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PROLOGUE

Food and Freedom—it’s a challenging title! How often the word “freedom” has been misused down the centuries and is still misused today, usually irrelevantly, often contradictorily. I am not afraid of using it alongside the word “food,” nor do I have any qualms about playing with it, as I do in the pages that follow. As the grandfather of the late Italian poet and screenwriter Tonino Guerra used to say, “I look backward to go forward.” If I apply the same principle to the world of gastronomy, I see continuous liberations: liberations that have already happened and liberations—worthwhile, incredible, indispensable—that may happen in the future.

“Food” and “freedom,” two words that have never been paired with as much pride as they are today. The centuries-old question of peasants, of the dignity of their labor and their struggles for the land comes to mind. In the early twentieth century, the Mexican Revolution was carried forward to the cry of “¡Tierra y libertad!” Today many processes of peacebuilding—the one underway in Colombia, for example—and of deep-reaching change are still going ahead in the name of the land. Yet something in the globalized panorama has altered profoundly: we are now living in a schizophrenic dimension in which the rural world and the use of land, the two fundamental elements for feeding people, are at the mercy of a system in which food has lost all its complex values and become a commodity that makes sense only as a function of its price. Food is now a product subject to all sorts of speculation. Instead of reducing the problems of the majority of the world population, increased food production has aggravated them and even generated new ones. The most glaring proof of this is the fact that hunger and nutrition have not gone away, while pollution and depletion of resources are multiplying and, save for a few exceptions, farmers continue to be the “fifth wheel on the wagon,” even if they do own the land they cultivate. The battle for freedom is no longer being fought over the land alone. For the new era and for the new battles ahead, the Mexican Revolution cry of “¡Tierra y libertad!” might justifiably be changed into “¡Cibo y libertad!”—food and freedom.

Food is thus becoming an instrument of liberation. I say this in light of the many stories that touch me personally insofar as they relate the adventure of Slow Food and Terra Madre, and as such are by no means a small part of my own life. In this book I have tried to reconstruct a journey based on my own experience and on the encounters and meetings I have had along the way. The leading players are thus other people: people involved in Slow Food and Terra Madre and people who, in one way or another, have tuned into them from the outside. It is a journey that set out from my home turf—Bra, a small town in the northwestern Italian region of Piedmont—in the 1980s. After ranging far and wide, it has led me to a vision of future prospects so broad that they embrace the whole world.

I begin by speaking about the liberations that have already been achieved, from the one I define as gastronomia liberata,1 liberated gastronomy, partly to endow it with scientific dignity, partly to convey its importance as a holistic, complex set of ideas and sensibilities, of relations and connections, as a new intellectual perspective for material culture, built up through many minor liberations and capable today of releasing—indeed, of liberating!—extraordinary energy. Even the tools it uses have to be freed. It is necessary to liberate diversity as an increasingly effective element of extraordinary creativity, ensuring that the new networks that are now making the world go around assume the characteristics of an unconditionable free network, like the one I have built with my traveling companions at Slow Food and Terra Madre.

All this can be harnessed to develop projects that are certainly ambitious—some might say too ambitious—but can no longer be delayed if we are to achieve what is ultimately the most important liberation of all.

I refer to gastronomy, which, having been liberated, is now becoming the gastronomy “of liberation.” The process has taken place over four stages, which I enjoyed traveling through and which I relive again in this book. The gastronomy of liberation: it is a slogan that came to mind looking at Latin America and what is happening over there, which I find thrilling. In Latin America, in fact, I have at last seen the fruits of work whose roots were laid a long way back in time. Anyone unfamiliar with the history of the movement I represent and all the humanity who, for whatever reason, take part in it may find this hard to believe. Liberation, at last, from the most scandalous of yokes and cages: inequality, oppression, the damage it wreaks on the environment and people, the scandal of hunger and malnutrition.

I realize this affirmation may sound pretentious and gratuitously rhetorical, but I am convinced it is true, and I would like you, too, to follow the route that has led me to pronounce it in such a peremptory fashion. The subject in question is, of course, very complex, but the places and the people involved, their activities and their stories, which I recount here, make it clearer and help us understand its ins and outs. It will not be easy to achieve our goal, but in the story you are about to read, few things were easy at the time and no one was overly frightened. After all, we are not alone: all together, we can make it happen.


