mailing her galleys of Knopf books. Fisher was already known, and Jones wanted her to endorse Knopf books. In the 1960s, Jones visited California with her husband, Evan, a distinguished food writer in his own right. Fisher invited them to her home in St. Helena for lunch. “It was so hot we ate in the cellar,” recalls Jones. Fisher made a “Provençal lunch, cold salads and other things. She owed one more book to her current publisher. Then we did a book together.” Among Friends came first in 1971, followed by A Considerable Town in 1978, Sister Age in 1983, and As They Were in 1982.

			W. H. Auden once said he could not think of anyone in the United States who wrote better prose than Fisher, but because she chose food as her subject, her audience was extremely limited. Perhaps, but she is one of America’s best-known food writers now, with a continuing fan base that enjoys her sensuous, humorous, and beautifully sad voice.

			Fisher’s most quoted essay is the foreword to The Gastronomical Me, which begins: “People ask me: Why do you write about food, and eating and drinking? Why don’t you write about the struggle for power and security, and about love, the way others do? . . . The easiest answer is to say that, like most other humans, I am hungry.”

			“I tell about myself, and how I ate bread on a lasting hillside, or drank red wine in a room now blown to bits, and it happens without my willing it that I am telling too much about the people with me then, and their other deeper needs for love and happiness.”

			Edna Lewis. In the 1970s, Lewis had a restaurant in New York frequented by the likes of Truman Capote and Tennessee Williams. Jones was intrigued. “I could see right away that she had a story about her whole relationship with food, her family, that she was part of the American experience,” Jones remembers. “She had a beautiful way of talking about food. She was an instinctive cook. I said, ‘Write your own book, your own experience, and let’s do it together.’”

			The result was the classic The Taste of Country Cooking, published in 1976. You’d never know Lewis owned a New York restaurant. This book celebrates how her family prepared and enjoyed American food in a rural Virginia town founded by freed slaves. Dignified and knowledgeable, she expresses her joy of fresh, natural tastes, capturing a simpler time of living off the land, where vegetables came from a garden, meat from a smokehouse, fruit from orchards, and canned jams and condiments from the previous summer.

			In her foreword, Lewis explains why she wrote The Taste of Country Cooking: “Whenever I go back to visit my sisters and brothers, we relive old times, remembering the past. And when we share again in gathering wild strawberries, canning, rendering lard, finding walnuts, picking persimmons, making fruitcake, I realize how much the bond that held us had to do with food. Since we are the last of the original families, with no children to remember and carry on, I decided that I wanted to write down just exactly how we did things when I was growing up in Freetown that seemed to make life so rewarding.”

			Laurie Colwin. Primarily a fiction writer whose themes were love and family, Colwin attracted an ardent following by word of mouth. In her novels, her characters are domestic sensualists who like to cook humble but deeply satisfying dishes. She wrote two simple and unpretentious books about cooking and food: Home Cooking: A Writer in the Kitchen and More Home Cooking: A Writer Returns to the Kitchen. Reading her makes you feel as though she is your favorite bighearted, funny friend, instructing you with love on how to entertain, and confiding about how much it delights her to cook and eat with friends and family.

			Jones was a fan. Over lunch with the editor of Gourmet, Jones suggested Laurie Colwin as a strong new voice for the magazine, writing about food. “I had read all her stories, and they always had food in them, so I said, ‘I bet she would be good.’”

			Colwin wrote Home Cooking and More Home Cooking with Jones as her editor. In Home Cooking, she writes about her cozy home in New York, where she fed people plain, old-fashioned food such as roast chicken, string beans, lemon cake, and coffee. “One of the delights of life is eating with friends; second to that is talking about eating,” starts a passage in Home Cooking’s foreword. “And for an unsurpassed double whammy, there is talking about eating while you are eating with friends.” Colwin died prematurely of heart failure in 1992. All her books remain in print.

			Other award-winning authors Jones has edited are Lidia Bastianich, James Beard, Marion Cunningham, Marcella Hazan, Ken Horn, Madhur Jaffrey, Irene Kuo, Joan Nathan, and Claudia Roden.



            
			Writing About the Senses

			As you’ve read in some of the examples I’ve provided, 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 page 146) to students in my classes, it always thrills them, but food writing isn’t just about descriptions. It’s about putting the food in context. Here’s an erotic passage from Ruth Reichl in Comfort Me with Apples: “He kissed me and said, ‘Close your eyes and open your mouth.’ I sniffed the air; it smelled like a cross between violets and berries, with just a touch of citrus. My mouth closed around something very small and quite soft, the size of a little grape but with a scratchy surface. ‘Do you like it?’ he asked anxiously. I tasted spring. ‘They’re fraises des bois from France!’ He slipped another one in my mouth.” That’s four sensory experiences in a few sentences.

