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Praise for  WILL Write FOR Food

“Will Write for Food is a concise, illustrative and eminently useful guide to the nuts and bolts of professional food writing. Dianne Jacob gets right to the heart of what it takes not just to write—but to write well—about food. And she’s managed to wrangle a remarkable group of veterans to share their experiences and examples.”

—Anthony Bourdain, author of the  New York Times bestseller Kitchen Confidential

 

“Considering today’s food-writing labyrinth, Will Write for Food leads writers to success, step by step. It’s a must on my can’t-do-without bookshelf and a resource I always recommend to food writers.”

—Antonia Allegra, Director of the Symposium for Professional Food Writers at The Greenbrier, and Food Writing Coach

 

“Dianne has saved me so much trouble about what to tell would-be food writers who might someday have my job: Buy Dianne’s book!”

—Nancy Leson, Seattle Times food and restaurant writer

 

“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, Editor-in-Chief,  Gastronomica: The Journal of Food and Culture

 

“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. Dianne Jacob takes you by the hand through every step of the process from hatching an idea to getting published. Useful writing exercises concluding each chapter help sharpen your skills. Dozens of quotes from successful food writers tell how they got started and what their working lives are really like. 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 

 

“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

 

“Dianne Jacob has done a masterful job in this book of amassing everything a fledgling food writer needs to know. Whether one yearns to review restaurants for a local newspaper or turn a passion for food into magazine articles, or even a cookbook, Will Write for Food offers invaluable practical advice along every step of the way.”

—Fran Gage, author of Bread and Chocolate

 

“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, former publisher, Fine Cooking magazine

 

“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

 

“In Will Write for Food, Dianne Jacob combines all the right ingredients for a delectable read.”

—Joanne Fluke, author of the Hannah Swensen Mysteries series
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To my parents, who taught me to appreciate food
 as a vehicle for memory and identity; and who loved
 a good story, whether they told it themselves or read it






Foreword by David Lebovitz

The pleasure of sitting down to a good meal is not limited to just eating what’s set in front of you. It can also be about the sensations or memories associated with it. Perhaps it’s sitting at a linen-topped table, gnawing on a delicate morsel of stuffed quail while sipping a glass of crisp, clear Sancerre, or standing in a dusty parking lot, slugging down a beer, waiting your turn in front of a taco truck, watching the steaming clouds wafting off the carne asada. Or perhaps you’re charring a steak over a glowing fire with your best friends after a long day on the beach, or mixing up a darkly rich chocolate batter by yourself in the kitchen, pouring it into a well-buttered mold, then licking the beaters clean (when no one is looking, of course) before you pop the cake in the oven.

Maybe it’s flying over an ocean just to slurp down a boiling bowl of handmade noodles while you’re squeezed on a firm wooden bench between fixated Japanese businessmen, or you find yourself miserably lost in a train station in rural France, but you’ve found consolation littering the station floor with irregular flakes from the warm pain au chocolat your nose detected that the baker next door was just taking out of the oven. Or perhaps you watched the scruffy pizza maker in Naples effortlessly toss and spin his dough into near-perfect circles for your pizza while checking out the near-perfect backsides of a group of Swedish tourists.

Food writing is one of the richest, most evocative forms of writing. From recounts of butter-soaked meals in Paris to a dinner of crickets (hopefully not still chirping) in Oaxaca, everything we put in our mouths evokes a response and an emotion. And for many of us, we  feel compelled to share these experiences by writing about them. Good food writers are able to recount those meals and feelings not necessarily with precision and perfect prose, but to draw the reader in and make them feel as though they were sitting at the table—or standing at the kitchen counter—right alongside us.

Traditionally, food writing was the provenance of glossy magazines and newspapers, which will always be valuable and trusted resources for restaurant reviews and travel pieces. But as the online world has expanded, the line has blurred between professional and non-professional, and literally hundreds of thousands of people with nothing but a keyboard and a screen have become food writers. Within a short amount of time, anyone, anywhere in the world, can sit down in front of a computer or touchpad, write a story or a recipe, and quickly have it reach literally millions of people. Some of these writers get snapped up by the print media and others prefer to keep writing for their own domains. And although there were initially plenty of pessimists, the success stories have surprised even hard-core naysayers who felt that restaurant criticism was only for those with years of writing experience, and recipe writing was only the domain of chefs and cookbook authors. There’s no doubt about it, food writing has changed quite a bit since the first edition of Will Write for Food was published in 2005.

When this book was first released, I couldn’t be happier to find that Dianne Jacob, a seasoned editor, had compiled all the information anyone might need to know who wants to explore a career writing about food, in one informative book. Interviews with top food writers and chefs made the book especially helpful, and it was refreshing to find subjects that are often not discussed, such as How much can I make writing about food? and How do I find an agent or editor to publish my book? or Should I write for free? openly written about with candor. And more importantly, Dianne provided checklists for beginning food writers on how to make it happen.

With this updated edition, Dianne added interviews with prolific food bloggers, and digs deep beyond the cliché of people writing about “What I had for dinner last night” to learning how successful and popular food bloggers have been able to grab readers, and more importantly, keep them coming back for more. And earn a living from  doing so. She answers questions about ethics and monetization honestly. Those who’ve never written a restaurant review or been faced with getting products for review will certainly benefit from her tips on when it’s okay to accept, and when it’s better to decline.

When Dianne asked me to write the foreword to this updated edition of this book, midway through, the irony of the situation hit me: When Will Write for Food was originally published, I immediately bought a copy, learning all I could to embark on my own writing career as I transitioned completely from chef to cookbook author and blogger. And her advice worked, because within a few years after I read it (and re-read it), I expanded my repertoire from writing cookbooks, to authoring a memoir, and starting a blog that’s now read around the world.

While I should say no one was more surprised than me, in retrospect, I mostly followed Dianne’s advice in this book, which gave me the knowledge and courage necessary to push my own career to the next level. And following her wisdom and advice, I hope aspiring writers will find it as much of an invaluable resource as I did.

—David Lebovitz, author of The Sweet Life in Paris  and Ready for Dessert ; www.davidlebovitz.com






Introduction

When I began teaching classes on food writing, I wanted to recommend a book to help students. Not finding one, 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.

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 hope to support yourself full-time, you’re in for a challenge, but some people do it, and you’ll learn how.
• If you are already a food writer, this book builds on your skills and shows you how to branch out to other types of food writing.
• If you’d like to blog as a hobby or write articles for fun, you’re in good shape. “A day job and a rich husband helps,” one agent advised me. You’ll find plenty of useful advice about honing your writing skills and how to approach editors.
• If you want to self-publish, you’ll find detailed information about how to write recipes and advice on self-publishing.



If you come to this book without any desire to be published, but with curiosity about how to express your passion for food, this book will answer questions you’ve always wanted to ask, and will provide the tools to move you forward. At the very least, 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, when I became the editor of a city restaurant magazine, writing features about restaurants in Vancouver, Canada. 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 co-authored the 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 www.diannej.com/blog. My career as an editor and writer for newspapers, magazines, books, and Web sites 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 in the US, Canada, and Europe 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 (IACP).

Teaching is a particular passion. I teach food-writing workshops for the Writing Salon in San Francisco and Berkeley; for Book Passage in Corte Madera, California; and online for Leite’s Culinaria. I have also taught at the Smithsonian and at the University of California Extension in Los Angeles and the Silicon Valley. I’ve been a guest speaker at many conferences, including the International Association of Culinary Professionals, BlogHer Food, and the Food Blogger Camp at Club Med.

The material in this book comes from my own experience, my research, and from interviews with established food writers, editors, and  agents. Almost every quote in this book was the result of a personal interview. Occasionally I quote from previously published material, indicated by past tense, such as “said.” I’ve also quoted a few times from speakers at conferences or on a radio program. To help you keep track of who’s who, the Appendix in the back lists interviewees.




How to Use This Book 

Writing specifically about food, as opposed to writing in general, is the focus of Will Write for Food. This is not a basic book on writing. Sections such as memoir and 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.

I prefer that you read the chapters consecutively, but you may also open to any chapter. 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.

Each chapter ends 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 your head. 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 test whether your current skills are still producing satisfactory results.

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 get started? I hope that’s why you bought this book in the first place. 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 to the point of discouragement but to inspire you to act on a lifelong dream or to move forward as a writer. You deserve inside 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 volunteering. And most importantly, make time every day to write. Don’t give up. 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 helped you. Write to me at dj@diannej.com, or comment on my blog, Will Write for Food, at www.diannej.com/blog. 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 eating in Chinatown. Where to get the best deli sandwiches. A guide to sustainable cooking. 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 freelancer David Leite, “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 cookbook 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 like food, and you get to eat and write about it. What’s better than that?

If you have the desire, perseverance, and writing skills, you can join the ranks. This book shows you how. It explores food writing in all its sensuous and practical glory, with insights from the best writers in the business, practical information on how to succeed, and most of all, what tools you need to pursue your passion.