1 For the Italian ear, the locution playfully evokes Gerusalemme liberata, an epic poem by Torquato Tasso (1544–1595), traditionally translated into English, however, as Jerusalem Delivered [translator’s note].





I. LIBERATED GASTRONOMY




CHAPTER 1

IN THE BEGINNING WAS WINE

Beppe Colla was the president of the Barolo Barbaresco Protection Consortium at the time. It was just after the famous “methanol scandal,” in which fraudulent winemakers had boosted the alcohol content of their wine by blending it with toxic methanol.2 I can still see Beppe’s face as he wept on my television screen. Proud but forlorn, he simply could not hold back his tears. It was early April 1986, and at that moment in time it looked like “game over” for the entire Italian wine sector. What with customs clampdowns and a declining public image, the year eventually ended with a 37 percent fall in wine exports and the loss of a quarter of its total value for the whole wine sector. It was no joke living through it all, a stone’s throw away from so many wine producer friends in Piedmont’s Langa wine district. Beppe Colla’s public tears were a sign not only of despair for the intolerable shame of the scandal—not to mention the likelihood of huge economic losses—but also of much more than that. Today, thirty years on, I can see it all more clearly.

The disaster, which caused twenty-three deaths and changed Italian wine forever, laid bare connections that had hitherto been invisible to most people. It affected the lives of thousands of good producers, people who had invested their entire existences in winemaking. Having mixed with them on a regular basis for years, and after developing a passion for wine tasting in the late 1970s, I was close to many. They were all very forthright people with all the qualities and defects you would associate with farmers. I often used to meet up with them, to go see them in their cellars and vineyards. Sipping and comparing the oldest vintages and tracing their evolution through time over a delicious homemade salami, say, or a steaming dish of tajarin, our local version of egg tagliatelle, kneaded and cut by the cook of the house the same morning, we would mull over the concept of terroirs and the future of our wine and food.

Meetings between wine producers and the early collaborators of Arcigola, the first “version” of Slow Food that officially came into being in the summer of 1986, were like the gatherings of an inner circle of dreamers. We had a whale of a time enjoying the gastronomic gems of our local area, and we also knew exactly what we were talking about. The scandal of methanol-tainted wine had forced Italy to face the fact that winemaking was not only part and parcel of an important economic sector with potential fallouts in others. It was also, more importantly, closely intertwined with the lives of people ruined by the speculation of a bunch of crooks who had been adulterating wine with methyl alcohol—from which, needless to say, the tax had just been lifted. The lives of the people who grew grapes and made wine were also the lives of those local areas: their fertility, their social fabric, their culture, their ecosystems.

Seeing how they helped reawaken our senses, we had initially regarded our wine tastings as revolutionary. But in that particular historical context, they now seemed to be verging on the absurd. What was the point of splitting hairs over an aroma or a scent or a color in the glass, if in the meantime the bond between wine and the local area and the real lives of real people was being broken? If everything could be polluted, adulterated, violated?

As if that weren’t enough, two other dramatic and revealing events brought us clattering down to earth from our flights of fancy and of taste in that spring of 1986. At the end of April, in fact, came the Chernobyl nuclear accident. Market traders and wholesalers still measure disastrous years against that summer’s drop in sales. We had to stop eating salads and avoided fresh vegetables in general. The salubriousness of fish and meat was also called into question. In those days, ecology was still shrouded in an almost sectarian aura as the preserve of narrow “non-aligned” cliques, but it was also very much bound up with food. And as if to prove the point, one atrazine pollution emergency followed another in the Po Valley well into the autumn. The taps in many houses had to be turned off at the mains and the cause of contaminated aqueducts was soon identified: the indiscriminate use of pesticides in agriculture.

During that spring, new connections revealed themselves to us self-taught gastronomes, lovers of material culture, pioneers of the right to pleasure, who a few months later were to found Arcigola, and then, a few years later, Slow Food. New points of view were breaking free from the cages of thought that were subsequently to run off in the most disparate directions, just like the leading players of that period, who fell apart only to join together again with new ideas and the foundations for newer ideas still. With hindsight, it is easier of course to connect events, but one cannot help noting how it was the climate and the events of those months that released the new energies that are still making the food revolution happen: a slow revolution, which, like every revolution in history, violent or otherwise, conveys a form of liberation.