			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 emotions, feelings of nostalgia, and involuntary memories, 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 to the gut.

			Identifying odors and tastes is elusive, and writing about them is just as difficult. Writes Diane Ackerman in A Natural History of the Senses, “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 aroma by using analogy, where something is “like” something else. But it’s tricky. “You could say basil tastes a little like mint,” proposes Colman Andrews. “What if you’ve never tasted mint?”

			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. Jennifer McLagan faced this problem head on in her cookbook, Bitter. “Bitter, while a positive taste in many cultures, is not well loved among Anglo-Saxons,” she wrote. “It is hard to evoke a positive taste image for bitter. Astringent, pungent, bittersweet, bitter as gall (bile) or wormwood, acrid, caustic, tart, astringent, harsh and sharp are some of the words you find in a thesaurus when you look up bitter,” she writes. “Not a very appetizing list.”

			At least the list is specific. That’s what good writers go for, to avoid being reduced to words like “delicious,” “yummy,” and “amazing,” which tell readers nothing other than you liked it. Specific writing is always 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 are a perfect way to describe them. Too many will weaken writing, making you sound sentimental. 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. I see this so often I sometimes think adjectives are the crack of food writers.

			Darra Goldstein suggests reading M. F. K. Fisher, who uses “one perfect adjective that somehow manages to encompass a whole range of sensation, or something atmospheric that allows you to understand what the sensation was.” She gives this example from a New Yorker essay: “It was reward enough to sit in the almost empty room, chaste rococo in the slanting June sunlight, with the generous tub of pure delight between us, Mother purring there, the vodka seeping slyly through our veins, and real wood strawberries to come, to make us feel like children again and not near-gods.” Rococo is anything but chaste, says Goldstein. “It’s over the top, but Fisher manages to convey the sense of childlike innocence she goes on to describe in the sentence by means of this single adjective.”

			While taste and smell are critical to food writing, so is touch. Touch informs the reader about the ripeness of a cantaloupe, or how to judge a steak’s doneness. “Each culture has its own appreciation of food,” writes McLagan. “A comparative study of words used to describe food textures found that [the Japanese] have more than four hundred words to describe the texture of their food. The Chinese have around one hundred and forty-four while English speakers seem impoverished with a mere seventy-seven terms. Do we not care about texture, or is it just too much pudding and mushy peas? The French, whose cuisine is renowned for its sauces, have more than nineteen words just to describe the viscosity of a sauce.”

			Steingarten believes we should monitor other physical sensations as well, such as the sense of locomotion in stirring, where you detect physical changes and sensitivity to temperature as a sauce thickens. Chef and author 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 metaphor rather than adjectives. Similes compare, using “like” and “as.” Metaphor calls it something else. In An Omelette and a Glass of Wine, Elizabeth David describes sugar-coated coriander and caraway seeds, “bright as shiny tiddlywinks.” That’s a simile. In Between Meals, Liebling wrote that the haricots verts he was served “resembled decomposed whiskers from a theatrical costume beard.” That’s a simile as well. Now for metaphor. Nigella Lawson wrote this about chocolate raspberry tarts: “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 deft way to keep from repeating the word “tart.” While these examples instantly bring images to mind, note that two sound delectable while one does not. Food writing is not always about rhapsodizing.

			David, a British writer who educated first England and then the world on Mediterranean food, writes in a sensuous, stimulating, and intellectual style. Here she focuses on sight, scent, and taste: “Now there are signs of autumn on the leaves of some of the almond trees. They have turned a frail, transparent auburn, and this morning when I awoke I devoured two of the very first tangerines of the season. In the dawn their scent was piercing and their taste was sharp.”

			Writers Jane and Michael Stern provide an elegant example combining touch and visual writing. Read how beautifully they describe the ultimate apple pie. You can see their minds going into slow motion to describe the experience: “The crust is as crunchy as a butter cookie, so brittle that it cracks audibly when you press it with your fork; grains of cinnamon sugar bounce off the surface as it shatters. The bottom crust is softer than the top, but browned and still breakable. Where the top and bottom meet, there’s a knotty cord of dough that becomes impregnated with enough fruit filling to make it chewy. Inside is a dense apple pack of firm Ida Red crescents bound in syrupy juice.” The specificity of the words, combined with active verbs such as “bounce,” “crack,” and “shatter,” makes this description evocative. Note the use of simile as well, in “crunchy as a butter cookie,” and metaphor in “knotty cord.”