Today is a great time to be a food writer, full of opportunities. While at its most basic, food writing covers recipes and restaurant reviews, just about any topic and form can be about food, including:• blogging
• essays and memoir
• fiction writing
• historical analysis
• political writing
• reporting and news stories
• travel writing
• science writing



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  co-founder Colman Andrews put 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, 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 author 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 the furthest he will go, from his 1974 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? David Leite of Leite’s Culinaria (www.leitesculinaria.com) 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 Shauna James Ahern of Gluten-Free Girl and the Chef, (http://glutenfreegirl.blog spot.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. Vogue magazine columnist and author Jeffrey Steingarten says his work takes the form of “flashbacks and flash forwards.” GQ magazine columnist and contributing editor 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. “You get to make a primal appeal to an appetite that is neither intellectual nor social. It ’s the ‘amphibian brain,’” says freelance writer and author Molly O’Neill. “Writers need to leverage the seduction of the senses in a clever, controlled, highly conscious way.” Antonia Allegra, founder of the Symposium for Professional Food Writers at the Greenbrier, in West Virginia, says food writing spurs her to action. “It’s writing that makes me want to either taste, cook, or look at food. It drives me food crazy and gets all those senses going.”

Some believe food writing is all about consumption. “The primary requisite for writing well about food is a good appetite,” writes A. J. 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, and they are not to be wasted minimizing the intake of cholesterol.”

And then there’s the factor of overall pleasure and enjoyment. Says Darra Goldstein, editor of Gastronomica, “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,” where 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 Leman.





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.

James Villas, another classic food writer, excels at capturing the moment. Here’s the opening line of his essay titled “The Unsung Sardine,” from Villas at Table: A Passion for Food and Drink: “At the fashionable Brasserie Lipp on the Boulevard St.-Germain in Paris, a svelte young French socialite sits in the front room chatting with her companion, sipping a vin blanc cassis, and checking out the crowd. When the black-tie waiter approaches to take orders, she doesn’t hesitate. ‘Les sardines beurre,’ she directs, ‘suivies par la sole meunière.’ Sardines and sautéed sole, simple and uncomplicated, perfect for a light dinner.” Villas takes a fly-on-the-wall approach. He puts you in the restaurant with him, gives you a chair at his table, and lets you take in the scene. Many travel-writing pieces use this style to draw readers in.

AN EDITOR WHO CULTIVATES BRILLIANT FOOD WRITERS

Judith Jones, vice president and senior editor of 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 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 had been hired at Knopf 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 probably America’s best-known food writer, 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 goes back to her roots and 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 that Laurie Colwin would be 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, Claudia Roden, and Nina Simonds.






Writing about the Senses 

As you’ve read in some of the examples I’ve provided, food writing is often all about 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 161) to students in my classes, it always thrills them. Seasoned food writers work many senses into a single paragraph, while putting them 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 [smell]. My mouth closed around something very small and quite soft [touch], the size of a little grape but with a scratchy surface [appearance]. ‘Do you like it?’ he asked anxiously.  I tasted spring [taste]. ‘They’re fraises de bois from France!’ He slipped another one in my mouth.”

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, figured it out 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?”

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. 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 magazine 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. 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 (simile).” In Between Meals, Liebling wrote that the haricot verts he was served “resembled decomposed whiskers from a theatrical-costume beard (metaphor).” While these examples instantly bring images to mind, note that one sounds 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 in Gourmet, where 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 Los Angeles Times food section editor 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.”

So how do you become skilled in describing the senses? Molly O’Neill advises beginning writers to live by their senses for a while. She kept a taste journal for ten years. “Every time I tasted something I wrote about it. Now I have a large anthology of the experience of taste,” she explains. She uses the journal to feed an “unconscious kind of database that exists beneath the realm of consciousness, looking for what will trigger it to come to the surface.”

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.”

Passion is what makes writing come alive, says O’Neill. “The writing says, ‘I really have something to tell you.’ It’s an act of will versus a compulsiveness to share, to examine, and to tell a story. It has fresh language and accuracy. It propels the writer like a life force. It’s not a commodity, but a state of mind. With enough practice one learns to work with it.”

When you’re in the midst of feeling this kind of fervor as you write, it’s a beautiful thing. Goldstein says passion overtakes her and won’t ever let her go. Even when she was writing her dissertation and working as a professor, she had to write about food because she was thinking about it all the time. That’s because passion is really a compulsion, explains Jones, conveyed in a sense of urgency.

Intensity during writing comes and goes, like being in and out of love, says 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 in that case, “Jeffrey Steingarten is the king of obsession, the ultimate foodie in the history of  the world,” says Richman. He means that as a compliment. Many of the people interviewed for this chapter admire the obsessive way Steingarten takes on a subject. Here’s an example from Steingarten’s first book, The Man Who Ate Everything, in his essay on choucroutes:

“Whenever I travel to France, I like to hit the ground eating, but my urgency on this trip was even more intense than usual—a brief week in Alsace was barely long enough to sample the fourteen authentic choucroutes. I had passed a sleepless night and morning on the trip to Strasbourg—two plane flights and an endless wait for airport connections—while my wife slumbered beside me like a puppy. Anticipating that I would lose consciousness as soon as we rented our car, my instructions to her had been the model of clarity: Drive directly from the airport to Itternheim on the forlorn outskirts of Strasbourg, avoid the twofold snare of ineffable scenery and Medieval churches. Park at the Hotel-Restaurant au Boeuf and make a reservation for lunch. Enjoy yourself very quietly for the next two hours. Wake me at 1:00 P.M. for our first steaming plate of true choucroute.”

Jones, editor of The Man Who Ate Everything, says Steingarten is equally at home whether tasting baguettes at a contest or fishing for tuna, as he “becomes the average man who has passion but makes the same gaffes and laughs at his own compulsiveness.” When I asked him about humor, Steingarten says it’s not necessary to be funny all the time. “Some writers aren’t funny in every sentence but you know you’re going to end up laughing,” he says.

Obsessiveness can lead to being in love with your subject, which occasionally means including too much information in a piece. Even Steingarten admits he needs editing. “I’m not about to chastise Anna Wintour (editor in chief of Vogue) about not finding something interesting,” he says. “I will change it a little and she’ll read it over. People don’t realize she reads every word twice.” For more on how to edit your own work, see page 135 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 Don Fry, a writing coach at The Symposium for Professional Food Writers at the Greenbrier, how I could write in a voice as lyrical as Molly O’Neill’s. He suggested an exercise where I copy O’Neill’s style by parodying it, which would give me insight into how she pulls it off. Ten years later, I was back at the Greenbrier as a speaker, and did the exercise again by analyzing a piece by Ruth Reichl. I found it sensuous, visual, evocative, poetic, and reflective. I also noticed her use of personification, alliteration, and even violence, as Fry pointed out. Then I did a writing exercise by employing some of her techniques, and found the exercise liberating.

But editor Judith 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, however, reading other writers can influence your work. When Molly Wizenberg started Orangette, (www.orangette.blogspot.com) 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. 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.”

As for the role of voice, O’Neill says, “Voice is a guide in a landscape, the guide in a journey. Voice holds a reader’s hand and says,  ‘Come on, this is going to be fun, it’s okay to do, we’ve got a lot of serious things to look at here and I’m going to help you.’ As long as voice is clear and consistent, the reader will respond. The reader has to know where you’re coming from and how it’s going to affect them.”

Voice helps readers form an image of the writer. To put it in modern business parlance, it’s as though you were creating a brand. It’s possible to write a story without using much voice, particularly in newspapers, where news stories are more likely to be straightforward. 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 “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 David Leite on Egullet (www.egullet.org). “You know it when you read it.” He suggests reading passages by Jeffery Steingarten, Calvin Trillin, Tony Bourdain, M. F. K. Fischer, and Ruth Reichl. You can hear each author’s voice in your head as you read. “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 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 use the writing coach’s advice is to find your own voice by exaggerating it. Amanda Hesser, 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 more clear, 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.

The best food writers capture the authentic emotion of the moment, the tone of what’s going on at the time, and what they feel physically. If you have trouble finding your voice, consult your list of descriptions as a starting point (see page 18). 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 your choice of language and cultural references. Examine your word choices and play with them. Do you use big words, for example, or reference movies or 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, grew up in Los Angeles, and probably is in his forties now. Without a strong voice, you risk becoming a superficial narrator.

WRITERS DESCRIBE THEIR OWN VOICES

Alan Richman, editor-at-large of 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, Chocolate & Zucchini: 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.

Darra Goldstein, author and editor of Gastronomica: The Journal of Food and Culture: My voice changes when I write for different publications. For an essay in Gourmet, I had a kind of cheerful, playful voice that underlies subject. For my editor letter in Gastronomica, I feel compelled to sound intellectual. Now I’m working on a scholarly article. I have to restrain the impetuous voice. It’s not appropriate for the audience.

 

David Lebovitz, author, freelance writer, and blogger: Friendly, funny, approachable.

 

David Leite, freelance writer, author, and publisher of the Leite’s Culinaria Web site: 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.