In this case, it is gastronomy that has liberated itself from the restrictions imposed by people who judged by mere appearances—and there are still many of them around—people who simply confined themselves to judging the end results of processes as complex as the ones that turn nature into food: a wine, a product, a dish cooked by a chef. This restriction was born of the mechanistic separation of disciplines and fed by hedonism as an end to itself; it was a cage that held gastronomic science prisoner. In those days, no one ever talked about gastronomy as a science. The last to do so had been Jean-Anthelme Brillat-Savarin a century and a half earlier, in 1825, in his Physiologie du goût. Now, all these years later, it was urgent to reformulate the science to render it holistic, interdisciplinary, capable of embracing all the learning but also all the life concealed behind every item of food. It was more than a matter of taste for now, in the face of the drama of winemakers brought to their knees by the methanol scandal, it was inconceivable merely to taste wine. It was more than a matter of economics, too, since seeing gastronomy solely from the business point of view is a function of brainlessness, as is swooning over an aroma of woodland fruits or the bouquet of Sauvignon, which typically smacks of cat’s piss. The more people lost their brains—and many still do—over the aesthetic aspects of food and wine, the more they received body blows (always dealt, incidentally, by others with money and their own interests at heart). Ultimately, methanol was being put into wine because wine had begun to cost less. Otherwise it would not have been economical to adulterate such a precious fruit—and also one of the symbols—of our local area.

That summer spent in wine cellars in 1986 was one of the mainsprings of our decision to say that enough was enough. We had reached the stage where we wanted to think about food in its entirety, taking into account everything about it, across the board, from the people to the places behind it, from its productive processes to its cultural implications. We wanted to improve quality, cultivating it with the wine producers for whom it was a banner and a lifestyle. We wanted to learn to recognize it and promote it, to find out more about it and calibrate it to a formula—“good, clean, and fair”—which at that time existed only in nuce and would only be formally defined and put down on paper a couple of decades later. It is a formula that has liberated gastronomy—hitherto relegated to gourmets whose sole concern was to decide what was good and what was not—more than just theoretically. But have we liberated it entirely? The answer is no, since there are still a great many people wandering around in gastronomic straitjackets—everyone’s entitled to enjoy themselves as they see fit, after all. Some of them are enthralled by the collective folly that is the explosion of food in the media, especially in television programs that, at all hours of the day and on every channel, burst at the seams with the stuff in a form that I do not hesitate to define as pornographic. Pornography is sex without sentiment, right? It may of course be enjoyable, just like food eaten without awareness and, to put it bluntly, without a modicum of sentiment for all the humanity behind the processes and actions and thoughts that bring it to the table. Sentiment like the compassion I still feel today for Beppe Colla, the man who wept in front of the whole of Italy, the representative of a wine world that, fortunately, has grown up a lot since then, as has a large section of our country’s farming and all of its gastronomy. Maybe we and everyone else who has embraced complexity have grown up a little, too.


2 In 1986, wine adulterated with methanol produced at the Ciravegna cellar in Narzole, in the province of Cuneo, caused the death by intoxication of twenty-three people in the north of Italy and the blinding of others. In 1992, the Italian Supreme Court handed down definitive sentences against eleven defendants, four of whom were convicted of murder.




CHAPTER 2

TOURING THE COUNTRY

Luigi Veronelli3 used to like speaking and, above all, writing about “touring osterias,” “touring wine cellars,” “touring the countryside.” He was one of the masters to whom my generation of gastronomes—hence, indirectly, the generations that have followed, too—owes the flowering of their passion, the urge to go out and explore, the credit for their discoveries. We immediately saw that beloved expression of his as a mission.