			Some writers think the least important sense is sound. But consider how it enlivens the experience in Alan Richman’s colorful Bon Appétit essay “The Great Texas Barbecue Secret”: “Because the meat is seldom pricked during cooking, the fat accumulates, sizzling and bubbling. Slice, and the drama unfolds. Think of a bursting water pipe. Better yet, imagine a Brahman bull exploding from the gate at a rodeo.”

			Describing your perceptions is difficult to get right. Most beginning writers tend to overdo it. In the worst case, says L. A. Times food columnist Russ Parsons, descriptions can be cloying, gratuitous, and prurient. “The idea is not to be flashy but elegant. You want to use enough sensual language that you get across your pleasure and your involvement with the topic, but don’t want to come across as overblown, which reads as cheap and unconvincing. Write it and keep going over it, taking out as much as you possibly can and leaving the essence.”

			Perhaps the best way to access the senses is not to take them for granted. I like the way Richman and the Sterns slow down to describe each moment as it unfolds. Editor Judith Jones advises writers to use the senses as a starting point, the evocative element, and then go on to the larger theme or context.

			Getting Passion 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 to tell the reader about it. It’s challenging. When you turn a camera on people to get to their passion, says Andrews, they freeze up, use big words, and become stilted, especially when they’re very emotional about a subject. “You can’t just open a vein and let it flow out. If you’re very passionate about some wonderful dish, you have to tame your passion to write about it, [or] it will probably come across sounding stupid.”

			Intensity during writing comes and goes, like being in and out of love, says David Leite. “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, and many editors love writers who learn every single detail and fact about their subject, master it, and laugh at their own compulsiveness. But compulsiveness can also lead to being in love with your subject, which occasionally means including too much information. For more on how to edit your own work, see page 124 in Chapter 5.

			The Role of Voice

			Great writers, including food writers, spend years perfecting their voice. Voice combines writing style and point of view. It is also called style. The Elements of Style, an essential handbook for 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. “Voice exists to make the piece more readable, to make it more enjoyable, to explain or illuminate difficult concepts without seeming dry,” explains Andrews. “People can explain a difficult subject, and because they write conversationally, it comes across better.”

			You can’t invent a voice, most say. I once asked a writing coach how I could write in a lyrical voice. He suggested an exercise in which I copy a writer’s style by parodying it, which would give me insight into how she pulls it off. I did the exercise by analyzing a piece by Reichl. I found it sensuous, visual, evocative, poetic, and reflective. I also noticed her use of personification, alliteration, and even violence. Then I did a writing exercise by employing some of her techniques, and found the exercise liberating.

			But editor Jones disagrees. “Woe unto a writer who tries to imitate another writer’s voice,” she cautions. “It’s not something borrowed or imitated—it is you. It describes how you actually feel. It’s what makes the writer individual.”

			Certainly, reading other writers can influence your work. When Molly Wizenberg started her blog, Orangette, she was reading Stein­garten, Trillin, and M. F. K. Fisher. “I didn’t actually do an imitation, but I noticed certain things, like Trillin had a plain sentence structure. He wasn’t getting all flowery and poetic with it. Someone more lyrical tapped into emotions, like MFK. She wrote about some philosophical things, like about the way we link food with love. All of these things have come through in my writing.” Trillin, she says, does an incredible job of “noticing the nuances that are often universal in our lives,” such as his obsession with Kansas City barbeque. “Something in us becomes obsessed too,” said Wizenberg. “I love his sense of humor, his ability to create his own pathological enthusiasm. He puts us immediately in his shoes. His details are vivid, visual, and play on the senses.”

			Voice helps readers form an image of you, the writer. To put it in modern business parlance, it’s as though you are creating a brand. It’s possible to write a story without using much voice, particularly in newspapers and magazines, where the writing conforms to certain conventions of the collective voice of a publication. When I wrote my first essay after years of news writing, I was startled by my own voice. I wondered if I was revealing too much of my personality.

			But for readers to get the most out of a story, they should understand who you are, perhaps even trusting you more than liking you. Your voice gives the narrative unity and strength, says 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.” So don’t worry about being correct or “writerly,” because it makes your work more serious and boring. Write the way you speak.

			Your writing expresses your uniqueness. “Voice is the sound, rhythm, and point-of-view that unequivocally evokes the writer,” wrote Leite on forums.egullet.org. “You know it when you read it. And more importantly, you can never confuse or interchange them. Bourdain is not Steingarten, who is not Trillin, who is not Reichl.”

			“Voice is often misunderstood,” explains the L.A. Times’ Russ Parsons. “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.”