 

Jeffrey Steingarten, author and Vogue magazine food critic: Obsessive, possibilities to humor.

 

Calvin Trillin, book author, freelance writer, and columnist: Genial glutton.

 

Judith Jones, author and Knopf vice president and senior editor: I focus on how I feel, how I think. That’s what makes it individual.

 

Molly O’Neill, author and freelance writer: Poetic writing has to be balanced by precision, clarity, [and the] tension between humor and gravity. You only have one voice but it has many different expressions. My piece for the New Yorker is different than a news story for the New York Times or a memoir about my family. All are particular parts of my voice. I have more range in longer form.

 

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 editor, the Los Angeles 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 the following 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.• Reassuring
• Humble
• Vulnerable
• Believable
• Mysterious
• Funny
• Knowledgeable
• Approachable
• Relaxed
• Competent
• Knowing
• Authoritative








Writing Exercises 

1. This exercise will make your writing livelier. It shows you how to use simile and metaphor instead of adjectives, how to substitute generic nouns, and how to use varying sentence length to your advantage. Write a long paragraph about eating a favorite piece of fruit, using all the senses. Use a simile and a metaphor in your paragraph. (A simile tells the reader what something is like, such as “The grapes were like a string of tiny 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, if you’re writing about a farm, you might replace  the word “people” with the word “farmhands.” 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. Elizabeth Lyon, author of A Writer’s Guide to Nonfiction, led a class on this practical exercise at a writer’s conference seminar I attended.
2. More ways to use simile and metaphor: Fill in the blanks by comparing the following foods to non-edible objects such as wet newspaper or diesel oil. Write a long sentence. Instead of “The cheese was as ripe as a locker room,” write, “The cheese was as ripe as a locker room of thirty sweaty soccer players disrobing after a game.” The cheese was as ripe as . . . The donut smelled stale, like a . . . The roast beef sandwich tasted as though . . .
3. David Leite told me about an exercise for the senses he learned when he studied acting. Every day for a week, the actor holds an imaginary familiar object in his or her hands—in David’s case, an ordinary coffee mug. Each day he smelled, looked at, and tasted imaginary coffee. He did this exercise for five minutes a day for one week. It’s a great way to slow down, study one thing, and capture its essence. Record your observations to see whether you are stuck using one particular descriptive device, such as adjectives. Mix it up by using cultural references one day or similes the next.
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.
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Characteristics of a Food Writer

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 passion, or else 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.

Knopf vice president and senior editor Judith Jones, who has edited such superstars as Julia Child and James Beard, says she’s “absolutely convinced” people love food because they are born with a food-loving gene. “I saw that in my own family, I was always curious and asked questions, loved food, whereas my sister couldn’t care less,” she recalls. “You can develop taste, but passion is certainly a genetic thing, like a good ear for music.”

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 Bing cherry farmer, the history of tres leches cakes, or a restaurant roundup in Rome, it’s hard not to throw yourself into the task.

Based on interviews with food writers and editors, I’ve made a list of characteristics. 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. Certain 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. In chapter 5, you’ll learn why developing recipes requires making and testing them repeatedly. You’ve got to be persistent and curious about why your braised lamb turns out different each time.

Here’s my list of characteristics. 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 firemen because it suits their personality, values, and interests. Some of these identifications may be no-brainers, but others will deserve more thought. Many are interrelated. 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. A huge appetite for joy and appreciation fuels food writers, says freelance writer and cookbook author Molly O’Neill. It pushes them to communicate pleasurable and enjoyable experiences their readers have never had.

“Passion is really a compulsion, conveyed in a sense of urgency,” says Jones. “This is what makes writing come alive.” Passion usually involves the pleasure experienced by writers and readers, but not always. I felt passionate about being a board member of a food bank, which led to a long essay on feeding the hungry in Gastronomica magazine. I wanted my readers to feel outrage, compassion for the less fortunate, and compunction to act, even if it was just to donate food or money.  I felt intensely dedicated to my goal of communicating how our country feeds hungry people. My job was to get emotion onto the page, so readers would want to jump into the story and continue all the way through.

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 5.

 

Enthusiastic researcher: You can never have too much information on a subject before you begin writing about it. Food writers are always asking questions. As fastidious 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 they have done enough work on the subject to justify writing about it, they burst with information.  Los Angeles Times food section editor 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. More about this a bit later, when we get to the importance of focus (page 24).

Research doesn’t necessarily mean spending hours in a dingy library poring over dusty tomes. It can be much more exotic. 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, and bringing new flavors to readers, says Toni Allegra, head of the Symposium for Professional Food Writers at the Greenbrier.

Cooking is another part of research. It’s easier to write well about some subjects if you cook, advises Gastronomica editor Darra Goldstein, as it helps you understand your subject. If your research involves historical cooking methods or recipes, for example, try the methods  or make the recipes. Describing it is not enough, because cooking is an important part of your understanding of the food and how the context of cooking works into your story. You must be willing to make or eat whatever is necessary in the name of research.

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. It’s the same in any competitive industry.

 

Energetic: You can’t be running around the world, transcribing notes, endlessly looking up information, and interviewing without being energetic. O’Neill, for example, says she often works seven days per week, twelve hours per day. Not everyone works that hard, and it’s not like you won’t succeed if you don’t. But O’Neill’s seemingly boundless energy might be one of the reasons for her success.

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. I have this problem occasionally. While researching a story on table etiquette, for example, I ended up on the floor in a bookstore, enthralled by outdated books on how to supervise servants doing meal preparation. I liked the quaint notions so much that I mentioned some to my editor, who reminded me that I was writing about today’s social graces and asked if I had the right sources for the story. Oops. 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 not something in particular.

 

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 Goldstein, because even when wrong, they become myths perpetuated as common knowledge.

I just read in the food section of a daily paper that Julia Child dropped a chicken on the floor during a television show, picked it up, and said it’s fine to serve because no one will know. I’ve seen that episode. She was transferring a potato-based dish from the stove onto a plate and dropped some of it on the stovetop. No chickens were involved, but the writer of the newspaper story just took what she read somewhere and ran with it. In a perfect situation, she would have been suspicious of that outrageous-sounding story, and she would have found a way to check it out.

Editors and writers can tell when others don’t do their homework. Parsons, the editor of the Los Angeles Times’ food section, says there’s lots of writing that wouldn’t be regarded as research, such as the passing along of secondhand information, as in the chicken story above. But you can’t pull off something accurate without testing it yourself. Or without researching it yourself. An author I worked with spent hours in the library verifying assertions some famous people 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: Research requires fearlessness. It’s easier to be fearless if, once again, 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 author and freelance writer David Leite. Author and television host Anthony Bourdain is 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.” You have to be the kind of person who wants whatever it is so badly that you go for it. Bourdain knew there would be consequences to his extreme eating around the globe, and if you’ve read A Cook’s Tour, you know that he was quite ill sometimes. But it didn’t keep him from eating a still-beating snake heart, or downing street food in Southeast Asia.

Sometimes fearlessness is about getting up the nerve to contact people you hold in high esteem. I had that challenge writing this book, and I’m here to tell you that two authors I worshipped from afar and feared calling turned out to be polite, accessible, prompt, and interested in helping me. What would have happened if I never got up the nerve to contact them? Not only would the book be the poorer for it, but I wouldn’t have the rosy glow I have right now from remembering our interactions.

Here are three ways to get difficult tasks done. If you have to make a phone call, 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. Act “as if.” That means behaving as though you are a super confident, warm, witty person who would be fun to talk with, even if you’re nervous as hell and don’t believe it. Ask yourself, “What’s the worst that could happen?” Often, fear of what will happen is 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 upon 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 get to the next sentence, and 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 pouring through tons of information to find a few facts, or asking so many questions you run the risk of sounding thick, 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, co-founder of Saveur, “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 like you know what you’re talking about. People have done it. Laura Werlin took this approach with her first book about cheese (see pages 183-184).

I’ve done it myself. I pitched a story to a national magazine about how to serve cheese plates at a dinner party. I had served cheese casually but wanted to learn more. I read enough from books to write a pitch letter, then skimmed six books. By the time I started writing, I knew what I was talking about. I felt comfortable with this technique because the article was short. I made my major points, filled them in, and I was done.

You might structure a story by playing the neophyte and taking the reader on a journey as you become more knowledgeable. Jeffrey Steingarten favors this technique in his Vogue essays. It soon becomes clear, however, that he has researched the subject thoroughly and cleverly leads you down a path.

 

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. In my own experience, 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 where 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. Always:1. Be polite in your transactions, particularly when asking for help, and thank people who have helped you.
2. Be thorough and accurate: particularly when spelling names and stating titles.
3. 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.
4. Avoid hissy fits or prima donna behavior (if you want more assignments).


A good storyteller: “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.” The best writers notice the nuances that are often very universal in our lives, she says, such as obsession, where something in us becomes obsessed too. The best writers can put us immediately in their shoes.