First, though, came education. We needed to understand, to train our senses to recognize the characteristics of each food and, as we soon realized, everything about it, behind it, and before it; namely local context, humanity, and future potential. I had attended the exacting tasting courses at the Ecole des Vins de Bourgogne in Beaune, in Burgundy, and in the first half of the 1990s, I completed my training with the courses Massimo Martinelli used to run in the municipal wine cellar at La Morra, a village near my home. Well-trained senses waiting to be cultivated, ready to assimilate different flavors and different realities—this was the main baggage I began to carry with me, first in the Langa hills, then through the whole of Italy. Eager to explore landscapes, vineyards, wine cellars, winemakers, differences between terrains and the people who worked them, we would set off in cars that were to grow less and less beat-up and battered in the course of time. We would take the longest, most inconvenient, and, fortunately, slowest detours to sit at the tables we had read and heard about from masters and friends, to swap views with legendary restaurateurs, to discover new osterias that producers had told us about. Sometimes we would skip lunch or, at the most, wolf down a grilled sandwich, to be able to afford a better dinner. In our notebooks and tasting notes, the number of the cellars we had visited, the tables we had eaten at, and the people involved in gastronomy we had met was growing all the time. Our network of friends was expanding, as was the number of Arcigola’s members. We always used to take a carbon-copy card book on our travels to enroll new members.

We were touring the Italian countryside and lapping up its material culture. Drinking and eating in the places where wine and food were produced with the people who had produced them was changing our perspective. Veronelli-style “touring” was proving to be a way of liberating gastronomy from the constraint of pleasure as an end to itself, as an elitist and, at best, snobbish self-compulsion with respect to the work of the people who created all that bounty, with respect to their care and attention for the places in which they grew and bred and processed it. Maybe we were still not entirely conscious of the fact at the time, but by meeting with farmers and restaurateurs and winegrowers in their own homes, we were revolutionizing gastronomy. Two centuries on from its birth in its modern form, it meant setting gastronomy free to embrace other fundamental elements of our existence, such as sociality and conviviality, the salubriousness of the air, water, and soil, memory and history, the survival and preservation of our local areas, such as beauty and good living in the fullest sense of the term, and learning no longer hamstrung by the fierce speculation that reigns in the official temples of knowledge.

On our travels, Gigi Piumatti (later to become editor of the Italian Wines guide published first by Arcigola, then from 1988 to 2009 by Slow Food Editore in conjunction with Gambero Rosso) and I used the Catalogo Bolaffi dei vini d’Italia, edited by who else but Veronelli, as our guide, and that is how we came to make the personal acquaintance of all the great Italian winemakers. Alternating interminable shifts at the wheel, we drove right to the bottom of the Italian boot, and as we went the trunk of the car gradually filled up with purchases and primary ingredients for the events and tastings we were organizing for Arcigola: from the Comizi agrari (agrarian councils) to the International Convention of Piedmontese Wine in 1990, two milestones that marked a break with the past. We met some of the grand old men of Italian wine, generally gruff types who would only open up when they had ascertained that our passion was genuine and that we actually did possess the rudiments of real knowledge. In Piedmont they encouraged us to collect interviews and draw up maps of the geographical boundaries between crus, sorì in local dialect, which proved useful a few years later when we published the first and only Wine Atlas of the Langhe: The Great Barolo and Barbaresco Vineyards (Arcigola Slow Food Editore, 1990). We also bumped into the grand young men, the new generation who, often at loggerheads with their fathers, were to be the leading players in the renaissance that followed the methanol scandal. The second half of the 1980s and the early 1990s were a wonderful period: Barolo and Barbaresco from the Langa hills were beginning to compete with the world’s great wines, especially French ones, while Tuscany was bursting with quality wine and legendary labels. Thanks to brilliant, enlightened producers, other regions were also setting out on a journey that, in many cases, was to take them into the international limelight. The pursuit of quality, at first sporadic, was allowing previously disregarded or unknown grape varieties to express their full potential, swaying palates at every latitude and lavishing opportunities and economic well-being on the very winemakers who had stared disaster in the face in 1986.

It is fundamental to remember Italian enology’s very rapid rise from quasi-anonymity to success, as this, too, was a liberation. Indeed, it was arguably the very first, the one from which others sprang: liberation from poverty (in the Langa hills in particular, memories of the hardships suffered by their peasant fathers and mothers in wartime and after still lingered on in everyone) and poor, precarious living conditions, but also liberation of new energies. Repudiation of pleasure as an end in itself and acknowledgment of the success of the local area and its people as an integral part of a wine’s value—why, we began to ask ourselves, shouldn’t the same happen for a ham or a bread, for a native fruit or vegetable species, for a cheese? Which is why on our travels we would also end up meeting pork butchers, bakers, gardeners, dairymen, and shepherds. We organized comparative food tastings along the lines of wine tastings, we took these people to present their produce to gourmets and anyone else who might be interested, sometimes people who would sign up for events simply to enjoy a good feed, but eventually went home with new notions in their heads, ideas to pass on in their own local contexts, all the makings of a new passion, and, maybe, even a new way of thinking about food—and of eating it.