			Maybe the way to find your own voice is to exaggerate it, especially if you are writing a personal essay or memoir. Amanda Hesser, Food52 founder and author of the memoir Looking for Mr. Latte: A Food Lover’s Courtship, with Recipes, said she exaggerated both her own characteristics and her boyfriend’s to make their voices clearer, and she did so without worrying that the story was becoming fictional. “She was the bumbling, snobby food person who needed to be put in her place; he was muse and hero,” she explained in an interview.

			So capture the authentic emotion of the moment, the tone of what’s going on at the time, and what you feel physically. If you have trouble finding your voice, consult the list of descriptions on page 15 as a starting point. Ask a few friends to describe your voice to you. Often they’re better at it than you are, because you might think of your voice as “just you,” and therefore not describable.

			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, old movies, or rap music? Your voice can show age, geographic location, gender, or even your religious persuasion. Here’s how restaurant critic Jonathan Gold opens a 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.” Without his ever explicitly saying so, you can assume he’s Jewish, he grew up in Los Angeles, and he’s probably in his forties. Without a strong voice, you risk becoming a superficial narrator.


            
		  WRITERS DESCRIBE THEIR OWN VOICES

			Alan Richman, contributing editor at GQ magazine. I’m a diffident, cranky, New York guy who walks into a restaurant and waits to see how he’s going to be abused. I’m a passive-aggressive guy who gets the last word. I am someone to whom things happen. Writers should take a passive role so readers feel represented.

			Clotilde Dusoulier, author and blogger, ChocolateandZucchini.com. At first my voice was clear enthusiasm and joy for my subject. Those feelings have not left me, but I’m probably a little calmer now. You can’t be emphatic all the time. After a while, if I kept being that bubbly, people were going to think I’m on something. I became a little understated. I feel more mature now. My way of writing is friendly, approachable, and relatable.

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

			David Leite, author and publisher of LeitesCulinaria.com. I write the way I speak, influenced through a lifetime of hearing my mother’s humor. I can be a little wicked at times. I turned to humor in adolescence. I developed that person, and it came out on the page.

			Calvin Trillin, author and freelance writer. Genial glutton.

			Molly Wizenberg, author and blogger. I like to think of my voice as somewhat playful or whimsical. It’s very important to me to be honest.

			Michael Ruhlman, author and blogger. Authoritative, as in I’ve studied this, I’ve been in culinary schools, I’ve worked with the best chefs in the country. I have opinions.

			Russ Parsons, food columnist, L.A.Times. By nature I’m kind of a smart-ass. I try to score as many points off myself as other people when I’m writing in the first person. It’s important to be self-deprecating, not self-aggrandizing. I pay a lot of attention to rhythm, sentence length, and structure.

			Ruth Reichl, author and editor. Forthright.

            

			DESCRIBE YOUR OWN VOICE

			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	

			friendly	

		  mysterious

			authoritative	

			funny	

		  reassuring

			believable	

			humble	

		  relaxed

			competent	

			knowing	

		  self-deprecating

			confessional	

			knowledgeable	

			vulnerable

			 



		  Writing Exercises

		  1.	This exercise will 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 grapes shone like a string of black pearls.” A metaphor directly compares one thing to another, as in “I tossed one of the sticky puffs 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, 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 of one length? Adjust them to make some short and some long. Right away, you’ll see a stronger, more distinct voice emerge in your writing.

			2.	More ways to use simile and metaphor: Fill in the blanks by comparing the following foods to nonedible objects: The cheese was as ripe as . . . The donut smelled stale, like a . . . The roast beef sandwich tasted as though . . . Try being outrageous, and then try it again and be sensuous.

			3.	Review prior writing to see if you use the techniques described in this chapter. Try rewriting a paragraph in a new way.

			4.	Develop your writing ability to show rather than tell. Choose a favorite food. Write two paragraphs explaining why you love it. Get your passion across without sentences starting with “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 you ever saying so specifically.

		

	
		
			 2: The Gastronomical You

		

		
			If you want to be a food writer, you’re probably already passionate about food and eating, and perhaps cooking as well. That’s where it begins. Almost all the writers interviewed for this book talked about their passion, or exuded passion, no matter how many years they had been on the job. 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 obsessive 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 restaurant roundup in Rome, it’s hard not to throw yourself into the task. I’ve made a list of characteristics of food writers and editors based on my interviews. Some play off each other. For example, it’s easy to be a fastidious researcher when you’re passionate about your subject. It’s easy to be knowledgeable about your subject if you’ve done your research. It’s easy to be energetic if you’re passionate. See how these traits come together?

			Some characteristics can be learned. When I studied newspaper reporting in journalism school, I learned how to research anything and how to persist until I got the interviews I needed for stories. Those skills have served me well all through my career.

			Few writers have all the traits I’ve listed below. 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. Skeptics make good restaurant reviewers. 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. (If you don’t mind marking up book pages, check them off.) You need to see 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.