 

Not stuck in nostalgia: When I wrote my first food-themed essay, it was about my mother and her cooking. Eventually I learned I was not alone in writing about food and memory. It’s common to want to write about your family, particularly the person who taught you how to cook. This desire parallels the way people start out in fiction writing, working from autobiographical information. 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. Practice setting the scene, putting the story in context, and adding a few recipes. Starting is different from publishing. If publishing is your goal, you must say something new. I actually did get the essay about my mother published in an international magazine. 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 having a mother who was an Iraqi Jew from China who cooked funny Western foods.

Editors see lots of nostalgic writing that turns them off. Magazine editor Goldstein says she sees too many story pitches “for the good old days, the grandmother, the sentimentality for everything done by hand lovingly. We all had childhoods and we all look back lovingly, but I’m more interested in the edgy stuff, things that help us understand more about ourselves or who we are.” Bill LeBlond, editorial director of Chronicle Books, once told a crowd at a cookbook proposals seminar that if he had to read one more book proposal from people who learned about cooking at their grandmothers’ knee, he would throw up.

I’m not trying to dissuade you from writing about your family. If you know how to shape your writing, it’s certainly possible to write a cookbook, memoir, or essay focusing on a family theme. 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 doesn’t hurt either. It might have something to do with her Masters in journalism from Columbia, where she was awarded a Pulitzer fellowship.

I’m not trying to depress you either, but I’m not the cheerleader type who says anyone can do it. These two writers paid their dues to get to where they are today. They work very hard on their writing, and so must you.

 

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. The best 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 be less likely to write that the fish was overcooked or that a food festival was boring. Inevitably, food writers get to know other people in the business, such as chefs and public relations people, and sticky situations can result.

A food writer’s job is to be honest. 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.”

 

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, where, 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 artichoke on the garnet dinner plate was a sage-colored flower waiting to be devoured, its leaves pointing skyward, concealing the hidden treasure within.” Metaphors compare by saying a thing is something else, such as “the artichoke was a sage-colored flower.” I’m not telling the reader anything new. “Hidden treasure within” is a cliché because it’s not original. And while I’m critiquing, “was” doesn’t carry the sentence forward with strength or interest.

Veteran writer O’Neill keeps rampant and vague adjectives at bay by evolving her taste vocabulary, even after decades as a food writer. Her main tool is a taste diary she kept for ten years. One of her mentors suggested using such a diary so that later, if she was writing about a  raspberry, she could go back and consult her earlier impressions. 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 serving it. Suppose the beans, with their dark red color, provided colorful contrast to the white rice, or the stock was deeply flavored. Specific writing is always preferable. Allegra suggests you learn to use a tool like Rodale’s Synonym Finder  to find the right words, because “you can only say ‘delicious’ so many times.” To help you along, I’ve listed useful adjectives on page 161.

Writing about food isn’t just about describing flavor and smell, anyway. Food may be the subject of a story, 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.

According to O’Neill, another way writers can go wrong is when they write advertisements for themselves rather than guide the reader on a journey. Further, some writers get confused between knowledge for the sake of empowerment and knowledge for the sake of showing off. I’ve read lots of showy writing. It’s the self-satisfied 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 the writer thinks he’s excruciatingly important, which in turn implies his readers are not. Insulting your readers does not endear you to them.

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 about engaging readers in a great story. Steingarten always writes in the first person as a “naïve narrator” who knows  less than the author. But he doesn’t believe he has to be consistent. He tries different styles in the same piece, such as using a conversational tone and then a businesslike tone, and has tried switching from first person to second person (speaking to the reader as “you,” as in “you walk into a bar ...”).

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,” where writers move quickly into the small details. They get so involved in the story they lose perspective. “You need a sense of levity and relief,” advises O’Neill. “If you just go around being what you think, you become a caricature of yourself. A writer is a prophet, standing on the mountain screaming. Once you’re no longer a siren, you are no longer really a writer.”




Writing Exercises 

1. Write a paragraph about your passion for a certain food. Use show, not tell; show your passion instead of telling readers ways that you are passionate. Show would be, “I meant to stop myself after the first five handfuls, but before I knew it, I looked down and saw an empty, grease-stained cardboard bowl, with a few shiny kernels sticking to the bottom.” Tell would be, “I really love popcorn.”
2. Write two paragraphs about your favorite dish, using no adjectives. This is not just a description, but details about 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 paragraphs from exercise 2 and change any generic nouns to specific ones. For example, change “room” to “kitchen” or “meat” to “duck breast.” How do you like the result?
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Getting Started

If you’ve always wanted to write about food as a career, how do you get started? What kind of work do you want, and what kind of qualifications do you 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 many subjects, 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 before you ever write a word. Credibility is an important part of getting a writing job and being taken seriously. The more you have to offer in terms of knowledge and experience, the more likely you are to succeed.

Part of learning about food writing is finding out what jobs exist, what kinds of qualifications you need, how to get started, and how others began their careers. One day you’ll have a story about how you got started. Learning how to do it will make you more confident. All you need is a plan.




What Types of Jobs Can a Food Writer Have? 

Food writers write all kinds of things: cookbooks, blogs, newsletters, news, restaurant reviews, feature articles, travel 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, get baskets of fine wines and pâtés delivered to my office, have chefs fawning over me, 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.

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 “ Week/Day in the Life” stories in this chapter. And what they do changes over time. Most recently I’ve become a blogger, have ghost-written a chapter of a cookbook for a well-known author, and collaborated on a cookbook.

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 have been writing in other mediums and turn to it as another way to express themselves and promote their work. 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

Tara Weaver writes Tea & Cookies (www.teaandcookies.blogspot.com) from Seattle, “a collection of essays, photos, recipes, and other adventures written by Tea, a writer, home cook, and avid traveler.” Her first book, called The Butcher and the Vegetarian: One Woman’s Romp through the World of Men, Meat, and Moral Crisis, evolved from her blog. Here’s Tara on blogging:The best thing about being a writer and blogger is that every day is different. I start my mornings answering email and blog comments and questions. I’m grateful I don’t have a baking-focused blog, which is more technical. My friends who do get questions like “Why didn’t my macaroons turn out right?” There are so many variables; it’s impossible to give an answer.

Questions tend to be about ingredient availability, restaurant suggestions, or how to become a writer. It takes time to answer, and it’s rare to receive a thank you. This is definitely part of being a blogger; manners often disappear on the Internet. I’ve been lucky so far, but friends struggle with mean or attacking comments and how to respond (ignore, delete, or engage?). As my site grows in traffic, I suspect I will get more of these.

By midday, I’m off email, I hope. Here’s where the day can get interesting. I might be writing or cooking, or off on some adventure, like visiting a spice store, an organic farm, or checking out a new farmers’ market. Because I have wide parameters for what I cover, almost anything I do might end up being a blog post. There is possibility in everything I experience, taste, learn. Yesterday I spent the day wild mushroom foraging in the Washington woods. That’s definitely going to end up on the site.

Because of this, I am always taking pictures. There is nothing worse than wanting to write and not having the photos to go along. I also try to improve my photography. The web is such a visual medium; I don’t think you could have a successful food blog without them. I use photos both to illustrate my writing and to punctuate it, to make the reader slow down and take a breath.

Photography is only one of the technical aspects of blogging. I’m also continually trying to educate myself on the issues involved in running a Web site. It’s easy to start a blog, but if you want to grow one you either need to learn web development or hire someone to do it for you. I have moments where I seriously consider getting an office job just to have in-house tech support.

I also write for print outlets and I’ve written my first book, though blogging definitely put my writing career on the fast track. The idea for the book came out of a blog post, and the book sold in part because I had developed a platform and readership. Sometimes it’s hard to juggle blogging and writing for print (I must remind myself that I cannot hyperlink on a book page). Print publication takes a long time, and when I was on my book deadline it was hard to muster energy for the blog. It’s a balancing act I don’t always do gracefully.

I’m choosing more to write about things on my site, rather than pitching them to a magazine editor. I worked as a freelance writer and editor before I started my site. Luckily, I’m able to catch most—though not all—of my own typos.

At the end of the day, I do a little of everything, and we won’t even talk about self-employment taxes and record keeping. The variety struck me recently when I saw food blogger Jaden Hair’s cookbook, Steamy Kitchen. The book is full of innovative recipes and photos she took herself. I realized she’d done the work of four people: recipe developer, writer, stylist, and photographer. That’s what you’re juggling as a food blogger. It can be hectic, but it can also be a lot of fun.







Freelance writer: Many food writers are freelancers, writing for magazines and newspapers. The advantage of working for yourself is working when you want, as much as you want, from your own home and kitchen. Here’s the hard part about it: Most write as a sideline to something else because it’s hard to make a decent living as a food writer. So in addition to writing, freelance food writers might also cater, work in restaurants, become private chefs, attend cooking school, develop and  test recipes for companies, take people on food tours abroad, or teach cooking classes. Writing for corporations pays better—writing press releases, Web site copy, developing recipes and curricula for chefs—but those jobs usually go to experienced cookbook authors who have paid their dues.

Some freelancers work full-time, but most do not. Full-time staff jobs are even more rare. When you see stories in newspapers and magazines, the full-time employees—editors, senior editors, assistant editors—have written some of them in addition to doing their regular jobs.