Touring the countryside no longer meant touring vineyards alone, it also meant touring the whole land. Gastronomy was being liberated and ideas that had lain dormant for more than a hundred years—ever since gastronomic science’s debut with Brillat-Savarin—were now reappearing afresh. How reductive it was of us to limit ourselves, like well-mannered, sentient animals, to the act of tasting alone without combining it with complete, complex knowledge of local areas. Guzzling was no longer gratifying and the meaning of the term “bon vivant” was changing. It was no longer enough simply to “tour” restaurants as the majority of self-styled gastronomes used to do.

It was necessary to break the bars of the cage and explain to everyone—especially those who should have been addressing the matter as part of their institutional mission—about the treasure that was lying dormant a few kilometers from our homes, often inside our towns and villages. As for pleasure, there was nothing more pleasurable and liberating than this new, deeper form of conviviality, than watching a close-knit fabric of human relations grow in Italy and the world, than the sharing of ideas and projects. It was what we would one day come to call a “network.”


3 Luigi Veronelli (1926–2004) was an Italian enologist, cook, gastronome, writer, and journalist famous for his wine and restaurant guides.




CHAPTER 3

MILANO GOLOSA

Writing in Corriere della sera on November 23, 1994, Marisa Fumagalli described Milano Golosa (Greedy Milan), an event scheduled to be held a few days later, as follows:


Down with top models, up with bottles. For once parading on the catwalk we won’t be seeing Claudia, Cindy and Naomi but Barolo, Malvasia and Pinot Noir … It’ll be a Milan good enough to drink (and to eat),4 the city that for four days will be hosting a veritable show of taste centered around hundreds of tastings of great wines, Italian and international, and gastronomic products from all over the world in a succession of “workshops” where it will be possible to sample the most fanciful food combinations and the rarest wines. Don’t be misled by the famous 1980s commercial, though. Remember it? The advertising slogan for a famous drink soon became the symbol of a certain lifestyle concerned most of all with appearance […] in short, it’s an invite to “food meditation.” Which is at odds with speed, chasing time, the obsessive pace we’ve grown accustomed to […] Milano Golosa is giving it a go […] Here are a few of the most tempting Taste Workshops topics: “The Aristocratic Pleasure of Sachertorte” (four of Milan’s most prestigious confectioners offer their take on the Viennese original); “Taste of Smoke … Taste of the Sea” (smoked salmon, sturgeon, swordfish, eel and trout matched with great wines); “Wines From Another World” (meetings, curiosities and surprises to discover the new production of Chile, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa).



I want to commit to memory that defining event, organized in Milan from December 1 to 4 at Industria e Superstudio—1,200 square meters of former industrial floor space in the city’s Porta Genova neighborhood—in collaboration with the company then spearheaded by the famous “gastronaut” and journalist Davide Paolini: first, because it established the success of the Taste Workshops formula, Slow Food’s original, codified way of speaking about gastronomy and popularizing new trends in the production world; second, because I remember an inaugural speech of mine based on an analogy precisely with the world of fashion.

I argued that the dark ages had come to an end for food and wine, in Italy a business sector as important as fashion, if not more. I said that the day food was spoken about in the same way as fashion would mark a notable step forward for the whole country. The remark caused some perplexity, with some people mistaking it for provocation by a pleasure-seeking glutton.

In actual fact, the situation was still grim; the methanol scandal had happened almost ten years before, but there was still a long way to go. Food on television was a subject of fleeting interest, well treated but confined to a niche, the Internet was in its early days, almost all true Italian gastronomes knew each other, and many, myself included, were not immune from naiveté (for example, we had no idea then that the consumption of wild salmon and swordfish was slowly leading to the extinction of these species). But in 1994, we were more convinced than we had ever been—we were not joking. The time had come to acknowledge that the food and wine sector was one of the pillars of our “Italianness,” of our way of working and living—something important on which we could lay the bases for a better future. It was necessary to become aware of the sector’s economic and cultural value, to stop regarding it as a piece of fun—as a hobby for hedonists and nothing more—with the almost onanistic ostentation that had long branded the public image of the gastronome (this is still an open problem and we are still the butt of similar prejudices today). Between the 1980s and 1990s, it was an image that sat well with the reigning yuppiedom, especially, needless to say, in Milan.