			Passionate. People who love food are an eager, enthusiastic bunch, and it carries over when they write. They have an appetite for joy and appreciation.

			“Passion is really a compulsion, conveyed in a sense of urgency,” says Knopf cookbook editor Judith Jones. “This is what makes writing come alive.” Passion usually involves the pleasure experienced by writers and readers, but not always.

			Some of the best writers remain passionate despite years on the job. Alan Richman, contributing writer for GQ magazine, says when on an assignment to find and eat food, he becomes “crazy with happiness when things taste so good,” perhaps in part because it’s not that common. You’ll learn more about restaurant reviewing in Chapter 6.

			Enthusiastic about research. You can never have too much information on a subject before you begin writing about it. Food writers are always asking questions. As voracious readers and researchers, it’s common to have an obsessive personality, and think every aspect of, say, a goat cheese producer’s life, is fascinating. By the time you have done enough work on the subject to justify writing about it, you should be bursting with information. L. A. Times food columnist Russ Parsons admits, “When I’m researching a story, I go completely berserk. I may have 300 pages of research and photocopies for a 1,500-word article. I want to know everything, to have total saturation in every aspect of the subject.”

			Saturation is a starting point for the article. 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. This is what makes the difference between Parsons, a multiple-award-winning writer, and beginners, who think everything they found out is fascinating. He knows how to shape and cut the story. More about this a bit later, when we get to the importance of focus later on this page.

			Research doesn’t necessarily mean spending hours in a dingy library poring over dusty tomes. Food writers are constantly on the go—traveling, finding familiar foods in new and unusual places, tasting the way people in another country prepare a familiar food. Cooking is another part of research. It’s easier to write well about some subjects if you cook, as it helps you understand your subject and how the context of cooking works into your story.

			In recipe writing, research might mean looking up the origin of a dish, understanding the chemistry of how it works, or comparing recipes to see how others made the dish.

			Enthusiasm keeps you interested, keeps you asking questions, keeps you engaged and challenged.

			Energetic. You can’t be running around, transcribing notes, endlessly looking up information, and interviewing without being energetic. And as I mentioned earlier, passion is the best fuel for working long hours or pushing yourself to get the story, chapter, or recipe done. On days where you’re so immersed in your work that the hours fly by, you know you’ve chosen a great profession.

			Focused. When you find a topic endlessly fascinating, it gets hard to decide what to leave in and what to leave out. You need focus. Fortunately, word counts will rein you in. Outlines are a good tool as well. The thing to understand is that people don’t have to know everything, just what’s most important. The more you add, the larger the subject becomes, and soon it’s about everything and nothing in particular. Put yourself in your readers’ shoes, and figure out what they want to know. A story for a doctor’s magazine will have a different slant than one for a vegan magazine, even if they are both about the same subject.

			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.” It’s not that you 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, says Darra Goldstein, founder of the now defunct Gastronomica, because even when wrong, they become myths perpetuated as common knowledge. This is particularly true on the web, so it cannot 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 will 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 took what she read somewhere and ran with it. She should have been suspicious of that outrageous-sounding story, finding a way to check it out. Mistakes like that make people think they can’t trust you.

			Editors and writers can tell when others don’t do their homework. Parsons, L.A. Times food columnist, says there’s lots of writing that wouldn’t be regarded as research, such as the passing along of secondhand information. 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.

			Fearless. Eating requires fearlessness. 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 Leite. Author and television host Anthony Bourdain was once the king of fearlessness. He traveled around the world for his book A Cook’s Tour and for a television show, doing extreme eating, a term he disavows. “It’s really important to be a good guest, because the table is the best reflection of a nation and fastest way into that culture,” he counsels. “You have to be willing to put yourself in a situation and let things happen. You can’t be squeamish or hesitant. It might require that you match your hosts shot for shot with vodka laced with bear bile. 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,” he continues. “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.”

			Sometimes fearlessness is about getting up the nerve to contact people you hold in high esteem. I had 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.

			And sometimes fearlessness is about writing, where you do 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. If you have to make a phone call or write something, 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. Second is to 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. Third, ask yourself, “What’s the worst that could happen?” Fear of what will happen is often blown out of proportion compared to 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 French street market or meeting a master bread baker at a party and talking for hours. Richman says he has been called a culinary anthropologist because of the amount of research he unearths while working on his stories. 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. Former New York Times restaurant critic Mimi Sheraton writes in her memoir, Eating My Words, that she went to a restaurant twelve times until she was sure how she felt about it. Luckily, the Times picked up the bill. Even if the work seems tedious, such as poring through tons of information 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.

