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DEDICATION


For every person listed in the acknowledgments,

especially Nani and Masi, Lale and Sedat, Mom and Dad,

Tim and G, and Luigi and Kim.

Thank you for feeding and nourishing me.

This is because of you.

And for my nephews, Dev and Avi.

May you inherit a delicious and resilient world

where all have a seat at the table.





EPIGRAPH


LOVE AFTER LOVE

The time will come

when, with elation,

you will greet yourself arriving

at your own door, in your own mirror,

and each will smile at the other’s welcome,



and say sit here. Eat.

You will love again the stranger who was your self,

Give wine. Give bread. Give back your heart

to itself, to the stranger who has loved you



all your life, whom you ignored

for another, who knows you by heart.

Take down the love-letters from the bookshelf



the photographs, the desperate notes,

peel your own image from the mirror.

Sit. Feast on your life.



—DEREK WALCOTT
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INTRODUCTION


I raised to my lips a spoonful of the tea in which I had soaked a morsel of the cake . . . a shudder ran through my whole body, and I stopped, intent upon the extraordinary changes that were taking place.

—MARCEL PROUST, SWANN’S WAY

This is a book about food, but it’s really a book about love. It’s about that moment when you find yourself savoring something so wholly and intently you never want to let it go. I thought this love, at least in the culinary sense, could only be found in superlative places: a secret supper club in London, a hidden bistro in Paris or a roadside dhaba in Mumbai. But I know now the greatest love is found in humble places: in my morning coffee, in a morsel of bread or in a bite of chocolate. And that to pay closer attention to these ordinary pleasures isn’t just to see them anew but to experience them in a whole new way.

I had forgotten how to do this. I had forgotten how to be present to what was right in front of me, knowing only how to love what shouted for my attention. Until I realized I could lose them.

I spent the spring of 2012 researching this book in Rome, Italy, where the saying “When in Rome” took on a life of its own. When in Rome, start the day with un caffé e una sigaretta! When in Rome, mangia un gelato every afternoon! When in Rome, start drinking at five: In bocca al lupo!

Four months later, I returned to the United States chubby and tired, primed for a cleanse. And primed I was as I walked through San Francisco’s Embarcadero to the headquarters of chocolate maker TCHO (pronounced “cho”), basking in the virtuous glow of the no-sugar-no-dairy-no-gluten-no-alcohol-or-cigarettes-or-anything-that-could-be-construed-as-sinful cleanse I had started days before I was to interview the company’s head chocolate maker, Brad Kintzer.

I stepped into the chocoholics’ lair and asked for Brad. (If you ever eat a TCHO chocolate bar, you’ll find a photo of him smiling beatifically on the wrapper’s inner fold.) About five minutes later, he walked out, apologized for running late and requested another 15 minutes to finish his work. He invited me to order a cup of hot chocolate from the café to pass the time and sweeten the delay: “Order whatever you want.” I thanked him, waited until he left and ordered a cup of water. I was cleansing—and virtuous. So virtuous.

To be inside the original TCHO space (they have since moved) was akin to placing myself inside a Willy Wonka dream: Simi and the Chocolate Factory. Brad brought me into the conference room and explained they were putting the finishing touches on a new hazelnut bar. The room was heady with the aromas of nuts and chocolate; broken samples were scattered all over the conference table. “Help yourself,” he said. I smiled, beatifically. “I’m okay. Thanks.”

The 20-minute interview stretched to almost two hours. I was captivated by Brad’s story, his journey from a man who had started off studying the biology of sugar maples to now making award-winning chocolate. At one point, he described the moment he shared some of that chocolate with the farmers who’d grown the cacao—men who had never before tasted a finished chocolate bar—as “one of the most sacred moments in all my life.”

I was starting to regret my cleanse.

As we wrapped up the interview, Brad asked if I wanted to tour the factory. Of course. Willy Wonka was giving me a tour of his chocolate factory. Brad and I slipped on mesh hairnets, smooshed in orange earplugs and walked into the outer perimeter of the factory where bars are molded and hand wrapped. It was chilly; the area is kept below 66 degrees Fahrenheit to maintain the consistency of the chocolate. And it was loud; Brad shouted over slappers that hit chocolate bars out of their molds, plus cooling and packing machines that churned out roughly 5,000 TCHO bars per hour.