 

Syndicated writer: Usually a self-employed freelance writer, this person writes a regular column that a syndication service sends to many newspapers around the country. Most freelancers, however, write a story that is published in one place.

A WEEK IN THE LIFE OF A FREELANCE WRITER

Laura Taxel is a full-time freelance food writer and restaurant reviewer in Cleveland, Ohio, and the author of Cleveland Ethnic Eats: The Guide to Authentic Ethnic Eats in Northeastern Ohio. To give you an idea of what the life of a food writer entails, I asked her to write to me, diary style, about what she accomplishes in a busy week. Here is her report:Monday: Wrote my weekly blog covering the local food scene for  Cleveland magazine, then tried to finish a feature for a national trade publication about chefs who are preserving local, seasonal fruits and vegetables by doing their own pickling. Before I was quite done, it was time to get out of sweats—how I love having a home office—shower, and head out to lunch with a radio reporter who’s interviewing me for a series on how the restaurant business impacts the local economy. Made a quick stop on the way home at the grocery store so Barney [Taxel’s husband] would have something for dinner, as I would be out for the monthly gathering of our Cleveland chapter of Les Dames d’Escoffier International (LDEI).

Tuesday: Started the day at the dermatologist. I wanted to talk rash but he was determined to get personalized dining-out recommendations first. As guest speaker at a luncheon, I told stories about northeast Ohio restaurants, the people who run them, and the extraordinary food they serve. Then I sold and signed copies of my book. Dinner was at an Indian restaurant that a reader had recommended. If I think it has something to offer, I’ll include it in the next edition, which I update every two years. In the meantime, I’ll post my impressions on my Cleveland Ethnic Eats blog (www.clevelandethniceats.wordpress.com). When I returned home, stuffed with rice and lentil patties called idli, fried lentil doughnuts; and dosai, crispy, paper-thin, rice-flour crepes, I had to put in a couple of hours at the computer, checking social media pages, sorting through the daily flood of emails—reading and answering to the most important ones, and responding to comments on the blogs.

 

Wednesday: A research morning. Did some background reading for a story about traditional winter holiday foods and the meanings they hold for people. Then had two phone interviews, one with a food historian and the other a local woman who’s made wassail and plum pudding for thirty years. Invested two frustrating hours struggling to find a way to organize all the material I’ve gathered for this piece into a coherent story. After numerous false starts and nothing to show for my efforts, I switched gears and spent the rest of the day tracking down sources for an article about the country’s first Wine MBA program.

I’d been invited to a VIP reception for the opening of a new restaurant. I go to at least a couple of events like this every month, but decided I needed a quiet night at home. Because my husband was at a function of his own, it would be a good opportunity to focus on my new book, a cultural history of Cleveland’s 100-year-old public market. The manuscript, co-authored with a friend and fellow food writer, isn’t actually due for a year, but I know from experience how fast those twelve months can  go by. Nonetheless, I talked myself out of it. Made an omelet with eggs and feta from the farmers’ market, threw together a salad with greens from the garden—simple and scrumptious—read, and went to bed early.

 

Thursday: Spent most of the day at my desk. Completed an article for an airline magazine and emailed it off, then caught up with invoicing and filing. Ate lunch, threw in a load of laundry, then worked on an assignment for the city magazine about dim sum and where to find the best selections in town. Always looking ahead, I also crafted a couple of story pitches. One was about the growing popularity of food trucks for an industry publication, the other, for a regional travel magazine, proposed a short guide to a food lover’s weekend in Pittsburgh. Had dinner at a restaurant I’ll be reviewing. The kitchen deserves the hype it’s been receiving. Everything I ate, from soft-shell crab in honey-mustard dressing to skewered scallops with chervil oil and celery root puree, and crispy duck breast, seared foie gras and grit cake, lived up to its promise.

 

Friday: Had to take my car in for repairs so I visited a Korean grocery store that was on the way. Chatted with the owner to the extent it’s possible when neither speaks the other’s language. We both did a great deal of friendly head nodding, smiling, pointing, and handshaking. I might include his store as a stop on the Elderhostel ethnic food tour I’ll be leading next month. Late in the afternoon, I met with folks from the Cleveland International Film Festival to help plan a fund-raising event. My husband and I throw an annual party in his photography studio, where three or four great local chefs bring food, talk about themselves, and chat with guests.

This was a good week but too much running around. With deadlines looming, I know that I’ll need to spend Saturday and Sunday writing. I don’t mind because I genuinely love what I do and feel lucky, in this changing media landscape to still have opportunities to tell and sell stories.





Would you like to change places? Taxel has been a food writer for twenty-five years. When I told her that her job sounded like a dream, she answered, “My work isn’t a fantasy, it’s quite real: Lots of fun, simultaneously demanding and difficult, and poorly compensated. How’s that for bringing it back to earth?”



Cookbook author: While these self-employed writers concentrate on writing cookbooks, most also write freelance articles and consult. They might develop recipes for industry as well, for food retailers, food manufacturers—any company that might take out an ad, produce a newsletter, magazine, or book, or put recipes on its Web site. Cookbook authors are paid an advance to work on their books, which might take anywhere from one to six years, depending on how many recipes they develop and where they travel to do their research. Those who are well known with a significant fan base and publishing history may command an advance large enough to put off other jobs while writing the book, but this is rare. Almost all will have to continue taking on other sorts of work, because the advance will not support them.

A DAY IN THE LIFE OF A COOKBOOK AUTHOR AND WRITER

Greg Patent, based in Missoula, Montana, is a cookbook author, freelance writer, and co-host of a weekly public radio program, The Food Guys. He has written for Saveur, Fine Cooking, Food & Wine, Woman’s Day, Family Circle, Gastronomica, Cooking Pleasures, Relish, and Bon Appétit,  and was a regular contributor to Cooking Light for 12 years. One of his cookbooks, Baking in America: Contemporary and Traditional Favorites from the Past 200 Years, won a James Beard Award. His most recent cookbook,  A Baker’s Odyssey: Celebrating Time-Honored Recipes from America’s Rich Immigrant Heritage, was a finalist for a James Beard Award and won the Cordon d’Or Academy Award.

Here’s an email he sent to catch me up on his career:These days I’m writing two food columns a month for my local paper, the Missoulian. “Yes, You Can Cook!” is less than a year  old, all about cooking empowerment, feeding yourself sustain-ably, and taking control of what you eats. An online video accompanies each column. My second food column focuses on cooking and eating with the seasons.

I’m a toddler when it comes to my online presence, and after less than two years, I’m revamping my web site (www.gregpatent.com) into a baking blog, the Montana Baker, and transforming my food blog (www.gregpatentgetsyoucooking.blogspot.com) into a kitchen diary with lots of instructive pictures and videos. Every time I cook or bake something I have to keep reminding myself to “take a bunch of pictures,” just in case I decide to blog about it. I also have a You Tube video page, a Twitter account, and I foster friendships on Facebook. Life is moving so fast!

Last year I published two dessert stories in Cooking Pleasures  and a piece on pound cake in Gastronomica. I’m at work on a proposal for another baking book, my ninth cookbook, and this winter I’m teaching a course at the University of Montana to students aged 50 and older, Chemistry in the Kitchen. As I write this, the Relish issue with my article on low-fat chicken recipes arrived in the mail.

I can hardly believe how my professional life has evolved over the past few years, but I’m riding the wave and enjoying every minute of it.





Greg’s culinary career began back in 1982, when he became a full-time spokesperson for Cuisinart, Inc. I’m always impressed by his enthusiasm and drive to conquer new technology, start new projects and forge ahead with another book.



Menu consultant, recipe developer, and tester: Freelancers may also be recipe developers and testers, working for corporations who want recipes based on their product, or for companies such as grocery stores who want a recipe for an advertisement. Menu consultants work directly for restaurants and usually have a background in the restaurant  industry. They might be wordsmiths who write or check menus. “Developer” and “tester” are often interchangeable terms.

 

Restaurant reviewer: Restaurant reviewers at daily papers can be full-time employees, but most papers rely on freelancers like Laura Taxel. Sometimes the editor of the section will be a restaurant reviewer as well, or the full-time writers will do all kinds of feature writing in addition to reviewing restaurants. (For more on restaurant reviewing, see chapter 6.)

 

Newspaper writer: When staff writers exist, often they have migrated from another section of the newspaper. Kim Severson, now an award-winning food reporter for the New York Times, moved into food from regular reporting. It’s rare to have a top reporter and investigative writer devoted to food. Other reporters migrate from the sports or business departments, or become restaurant reviewers after writing movie or book reviews. New York Times restaurant critic Frank Bruni previously headed the Times’ European bureau office. If you want to work on a newspaper as a full-time writer whose beat is food, you may have to become a journalist first.