			Knowledgeable about the subject. When they’re ready to write, the best food writers know the subject matter inside out. This strategy increases confidence and helps provide credibility if you’re not an expert on a certain food or ingredient. If you’re not an expert, suggests Colman Andrews, cofounder of Saveur and editor at theDailyMeal.com, “the next best thing is to learn about it and take the reader along with you as you go.” This takes guts, because you must sound as if you know what you’re talking about. Laura Werlin took this approach with her first book about cheese (see pages 160–161).

			Don’t try to be an expert on everything, which becomes overwhelming. Pick a subject that resonates with you, and learn it inside out. Take cooking classes, read books, and interview experts.

			You might structure a story or blog post by playing the neophyte and taking the reader on a journey as you become more knowledgeable.

			Professional. Beginning writers are sometimes perceived as lazy or as dabblers. People think there are special rules for food writing, that it’s not as demanding as other kinds of writing, says Andrews. “Because food writing is kind of trivial or unimportant, they think they don’t have to be as accurate, because they’re not writing about the president—they’re writing about Wolfgang Puck.” I’m glad he’s honest enough to say so. When I tell people outside the profession that I write and edit on the subject of food, I get a curious look, as in “Is that really a profession?” Some people also think food writing is a hobby and an excuse to eat and travel well. Close. It’s actually a profession in which you get to eat and travel well, if you’re doing it right.

			The standards for being a professional food writer are not rocket science:

			•	Be polite in your transactions, particularly when asking for help, and thank people who have helped you.

			•	Be thorough and accurate, particularly when spelling names and stating titles. Fact-check your work to avoid embarrassment later.

			•	Make deadlines, and provide exactly what you’ve said you were going to write or what you’ve agreed to write; cooperate with your editor to the best of your ability.

			•	Avoid hissy fits or prima donna behavior if you want more work.

			Good at telling stories. “On a very basic level, you have to be capable of transporting your reader somewhere else, just for a minute, and do that by showing them where you’re taking them,” explains blogger and author Molly Wizenberg. “Evocative, vivid writing that plays on the senses is crucial.” Notice the nuances that readers can relate to, she says. The best writers can put us immediately in their shoes and remind of us ourselves.

			Here’s what Wizenberg said about storytelling at a blogging conference: “I love the shape food gives to my life—the stories it tells me about who I am, about the people close to me, about the city I live in, all of it. Food is a very sharp lens for looking at what matters to us, and suddenly, I wanted to find out what else it could show me. Those were the stories I wanted to tell.

			“And that’s what I’ve been trying to do ever since, both on my blog and in my books. I’m trying to tell the kind of stories that I like to read. My goal in everything, always—in my writing and in my photographs and in the restaurant that my husband and I now own, which is a whole other story—my goal is to do the work that I want to see done. I think that’s the highest goal we can aim for, the hardest goal. It’s the goal that really gets me fired up. I try to write what I want to read. We try to make the food that we want to eat. Sometimes I think I’m onto something. Sometimes I love what I’m making. Sometimes it works!”

			Not stuck in nostalgia. When I wrote my first food-themed personal essay, it was about my mother and her cooking. I’m still proud of it, but I’ve realized it’s where many people start. Eventually I learned I was not alone in writing about food and early memory. It’s common to want to write about your family, particularly the person who taught you how to cook, or someone you admired. It’s what you know. The information is easily accessible because it’s right there in your brain.

			When I teach, students tell me of their desire to write nostalgic memories. I’ve heard it so often I’ve decided it’s a normal part of the process. Sure, start with your recollections. Create a riveting scene, write good dialogue, and put the story in context. If publishing is your goal, you must say something new. My essay about my mother was published in an international food magazine because it was unusual. It focused on her inability, as an immigrant, to master Western foods like sandwiches, spaghetti, and meat and potatoes. It was funny and bittersweet, but most important, it had an angle that made my story different from the same old thing editors see repeatedly: most editors don’t see a lot of memoir pieces about an Iraqi Jew from China who cooked funny Western foods.

			Editors see lots of nostalgic writing that turns them off. There’s no shortage of sentimentality in food writing, for the good old days and things done by hand. If you want to write about the past, you might start in the present, to anchor your reader.

			I’m not trying to dissuade you from writing about your family. If you know how to shape your writing, it’s certainly viable. Take, for example, In Nonna’s Kitchen: Recipes and Traditions from Italy’s Grandmothers, by Carol Field, which succeeds for a couple of reasons. It’s about Italian food, and Americans are obsessed with Italian cooking. Field is an accomplished cookbook writer, and it was not her first book. And it’s about several grandmothers who have spent their lives guarding their culinary heritage, not just about one grandmother who cooked for Field. Monsoon Diary: A Memoir with Recipes, by Shoba Narayan, chronicles family rituals and love of food, but also discusses her trouble adjusting to an arranged marriage and shatters stereotypes of immigrant life. Her funny, sparkling narrative enlivens the story. It might have something to do with her master’s in journalism from Columbia, where she was awarded a Pulitzer fellowship.

