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Talk About Literature in Kansas is a program for every Kansan who loves to read and discuss good books.  For more information about TALK and other programs for libraries, museums, and non-profit groups, contact 

www.humanitieskansas.org

Food for Thought


Food is important.  Farmers have known since the earliest days of agriculture that without the food they raise, humankind would be in a fix.  Cooking and serving food has always been important emotionally.  Old and new generations learn family recipes and share family traditions; larger communities come together at community events and eating places to get to know one another and to build common identities.


At the same time, conflict can appear wherever people raise, cook or eat food.  In order to survive, today’s family farmers face pressure to grow new crops, in new ways, for new markets.  But this can run counter to the very reasons many continue to farm:  their love of existing foods and traditional farming family relationships.  New generations of families also struggle with changes to family tradition.  New generations want to find their own ways of doing things.  Some amend their inherited traditions, and some reclaim them.  Community meeting places aren’t always happy, affirming places.  Quite often, they can reflect the worst of communities in turmoil and individuals in conflict.


Food For Thought’s four skilled writers have created books shaped by both the power and the conflicts surrounding food.  Two are non-fiction accounts of their writers’ own experiences:  one describes a farmer’s struggle to grow really good-tasting food (Epitaph for a Peach).  The other is a story about the decision to return to traditional Jewish kosher cooking traditions (Miriam’s Kitchen).  The other two books are fiction.  Both take place in café settings, but these cafés are very different.  In one, a son struggles to construct his own path within the world of his two strong, loving parents’ different food traditions (Secrets of the Tsil Café).  Empire Falls reveals the world of a decaying New England mill town, populated by struggling characters whose lives come dangerously close to spinning out of control.

Books in the Series

Richard Russo’s Empire Falls offers a different relationship between food and human interaction.  The main character, Miles Roby, runs the local diner, the Empire Grill.  According to the American Library Association’s Booklist review, “His daily parade of customers provides him with ample evidence of both the restrictions and forced intimacy of small-town life and has left him with a deep appreciation for irony:  his ex-wife’s new paramour, “the Silver Fox,” has suddenly become a loyal customer and is constantly challenging him to an arm-wrestling contest; his father, always a day late and a dollar short, has talked a senile priest into running off to Key West for the winter (where they tie for first place in the local Hemingway look-alike contest); and the diner owner’s daughter, apprised of Miles’ impending divorce, is forever trying to engulf him in a teary embrace.”  473 pp.


David Mas Masumoto begins his Epitaph for a Peach at the point where he decides to give his beloved Sun Crest peach orchard one more year to become profitable.  Despite producing sweet, juice fruits that taste “the way peaches should,” they couldn’t survive the rigors of modern-day grocery cold storage and distribution timetables.  The book details his struggle, while addressing the importance of family and learning to work with, rather than against, nature.  We learn about Masumoto’s Japanese-American California farming family (including their years in internment camps) and his wife’s German-American family and Wisconsin farm.  233 pp.


In Miriam’s Kitchen, Elizabeth Erhlich tells how and why, as the child of mostly secular Jewish parents, she came to reclaim the kosher cooking ways of her Holocaust-survivor mother-in-law, Miriam.  Erhlich tells this story in a circular, spiraling fashion, organizing it into thirteen separate month’s worth of chapters (two Septembers).  In each, readers move back and forth between early family memories and Erhlich’s increasingly strong desire to conform to her faith’s traditional practices.  Erhlich writes gently and with humor, taking time to talk about the small details of how things are done to “keep kosher.”  361 pp.


Thomas Fox Averill’s Secrets of the Tsil Café is the coming-of-age story of Wes Hingler.  Hingler’s two parents had one marriage, but two kitchens – his father’s Tsil Café, with its authentic native-American foods, and his mother’s European-heritage catering business.  Wes’s search for his own cooking style, and thus his own adult identity, comes interwoven with a number of memorable characters, family crises and secrets, and a richness of wonderful, whole-world recipes.  300 pp.

Suggestions for Further Reading
http://www.masumoto.com/epitaph-for-a-peach.htm.  Masamoto’s website, including a chance for local people to “adopt a peach tree.”

Maya Angelou, Hallelujah!  The Welcome Table:  A Lifetime of Memories with Recipes.

Arlene Voski Avakian (ed), Through the Kitchen Window:  Women Writers Explore the Intimate Meanings of Food and Cooking.

Laura Esquivel, Like Water for Chocolate:  A Novel in Monthly Installments with Recipes, Romances, and Home Remedies.
Tova Mirvis, The Ladies’ Auxilary (novel in which a new comer upsets the settled world of traditional Orthodox women).

Ruth Reichl, Tender at the Bone:  Growing Up at the Table (New York Times restaurant critic’s memoir).

Laura Ingalls Wilder, Farmer Boy (novel centered on Wilder’s husband Almanzo’s 1860s youth, rich with details on food preparation).