A DAY IN THE LIFE OF A NEWSPAPER REPORTER

How does a food reporter at a daily paper cover her beat? I called Kim Severson of the New York Times and asked about a typical day:I wake up at 6:30 A.M. and immediately hit the email to see what’s come in overnight. I subscribe to several RSS feeds and listservs. The USDA might have a package of news releases, and there are emails from grocery manufacturers associations and restaurant associations. A host of food institutions might have a valuable story idea. I can see how something’s trending, like the peanut recall, when the emails keep coming. They keep growing until I see enough to know I want to pursue it.

I probably get 100 emails a day, most of which are people wanting a story or pitching a story, or press releases. A dozen  restaurant p.r. people might want me to go to an opening, look at new menu, or taste a new dish. A similar amount comes from food companies who have new products. There are people who are outraged about something and think I will want to write a story about it. I used to try to answer every email, but I can’t anymore. It’s too much.

I use Twitter a lot for reporting, tracking bloggers, hard-core food politics people, media reporters, and pop culture reporters. I’ll glance through the last 100 tweets, and see, for example, what’s going on with school food programs, or that someone in Omaha gets jailed for doing sous vide. There’s a little boot camp of about 200 people who send info, who help me scan this wide world. Then I’ll go check a round of websites, then read the newspapers. I make breakfast and coffee and sit down with my 2 year old.

I come into the office between 9 and 10 A.M., and if it’s a reporting day, I get on the phone. I have lots of conversations about what I’m trying to find out. I might make a dozen calls, or 30 or five, if it’s a short story. If someone tells me something newsworthy I have to find a verifier. The story may turn out to be ideas or trends for more stories. I write 50 to 60 stories per year.

All day long I’ve got my iPhone, and I’m checking email and getting texted while walking along. It’s a bombardment. I’ve had to develop a skill set to triage info quickly and decide: Does this matter, is this something that could be part of a larger trend, does this really mean something in the long run? It’s like a fire hose of constant info, and I dip in. People pay me to decide what’s relevant and important. I’m not a daily news reporter. I can pull back and let things develop.

I also do blog posting for the online Diner’s Journal. The  New York Times has a high standard for a blog post, so I have to report out stories a little more. If I hear that a chef got arrested from two people at the restaurant, I have to find out if it’s true, find out what happened, and get verification. Other bloggers might just print it, and then update it later. We don’t do that.

I don’t go to many press conferences. Usually I want to be in front of the story. The press conference is almost like a tip  sheet, and it’s too late by the time it happens. Because I mostly cover policy shifts, I have to get story out the day before.

When I go out, I’m doing interviews with people, trying to find people, trying to talk to anyone but a government official. I will spend the day with someone I’m profiling, like hanging out in a cafeteria if writing about school foods. Or I’ll try to find activists in school food reform movement, school administrators, or suppliers. I think, “Who in the story would someone not be talking to, who are the non-obvious people?”

I’ll spend a few days reporting hard, and then take a few days to write. There’s a day’s worth of editing with my editor looking at it and making suggestions. I also have to think about visuals.

Sometimes I will take a video camera out with me or work with a video crew. We’ll do some stand-up stuff, where I say, “I went out to discover ...” After that, I work with video person to produce a 3-minute video. Sometimes there’s a slide show. The photo editor will assign a photographer, and I’ll help the web producer write captions. I think about how I could tell the story differently, with cool graphics online and reader comments.

Most of the time, it’s good old-fashioned reporting, finding the underlying cause of things, finding out the truth and presenting it to people. How we present it will change, but gathering and figuring out what matters and creative ways to present it is still important. People who are under 30 think in different ways than I do, but they’re still interested in what their neighbors are doing.

Today reporters need to be more branded, have more personality. Before it was not about me, and I tried to stay out of the story. Now there’s a hunger for people to know more about my opinion or me. I wasn’t 100 percent comfortable with this change, but at this point, it’s ‘what the heck?’ I’ve got a lot of editors looking over my shoulder who will keep me from crossing lines.





Severson worked as a reporter, restaurant reviewer, and assistant city editor at other daily newspapers. She crossed into the food beat at the  San Francisco Chronicle, winning national awards for news and feature writing. She joined the Times in 2004 to write about food and cultural trends.




What You Need to Break In 

How did food writers like Taxel, Patent, and Severson get where they are now? Did they work in restaurants, or get degrees from places like the Culinary Institute of America? No. Of the dozen or so top writers I interviewed for the earlier chapters, all said they didn’t think a food background was essential, because the bottom line is whether you know how to write, interview, research, report, and develop stories. Only author Molly O’Neill said she “doesn’t even look at those who don’t have a food background” when she hires freelancers to do research or write for her. “I want somebody who has worked in restaurants, catered, traveled, or who went through a ten-year apprenticeship. That’s what it takes to have taste.” However, she allows there’s always the exception to the rule. A. J. Liebling, the New Yorker writer and book author, had no background in food, but, according to O’Neill, had a “great capacity for joy and appreciation, and he learned.”

Some in the food writing business even think too much of a food background is a liability. “It’s important to be open, to research, to not accept the norm, to explore and discover new findings and research thoroughly,” says Knopf cookbook editor Judith Jones. “Sometimes if you think you know too much, it’s limiting.” Others believe it helps to come into the field from an entirely different background. “Some of the best don’t necessarily start with food, they end up with food,” says  Gastronomica editor Darra Goldstein. “Bringing a certain approach to life, or intellectual activity to food, can make for an interesting mix.” Jeffrey Steingarten was an attorney before becoming a food writer for  Vogue. But more importantly, he was a funny guy, having honed his humor writing at the Harvard Lampoon.

What are the best ways to break in? The easiest is if you are already a published writer and choose to change your focus. I started out as a general newspaper reporter and later edited magazines about restaurants, automobiles, computers, and city life. I knew how to write,  research, interview, and get published. The hard part was gaining enough knowledge to write about food and earning credibility as a food writer.

The second easiest is if you break in from the food world as a knowledgeable cooking professional, food historian, culinary school graduate, food retailer, or food producer. Amanda Hesser wrote her first book, The Cook and the Gardener: A Year of Recipes and Writings from the French Countryside, after cooking in France in a chateau with a live-in gardener. That was before the New York Times hired her. Certainly, the book added to her desirability.




How to Get an Education 

What if you’re not already a writer or someone with a background in food? You can still succeed by getting an education. Even people with writing or food-industry credentials have to fill in the gaps. No suffering is required. Studying, when it comes to food writing, is a pleasurable act. You like to eat, don’t you? And you like to read good food writing, right? All you need to know is what to study, how to find classes, and how to network. But let’s start at the beginning. One of the first things you need to know is how to become discriminating about food.

 

Taste, taste, taste: When I embarked on a food-writing career I felt intimidated by writers who seemed to know everything about food, including how it should taste. I wondered how I would learn this skill. The answer, fortunately, was to do something I did already anyway. “Taste, taste, taste,” says Goldstein. It’s impossible to be discriminating if your palate isn’t developed.

“Eating a lot is the first thing,” agrees Los Angeles Times food section editor Russ Parsons. But eat with an open mind. “People try to fit food into categories—it is this, it isn’t that,” he warns. “They compare it to how it fits their preconceptions. The point of view of the novice can be overdone. You can only play the fool so often until people ask themselves why they are reading your work.”

There’s no such thing as being right or wrong about how food tastes, says Saveur magazine co-founder Colman Andrews. “You need  to know something about your subject matter, but it’s pretty much understood by the reader that if you’re commenting on a dish, you’re offering an opinion, not a cold hard fact. Some people have a more experienced or sophisticated palate. When you taste a $200 bottle of wine and you don’t like it, I hope you have the courage to say that. When the hef’s specialty is brought out like a religious relic and you don’t like it, you’re still the boss.”

What if you don’t like certain foods? Andrews says that’s fine, because it’s impossible to argue with the way people react to food and flavor. The issue is what you tell the reader. Let’s say you hate caviar, he says. “That’s fine as long as you’re not saying no one should eat caviar because it’s too salty and pops in your mouth.”

In The Man Who Ate Everything, Jeffrey Steingarten decided the same day he was appointed food critic for Vogue that he should get rid of his food phobias—such as Korean food, anchovies, Indian desserts, and lard—by eating all the things he didn’t like to see if his opinion might change. “Scientists tell us that aversions fade away when we eat moderate doses of the hated foods at moderate intervals, especially if the food is complex and new to us,” he theorized at the beginning of his book. To his surprise, he liked almost everything except blue food. “In just six months,” he writes, “I succeeded in purging myself of nearly all repulsions and preferences, in becoming a more perfect omnivore.” He goes on to say that he eventually attained such a Zen-like state that all the food on the menu at a Parisian restaurant looked appetizing, making him unable to order dinner. You’ll read more about developing the palate and how to approach individual tastes in chapter 5.

The companion to developing a discriminating palate is reading for knowledge, not just pleasure. This process takes time, kind of like studying Buddhism—you never stop learning and trying to improve. It’s easy to overlook this commitment. Reading some articles, you may think that you could write something just as good right now. Depending on what you read, it’s possible, but unlikely. I used to enjoy reading Caroline Bates’ reviews in Gourmet magazine, and admit to fantasizing about what it would be like to have her job. When I read Jeremiah Tower’s memoir I was startled to learn that in the 1970s, Bates reviewed Chez Panisse while Towers worked there as a chef. Bates had been a restaurant reviewer for more than three decades! Of  course. Why would a national food magazine hire an amateur? She paid her dues, and so must you, depending on how far you want to go.