			Ethical. Along the lines of persistent visits to restaurants (à la Mimi Sheraton) is the issue of ethics. Food writers must have a strong sense of who they are and whom they represent. They get offered many free things, particularly food and travel, and particularly if they are bloggers with big audiences. This may seem odd to you, but ethical writers pay their own way or, if they’re lucky, a publication pays their way. Otherwise, a writer might feel indebted to a restaurant or tourist association, and the writing comes out more like promotion than anything else. Bloggers who write about free meals from restaurants are rarely honest. They rave about everything or snap gorgeous photos.

			Inevitably, food writers get to know other people in the business, such as chefs and public relations people, and sticky situations can result. You owe it to your readers to be honest. You do not owe it to the restaurant, tourist board, or food company. Restaurant reviewer Richman explains that good food writing is “not press trips to Tuscany, not free meals at restaurants, and not the adoration of famous chefs where you sit around saying ‘yum yum’ to everything put in front of you.” For more on ethics, see Chapter 4 on blogging.

			Careful with language. When I asked experienced food writers what they dislike most about other food writing, the number one complaint was the use of too many adjectives, clichés, and flowery metaphors, in which, instead of crafting beautiful sentences, writers rely too much on strings of adverbs and adjectives to move the story along. That means avoiding writing sentences like “The huge green artichoke on the garnet dinner plate was a sage-colored flower, its leaves pointing skyward, concealing the hidden treasure within.” While “a sage-colored flower” counts as a metaphor, it’s not a good one because most readers already know artichokes are green and look like flowers. “Hidden treasure within” is a cliché because it’s not original. Treasures are usually hidden. And while I’m critiquing, “was” does not carry the sentence forward with strength or interest.

			Generic descriptions are just as bad as overwrought ones. Here’s an example I found just now when I picked up a national food magazine and turned to a recipe: “These beans are fantastic served with grilled chicken and rice. And if you have some nice chicken stock on hand, you can use it instead of water to cook the beans.”

			Why are the beans fantastic? Do they complement the chicken and rice a certain way, and if so, how? Texture? Flavor? What is “nice” chicken stock? There’s no way to know.

			While vague language won’t ruin the recipe, a more specific introduction helps the reader imagine making the dish and eating it. Suppose the beans, with their dark red color, provided colorful contrast to the white rice, or the stock was dark yellow with small globules of chicken fat floating on the surface. Use a synonym finder to find the right words, because you can only say “delicious” so many times.

			And remember that writing about food isn’t just about describing flavor and smell. Food may be the subject, but the point of the story can reside in recounting, reporting, and finding the right details, as well as in the history, associations, implications, and of course, the context of the story itself. Most importantly, good food writing is about telling a story well.

			Not self-focused. All the writers interviewed here write in the first person, but they pull it off because of their experience, writing style, solid reporting, and research. They separate the narrator from themselves—the writer—so they are not building a story based on confession. They don’t say “I” in every sentence. Even though the writing involves them, it’s not about them. It’s still about engaging their readers in a great story.

			Good writing isn’t about showing off. I’ve read lots of the self-satisfied kind of food writing, such as the “I’m-sitting here-eating-truffles-on-the-balcony-of-a-terribly-expensive-hotel-in-Piedmont-and-you’re-not” approach. This type of writing implies that the writer thinks he’s excruciatingly important—and his readers are not. Insulting your readers does not endear you to them. Plus, as a reader, you’re not right there with him, savoring the moment. He’s too busy trying to make you jealous that he can’t pull you in.

			Related to this focus is too much navel-gazing. When I was a magazine editor, I found many of my writers’ first drafts filled with minutiae, particularly in the beginning of the article. I call this the “deep dive,” in which writers move quickly into the small details. They get so involved in the story that they lose perspective.

			I hope you’ve read this long list of credentials and recognized yourself in most of them. That’s cause for celebration. If not, you know which areas need more investigation and development. Be kind to yourself, and don’t try to master all these skills and characteristics at once. Doing so would take a lifetime.

			Writing Exercises

			1.	Write a paragraph about your passion for a certain food. Remember to “show—don’t tell”: show your passion instead of telling readers ways that you are passionate. Showing would be: “Before I knew it, the bowl was empty, with a few shiny kernels rattling at the bottom.” Telling would be: “I really love popcorn.”