Yet, precisely in Milan, the Milano Golosa event was an act of liberation. We might define it today as our “Four Days of Milan.”5 Paying an admission fee of 40,000 lire entitled you to choose from the ninety workshops, tastings, and courses slated each day. Here was a new way of approaching tasting: the Taste Workshops, a formula first introduced earlier the same year as part of Slow Food’s participation at the Vinitaly wine and spirits exhibition in Verona, were a very powerful tool for achieving the main aim of our “association”—namely taste education. The philosophy and method with which we still organize them at all our events—with attractive titles, a fun style, and a dash of razzmatazz—testify to our desire to relate directly with producers and experts. The Dizionario di Slow Food, published by Slow Food Editore in 2002, describes “Taste Workshops” as “the desire to break free from the everyday chore/necessity of eating and drinking to charge the gesture of taking food to the mouth with different cultural and symbolic significances.” The entry goes on as follows:


A concrete and conscious experience: an opportunity to acquire knowledge of techniques and the cultural context in which a food product or a wine or a dish is born, a chance to learn (or elaborate) the language of tasting. Not just an act of hedonism or an academic practice, but a moment of material culture, a pleasurable meeting with food and wine of the highest quality. Not a technical tasting in which scores are assigned to establish scales of value or determine standards of quality, but, above all else, a pleasurable experience.



The presenters of these meetings, often assisted by food and wine producers and experts, describe food products from the commodity, productive, and sensory point of view, and from that of their place of origin. Here is a way of spreading knowledge with a new language, stimulating curiosity and communicating the need to defend biodiversity. The public at Milano Golosa experienced a new way of eating and drinking and talking about food. The evocative power, cultural significance, and economic importance of Italian food and drink were at last appearing on an important international stage (the products showcased were not only Italian), stimulating original new ideas and releasing energies. Milano Golosa’s amazing success encouraged us to develop this event model, and two years later, we translated it into the Salone del Gusto in Turin. Above all, it marked the moment in time in which all the work we had done to dignify gastronomy—to extend its field of action and interest—began to become popular and attract enthusiastic support.

The “Four Days of Milan” pushed the process of liberation of gastronomy to a point of no return. Today food has become comparable to fashion in the way it is talked about in the media and everyday conversation. Though this may be gratifying for those of us who predicted it in 1994, by contrast all this attention fails to acknowledge our somewhat wider, indeed holistic, productive vision and our awareness of our limits.


4 “Milan good enough to drink.” A rendering of Milano da bere, the slogan of a 1985 Amaro Ramazzotti TV commercial subsequently taken up by journalists and in popular culture to describe the city’s prosperity and fashion world in the 1980s.

5 A reference to the Five Days of Milan, an event that took place in 1848, when five days of rebellion against the Austrian rulers of the city triggered the First Italian War of Independence.




CHAPTER 4

ECO-GASTRONOMY

On December 9, 2001, the New York Times published an article by Lawrence Osborne entitled “The Year in Ideas: A to Z.” Under the letter “S,” Osborne speaks about Slow Food. It was by no means the first time the authoritative American daily had mentioned us. In around 2000, in fact, it had come up with an interesting neologism to define us: a movement of “eco-gastronomes,” it called us. A year later, Osborne was describing us as follows:


The Slow Food movement, which is just now making inroads in America, is a gastronomic version of Greenpeace: a defiant determination to preserve unprocessed, time-intensive food from being wiped off the culinary map. And like anti-W.T.O. activism, the movement is a protest against globalism. But Slow Food activism doesn’t take the form of street demonstrations. Instead, activists are encouraged to savor organic cabbages and dissect the joys of truffles in their kitchens. Protest was never this much fun.