HOW SOME FOOD WRITERS GOT THEIR START

Colman Andrews, co-founder of Saveur magazine, used the pseudonym Persona to write restaurant reviews in Los Angeles for an underground newspaper called the Staff, and then moved on to the Los Angeles Free Press. “Persona was an imaginary person who wrote very flamboyantly, used food puns and had been everywhere and done everything,” he recalls.

 

Author Molly O’Neill worked as a chef for ten years and studied cooking at La Varenne École de Cuisine in Paris. She co-founded a restaurant in Northampton, Massachusetts, then moved on to run restaurants in Provincetown and Boston. While a chef in Massachusetts, she got a call from an editor from the Boston Globe daily newspaper, asking if she would write a story. The editor of the city magazine there read the published story and called her.

“He told me that if I wanted to be a real writer, I’d come work for him,” says O’Neill. “I was young and stupid, so I did. Fortunately, he was a brilliant editor and working for him was one of the luckiest things that ever happened to me. Writing about food was my reward for writing about business, cops and robbers, and news. He taught me how to be a reporter and how to write cleanly and on deadline. He was supportive and he was a merciless critic.”

At some point O’Neill wrote a letter to M. F. K. Fisher and “asked her if she would help.” Fisher said yes. “So I went to Sonoma and, for about ten years, I went back every year to visit and to work on my writing.”

I found this so astonishing that I asked if she thought a beginner could write the same kind of letter today. “The fun part of food—the grassrootsness of it, the small townness of it, the discovery of it, the sense of Wild Westness of it—is over,” she replied. “There’s less tolerance for learning curves, less room for serendipity. Training figures larger than chance. Having said all that, if you are talented and willing to work like a galley slave, you can find out a lot about yourself and how  the world works by making a living in food. And the walls around the highest echelons of the food world ain’t all that high.”

 

Russ Parsons had been a sports writer at a newspaper in Albuquerque for ten years and never thought about becoming a food writer, even though he loved to cook. Because the paper was small, he was able to branch out into general feature writing and music writing. One day he got an assignment to write about a woman who was named cooking teacher of the year by Bon Appétit. He took her class as part of his research for the story, and found he enjoyed it. He became an “obnoxious hardcore foodie, read voraciously, took more classes, and went to bed with a stack of cookbooks.” Friends let him work in their restaurants.

Parsons grew dissatisfied with the way the paper covered food, where copy editors took the “rip and read” approach, ripping stories with no local angle off the wire and running them. He told the editor he wanted to write about food, and got a six-week tryout, editing and writing for the food section. He became the paper’s restaurant critic after six months, and is in his second term as editor of the food section.

 

Cookbook author and freelancer Greg Patent won second prize in the junior division of the Pillsbury Bake-Off when he was a teenager. Instead of pursuing a career in food, he got a PhD in zoology and embarked on an academic path. He made the jump to food writing in 1982, after he became a television cooking teacher as a hobby. Once the daily newspaper in his town of Missoula, Montana, ran a story about Patent’s standing as a finalist in a cooking contest, they let him write a local food column.

 

During her job as chef at the Swallow restaurant in Berkeley, former  Gourmet editor Ruth Reichl became a restaurant reviewer for a San Francisco magazine, a gig she got from a customer who was an editor at the publication. She went on to freelance stories for New York magazine and eventually was appointed food critic of the magazine’s sibling,  New West, a California regional magazine.

 

Freelance writer Alan Richman started out as a newspaper news writer, sportswriter, feature writer, and columnist. Later he switched  to magazines and got a staff job at GQ magazine, writing features, profiles, and a wine column on the side. “The editor in chief asked if I wanted to make it a food-and-wine column instead. I jumped at the chance, since I’d rather eat than drink.” Later he became a freelancer for  GQ, Conde Nast Traveler, and Bon Appétit magazines. He never worked in restaurants nor graduated from a cooking school, yet has won several national awards for his writing.

 

Vogue Columnist Jeffrey Steingarten, a former attorney, wrote satire and parodies for the Harvard Lampoon while a Harvard law student, and tried out for a job at the New Yorker before his appointment as food critic for Vogue. He met Anna Wintour in 1979, years before she became editor in chief of Vogue, because he knew her husband a bit. Wintour became editor of Home and Garden magazine. She asked several writers, including Steingarten, to try out for a new, more serious column about food. The assignment was microwaved fish, 800 to 1,200 words.

“I said I didn’t even know how to microwave,” he recalls. “She said, ‘We’ll get you a microwave.’ I said I can’t have just one, as there are several manufacturers, and different features and power levels. She said, ‘How many did you need?’ I said twelve. She paused. She said, ‘Well, okay, we’ll get you twelve microwaves.’ In the end I only got three because the fuses started going.” Steingarten turned in 4,200 words. The magazine printed about 4,000. “The pattern was set,” he says. “I turned the assignment into a first-person adventure, not perfectly well, but that’s what I’ve been doing ever since, making some jokes along the way.” Later Wintour went to Vogue, and Steingarten followed shortly thereafter.

Asked if there was a slight difference between an attorney’s salary and a full-time columnist’s, Steingarten admitted he should have saved more. When negotiating his salary, he asked if Wintour would pay him “as much as a New York plumber makes annually.” He got it the next year.

 

Writer Calvin Trillin was a successful freelance writer, working for national magazines, before he began writing about food for Life magazine in the early 1970s. Later Trillin traveled around the country for  fifteen years for a New Yorker series called U.S. Journal, writing a 3,000-word feature article every three weeks. When he got “worn down on reporting,” he wrote lighter pieces for comic relief, covering topics such as Cincinnati people arguing about chili, or making the rounds at the Breaux Bridge Crawfish Festival.

“I had neither the credentials for nor any interest in inspecting, say, a serving of Veal Orloff for the purpose of announcing to the world how it measured up to what dog-show types call the standards of the breed,” he writes in his foreword to The Tummy Trilogy. “I wrote about eating rather than food, and I wrote as a reporter who was enjoying his work rather than as an expert.”

 

Laura Taxel was a general freelance writer when she sent a humorous essay about barbecuing to a local magazine. The editor said she could use a piece with lots of advice instead. Taxel gathered information from friends and the Kingsford Charcoal Company and turned in a rewritten article. “The editor liked the results so much I ended up with a monthly cooking column that lasted almost three years, and so began a career.”

 

Inspired by M. F. K. Fisher, Amanda Hesser, co-founder of Food 52 (www.food52.com), decided to become a food writer and began by studying cooking in Europe. Later she worked for La Varenne École de Cuisine in France for two years, testing dozens of recipes for a book by Anne Willan. She met the school’s gardener, who inspired her first book. In New York, she freelanced before being hired as an editor and writer for the New York Times.

 

As for me, after journalism school I became the editor of a fourteen-page women’s section of a newspaper, filling it with recipes from the paper’s wire service, plus wedding and feature articles. The publisher of a city restaurant magazine, who wanted a new editor, approached me for the job and I accepted. In this new job I visited restaurants and wrote features about chefs and restaurants. I went on to a career as a magazine editor, then became self-employed in my 40s and got back into food writing.



Even though it sounds daunting, if you can pay your dues by tasting, reading about, and cooking food, it doesn’t get any better than that. Doing so just fuels your passion.

“You will embark upon an educated journey,” explains David Leite of Leite’s Culinaria (http//:leitesculinaria.com). “As you go along, there will come these ‘aha’ moments where you put together all these bits and you can talk intelligently about a rack of lamb or two types of apple. You realize you’ve moved to another level.”

To increase your knowledge, read food writing, whether books of nonfiction or fiction, magazines, newspaper food sections—anything you can get your hands on that interests you. Here are my suggestions:

 

Read great books: Like tasting, reading is a pleasurable way to increase your knowledge. If you don’t like to read, you will find it difficult to write. Below is a list of books compiled from recommendations from people I’ve interviewed for this book, plus my own suggestions. It reflects the work of authors who are primarily literary nonfiction food writers, not recipe writers (see more about great cookbook writers in chapter 7). I have not included books by anyone interviewed within these pages. Please assume that whatever they’ve written is magnificent or I wouldn’t have bothered.