			2.	Write two paragraphs about your favorite dish using no adjectives. Don’t just describe it, but give details of different ways you’ve made the dish, where you’ve eaten it, or who joined you at the table. At first the writing will look stark and spare. Now go back and add specific adjectives to make the story sparkle. Limit yourself to three.

			3.	Go back over your writing samples from exercise 2, and see if you can make one of them into a nonfiction story from your own experience or memory. Add context, where you focus on what the story means and how it is related or connected to the food. I know it sounds obvious, but make sure the story has a beginning, a middle, and an end.

		

	
		
			 3: The Food Writer’s Mise en Place

		

		
			If you’ve always wanted to write about food, you probably have lots of questions: How do I get started? What kind of writing should I do, and what kind of qualifications do I need? How do people move up the food chain to become food writers?

			Fortunately, lots of answers exist. Above all, you must enjoy learning. That’s what keeps the best food writers growing and moving forward. They’re interested in homemade pasta, food politics, Indian street food, and kitchen gardens, not just their area of expertise. You probably have the same kind of enthusiasm about food, so the next step is to back it up with knowledge. If you’re feeling intimidated about your qualifications, this chapter will show you how to pump up your background and skills. Credibility is an important part of writing and being taken seriously. The more you have to offer in terms of knowledge and experience, the more likely you are to succeed.

			Most food writers start out as hobbyists, something they do in their spare time. They’re not trying to make a living at it. Some also find they enjoy it so much they’d like to write full-time. To that end, I’ve described the types of work you can do, and I’ve invited a few successful colleagues to tell you about their lives at their desks and in the kitchen.

			What Types of Work Can a Food Writer Do?

			Food writers write all kinds of things: cookbooks, blogs, newsletters, news, feature articles, travel pieces, menu guides, recipes, product labels, and more. When I tell people I’m a food writer, their mouths water as they imagine my glorious life of eating. They imagine I hold court in expensive restaurants every night, open baskets of fine wines and pâtés delivered to my house, hold elaborate dinner parties, jet to Italy on assignment to do a story on pasta . . . Well, no. That’s not my life. It could be someone else’s in the food-writing world, though, if it was ratcheted down a notch—perhaps that of a top author or food personality who writes for the biggest, glossiest magazines with big budgets and expense accounts. There aren’t many jobs like that, though, so if it’s your fantasy, it might take you several years to get there.

			No two food writers do exactly the same job. We are a tough bunch to categorize. Many people do a little of everything, as you’ll see in the stories in this chapter. And what they do changes over time.

			Here’s a breakdown of the most common categories of food writing, so you can see what kind of work writers do and how much the jobs overlap:

			Food blogger. Most food bloggers don’t blog full-time. For some, it’s the first time they’ve ever written about food, and it’s a fun hobby. Blogging provides an easy way to try out food writing, particularly recipe development. Some people fall in love with food blogging and find that, as they build readership, they want a professional blog. Others use it as a portfolio to express themselves and promote their work. If you want to write a book, it is the best place to start.

			It takes just a few minutes to set up a blog. What takes longer is keeping up the pace of posting regularly, learning photography, and dealing with comments. To learn more, read Chapter 4 on becoming a blogger.



			A DAY IN THE LIFE OF A FOOD BLOGGER AND WRITER

			Stephanie Stiavetti started food blogging in 2006. Over the years she has written a cookbook, a blog, web content, and freelance articles. She has twenty years of experience in the tech world and also works as a culinary digital media consultant. She has completed many professional culinary programs in Chicago and San Francisco. Here’s Stephanie on blogging:

			“As the blogger of TheCulinaryLife.com, I create and share recipes. That means I spend time cooking and taking photos of food, though there’s a lot more to this work than playing in the kitchen. Right now I make a living through my food writing, so I need to treat it the way I would any other business venture.

			“I get a lot of email. Every day I sift through the monumental pile of pitches from public relations people with pitches for food products, cookbooks, cookware, and press trips. I also get pitches for all sorts of non–food-related items, like cars and computer equipment, which leaves me scratching my head. I very rarely reply unless I know the PR person directly or, occasionally, what they’re pitching catches my eye. I don’t do many reviews, so I like to save those slots for the products and cookbooks I’m really excited about.

			“Next I check on any freelance proposals I’ve sent to magazine editors. I don’t freelance as much as I used to, because the hustle of getting and keeping an editor’s attention just doesn’t appeal to me, but I do craft the occasional story idea and send it to one of the editors I’ve met personally through my involvement with the International Association of Culinary Professionals. I can credit this organization with the majority of my nonblogging professional contacts. While food writing and blogging is a wonderful community, it’s much easier to connect once you boot yourself out of your office chair and get out of the house.
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