These are words that still make me smile, because, though they capture interesting characteristics of Slow Food, they also induce somewhat naive errors of evaluation. I have now gotten used to the fact that when one decides to regard gastronomy as a science as complex as the world itself, it is highly likely that one’s actions and thoughts will be wrongly interpreted or misunderstood. It is likelier still if, on account of their background and forma mentis, the person judging makes no attempt to conceive the great complexity of food. The New York Times article speaks at once of rebellion, protest, and fun, of taste and activism. This is in itself an interesting point and, to some extent, it hits the nail on the head. Yet the whole article is permeated by a vaguely supercilious tone, recounting the Slow Food movement almost as if it were a curiosity of globalism and postmodernism, a sort of object of mystery to be observed with affection. As if to say, “Let’s see how far these crazy folks will go.”

Osborne writes that Slow Food is against globalism, mistaking our interest in local areas and the promotion of the local economic scale for something incompatible with globalization. Wrong.

He speaks of dissecting the joys of truffles in the kitchen, mistaking the typical Taste Workshop approach for a playful twist on marginal questions of existence. Wrong again.

The reason he uses organic cabbages as an example is that in that period in the United States, a network of organics-conscious producers and consumers was coming to the fore. This was an experience that, albeit verging on the obsessive in some extreme cases, was nonetheless another important form of liberation. It has now reached previously unthinkable dimensions, so much so that it has profoundly changed the diet of millions of North Americans. This is a subject I shall come back to later.

Osborne talks of preferences for non-processed foods, which would seem to suggest an inclination toward the natural or at least conveys an aversion on our part toward all processed food. True only in part.

His reference, finally, to “time-intensive food” really is the fruit of a mechanistic, schematic modus pensandi, as if a food can be judged according to how long it takes to prepare, process, and consume. It is no coincidence that in the early days, when we used to travel abroad to promote Slow Food in non-English-speaking countries, one of the recurring questions was: “What do you do with Slow Food? Do you have to sit at the table for hours? Have you only to cook long, complicated recipes?” Literally translated, the name Slow Food—alimentation lente, manger lentement, comida lenta, cibo lento—may of course be misleading. I used to see this as a positive: at least we would not be pigeonholed only in contrast with fast food. We were rousing curiosity and there was scope for work on a different concept of food and a new gastronomic science.

Most interestingly, the New York Times article represents Slow Food as “a gastronomic version of Greenpeace.” This may be a slight exaggeration, but it does capture an aptitude and a philosophy that we have developed over the years. Our defense of the right to pleasure against the standardization of taste through a new approach to tasting, our tours of the country, and the succession of food scandals and ecological disasters had ultimately convinced us that a gastronome who consumes the produce of the land cannot remain insensitive to environmental issues. In 2001 at the first Slow Food USA congress, held in a splendidly restored wooden hayloft in Bolinas, California, I began my speech with the words, “A gastronome who is not an environmentalist is surely stupid, but an environmentalist who is not a gastronome is merely sad!” Our American members couldn’t stop laughing. For good measure I used the image of gastronomes emptying their glasses and filling their bellies with every goodie imaginable in the restaurant car of a train speeding toward an abyss with no one there to stop it. That train was this earth of ours, which has to be tended and saved, its food first and foremost. The time had come to break free from the “pen” in which people “dissected the joys of truffle,” to jump out of the restaurant car.

We took to the term “eco-gastronomy” immediately. Maybe our environmentalist friends were less keen, most likely seeing it as a way of trespassing on their property or, even worse, of giving their mission an aura of playfulness and frivolity unbefitting serious militants. But being serious does not necessarily mean harming oneself and shunning pleasure. The neologism said something immediately perceivable about our gastronomic approach, sensitive to economic problems on a global scale, to the profound changes that the rural world was undergoing at every latitude, to the urgent need to safeguard biodiversity. But it took some time—and I have the impression it will take more still—to make people realize that pleasure is also tied to these closely interconnected




OEBPS/images/Petr_9780847847211_epub_tp_r1.jpg
-8
FREEDOM

HOW THE SLOW FOOD MOVEMENT
IS CHANGING THE WORLD
THROUGH GASTRONOMY

CARLO PETRINI

Translated by JOHN IRVING

l{//ull






OEBPS/images/Petr_9780847847211_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
I-'BEEIIOM

l““l. _l“‘.‘

FROM THE FOUNDER OF SLOW FOOD

CARLO PETRINI
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