The list below is of classic narrative food writing, which I’m defining as an American love affair with French cooking, mostly. Some of these books are hard to find and some are out of print. You may have to special-order from bookstores, contact libraries, and peruse used book sites or used bookstores. But it will be worth your time. You can cook from these books but they offer so much more than just the subjects of food and cooking. You’ll find beautifully drawn portraits of people’s lives and times.• James Beard, Delights and Prejudices, 1964. An erudite memoir with recipes from a great American gastronome.
• Jean-Anthelme Brillat-Savarin, The Physiology of Taste: Or Meditations on Transcendental Gastronomy, first published in France in 1825. Lively and amusing meditations, examinations, and discussions on food, cooking, and eating. Try to find the version translated by M. F. K. Fisher. 
• Samuel Chamberlain, Clementine in the Kitchen, first published in 1943. A cook introduces Americans to the charms of French cooking.
• Laurie Colwin, Home Cooking: A Writer in the Kitchen and  More Home Cooking: A Writer Returns to the Kitchen. Novelist Colwin, who died in 1992, wrote two memoirs that are a mix of warm conversations, practical advice, and recipes.
• Elizabeth David. Try South Wind Through the Kitchen: The Best of Elizabeth David, a collection of her best writing and recipes compiled from nine books written between 1955 and 1977. You’ll find long sentences, and sensuous depth and detail about food and ingredients.
• Roy Andries De Groot, Auberge of the Flowering Hearth, a 1937 adventure about his visit to a mysterious French inn in a hidden valley. Also see In Search of the Perfect Meal: A Collection of the Best Food Writing of Roy Andries de Groot,  a collection of essays by this gifted writer and gourmand.
• M. F. K. Fisher: She wrote narratives about food as a metaphor for life, with an exacting, sensuous vocabulary, and sharp wit. Her style was new in an America accustomed to recipes and instruction. The Art of Eating condenses her first five books from 1937-1949 into one volume. It includes  How to Cook a Wolf, Consider the Oyster, and The Gastronomical Me. 
• Edna Lewis, The Taste of Country Cooking, 1976. A joyful and evocative memoir of American country cooking from the granddaughter of a slave.
• A. J. Liebling, Between Meals: An Appetite for Paris, 1959. A New Yorker writer reports on eating in the now-vanished Paris of the 1930s.
• Harold McGee, On Food and Cooking: The Science and Lore of the Kitchen. So much more than a reference book, combining culinary lore with scientific explanations.
• Angelo Pellegrini, The Unprejudiced Palate: Classic Thoughts on Food and the Good Life, 1948. A charming look at the good life of food, wine, and cooking from a passionate Italian-American cook and gardener.
• Waverly Root: Eating in America: A History, 1994. With Richard de Rochemont, this former journalist chronicles an erudite and fresh history of American food and eating customs.
• Joseph Wechsberg, Blue Trout and Black Truffles: The Peregrinations of an Epicure, 1953, devoted to the eating-places and vineyards of France.



If you prefer to sample many authors and styles of food writing at once, here’s a list of suggested compilations:• The Best Food Writing anthologies, an annual collection featuring many of the writers interviewed for this book.
• Through the Kitchen Window: Women Explore the Intimate Meanings of Food and Cooking, 1997. It’s out of print but still one of my favorites.
• The Wilder Shores of Gastronomy: Twenty Years of the Best Food Writing, 2002, from the journal Petits Propos Culinaires. A collection of essays that includes many written by writers in this chapter. The journal began in 1979 and has been out of print for many years.
• The Penguin Book of Food and Drink, 1998, celebrates a century of gastronomic writing, including humorist S. J. Perelman’s “Farewell, My Lovely Appetizer.” (Many food writers, including Jeffrey Steingarten and Alan Richman, revere Perelman’s writing style, most of which is not directly about food writing.)
• Endless Feasts: Sixty Years of Writing from Gourmet, 2002. A banquet of food and travel writing, profiles and memories, with an introduction by Ruth Reichl.



Read great magazines and newspapers: Read the national food magazines, such as Food & Wine, Cook’s Illustrated, Fine Cooking, Cooking Light, Saveur, and Gastronomica to keep up on trends and as a continuing form of education. Read newspaper food sections online, particularly those in the New York Times, Washington Post, San Francisco Chronicle, and Chicago Tribune. You might also like the Food News  Journal (www.foodnewsjournal.com), a daily list of the best food writing from newspapers.

 

Read food blogs: Subscribe to several so that they arrive in your email or on your browsers’ home page by RSS feed. You’ll want to devour blogs on the local scene, those who are well known and those who cover your favorite subject, whether it’s baking, gluten-free cooking or pizzas. See chapter 4 on blogs to learn more.

 

Follow food writers on Facebook and Twitter: Most food writers have discovered social media by now, so it’s an easy way keep up with them and possibly to develop relationships.

 

Study cooking: Take cooking lessons through adult education classes, a community college, retail stores, or privately. Many professional cooking schools hold weekend classes for the public. Cookbook writers sometimes hold private cooking classes in their homes.

Or work in a restaurant for a while. Russ Parsons, as a general newspaper reporter, wrote a story on a cooking teacher, and by taking her class realized he wanted to learn more. He took more classes, began assisting her, then friends let him work in their restaurants at no pay. “After I really immersed myself, I felt comfortable writing about food,” he says. Working in restaurants isn’t for everyone, but you’ll get to see chefs in action, see how the back of the restaurant functions, and learn techniques and tricks cooks use to get dishes to the table on time. Perhaps a restaurant would let you watch, rather than cook.

You don’t even have to leave the house to study cooking and food. You can learn a tremendous amount from television today. Watch cooking shows and shows about food. My favorites are the old-timers—Jacques Pépin, Julia Child, and Martin Yan.

 

Study food writing: Go to food-writing classes and conferences. The oldest is the annual Symposium for Professional Food Writers at the Greenbrier in West Virginia. If that’s not possible, find food-writing classes in your city or online. Continuing-education classes sharpen your writing skills. Look for classes in your community on nonfiction writing, memoir, and personal essay. (See the Appendix for more suggestions.) 

 

Get a degree in journalism or food studies: Get a degree in food studies from New York University, Boston University or the University of Adelaide in Australia. Most universities take a more interdisciplinary approach to food studies and offer classes through departments that include anthropology, psychology, and nutrition. Journalism programs are offered at universities around the country. The Master’s Degree program at UC Berkeley offers the added attraction of Professor Michael Pollan.

Internships are one of the big benefits of studying at a college or university. During my studies as a journalism student I landed two internships: one at a city magazine, and another at a national magazine. The first internship resulted in a cover story (totally rewritten by the editor in chief, but hey, no one had to know). Freelancer Mary Margaret Pack worked as an intern at the San Francisco Chronicle while a student at the California Culinary Academy. By the time she graduated, she had a handful of feature stories to show as credentials for future freelancing queries. Both these internships came about because of arrangements the school made with publications.

During college studies in journalism, The Cake Mix Doctor author Anne Byrn interned at her hometown newspaper every summer and Christmas break, where she formed relationships with people in the food section. Her coup at the paper was scooping the story of Elvis’s death. Living in the South, that was a big deal. She was a junior in college. “It was a Sunday night,” she recalls. “That was my shift. There was no one else to write the story.”

 

Travel: Experience firsthand how food is sold, how it tastes, and how people prepare food in their own countries. Watch food preparers in markets and on the street. If possible, meet home cooks and watch them in the kitchen. Visit the night markets of Asia and farmers’ markets in Europe. Rent a place with a kitchen and try cooking something unfamiliar. Go to big and small restaurants to taste the local food. Take culinary vacations led by experienced cooks and chefs and get to know them. Buy cookbooks about the food of places you’ve visited.

 

Network: If you are a cooking teacher, entrepreneur, or other food professional, join the International Association of Culinary Professionals  (www.iacp.com) so you can attend the annual conference and receive the directory of members. To meet other people interested in food, join the American Institute of Wine & Food (www.aiwf.org), or local groups where you can meet people with similar interests. Attend food-based events in your community. If you are a food blogger, join BlogHer (www.blogher.com) or Food Buzz (www.foodbuzz.com) to meet other bloggers in your community.

Byrn says she can’t emphasize enough how networking has aided her career. While in college she majored in home economics in addition to journalism. When she graduated she heard about a job from a home economics networking group she had joined. Some of its members were food writers. The opening was for a food writer at the Atlanta Journal. She got the job in 1978 and worked there until 1993, at which point she became the section editor.

 

Believe you will move forward, and be patient: “Sometimes when you throw yourself into the moment you find out you are more learned than you think,” says Leite. “Past experience can suddenly coalesce and you know more than you thought you did.” On the other hand, it will take a long time because food writing is a skill that must be practiced repeatedly. You must spend an extraordinary amount of time learning about food and writing, says O’Neill, just as you would spend years learning how to play the piano well. But persevere and most likely it will pay off in the end.




Writing Exercises 

1. Make a plan of five things you can do to move your knowledge base forward and get closer to writing about food. For example, buy a magazine subscription; take a cooking class; join a chat room. What are the things you need to do to succeed? Give yourself a deadline for accomplishing these five tasks.
2. Investigate two of your favorite food writers. Read as much as you can about them to discover how they started out. If they have written books, this information might be in a foreword or introduction. “Google” them to find interviews or profiles. Write a short report on how each of them got where they are today.
3. Read one of the books on the list on pages 52-54. Choose a style of book you might like to write. Write a 250-word book report on what you enjoyed about the book most. Evaluate the author’s writing technique, subject matter, structure, and whether the book held your interest.





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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