He then pushed through a thick plastic curtain and led me into the inner sanctum, a cozier 80 degrees Fahrenheit. The aroma of chocolate grew stronger as we approached the refiner, a machine that grinds and melts solid cakes of cocoa into a warm, gooey mass.

That’s where I nearly buckled.

As Brad explained the transformation of solid into liquid, I closed my eyes. The scent of chocolate was so overwhelming, my mouth started to water. “The fat in chocolate is solid at room temperature,” he said. I swallowed; I could taste the chocolate without tasting it. “Chocolate melts just below the temperature of our mouths.”

I caressed the refiner as if I were touching a lover. The drum was so warm, the smell so intoxicating. Brad was shocked. He stopped mid-sentence and asked if he could take a picture. I was still in my hairnet, covered in various shades of brown—brown skin, brown jacket, brown bag, brown boots—looking nearly post-orgasmic. I was embarrassed, but Brad understood. He smiled and said, “We’re born loving chocolate.”

He’s right. Taste preferences are established in utero. Our first taste buds develop eight weeks after conception. At 12 weeks, when a fetus begins swallowing, the smells in amniotic fluid ignite its taste receptors. When we’re born, taste is our primary and most developed sense—an evolutionary response to help us steer clear of poison. Sweetness (the dominant quality in mothers’ milk) signals the presence of carbohydrates, safe sources of energy. Bitterness warns us of toxicity, which babies—and prehistoric humans—are programmed to avoid.1

Taste is not only a function of biology. It’s also shaped by what our mothers ate during pregnancy. Infants show a predisposition toward certain foods consumed in utero, months before birth. Throughout my mother’s pregnancy, she ate ginger (for morning sickness) and chocolate (for pleasure). I was born with an appreciation for both.

Chocolate has been my constant companion: every birthday cake, my wedding cake, the food that got me through my divorce. It, along with coffee and the occasional cigarette, has fueled every single page of this book. But despite this love, I had never thought deeply about where it came from—or where any of my favorite foods came from—beyond a fuzzy notion of “farmers in fields” and “workers in factories.” They were people whom I considered in the abstract but did not know.

Yes, I’m friendly with the farmers who sell me eggs and seasonal produce at my local farmers’ market, but most of the people who cultivate what I consider life staples (including chocolate and coffee) don’t even live on my continent. Despite my passion for food and agriculture, and my deep care for land and people, my relationships with the foods I love have been long but not deep.

I didn’t spend most mornings thinking of where my coffee came from.

I didn’t spend any mornings thinking about where my coffee came from.

Now I do.

Because coffee, chocolate, bread—every food we care about—is under threat. While we debate GMOs and the merits of Paleo, while we count calories and queue for Cronuts, we’re losing the foundations of food. That’s what I learned when I traveled to Rome to research challenges in modern agriculture. Embedded in every conversation about feeding people, conserving natural resources and ensuring a healthy diet, both now and in the future, is the threat of the loss of agricultural biodiversity—the reduction of the diversity in everything that makes food and agriculture possible, a shift that is the direct result of our relationship with the world around us.

Once I learned about this, I knew I had to go to the places that hold the keys to the future of food. So I quit a job I couldn’t get fired from, sold my house, gave away my car and embarked on a journey to learn how we could save the tastes we love.

This is a book about love, but it’s really a book about taste. I have spent over three years meeting tireless, courageous and innovative people dedicated to making our food supply secure, abundant and more delicious, traveling across six continents to interview more than 200 scientists, farmers, chefs, bakers, winemakers, beer brewers, coffee roasters, chocolate connoisseurs, conservationists, religious leaders, and advocates and experts of all types to learn the intimate stories of our foods and ways we can better save—and savor—them.

In order to do this, we have to go deep—to the origins. Every food has an inspiring birthplace and holds flavors directly connected to the places and people that make them. And every food is under threat. Once we learn to recognize and appreciate these differences, our experience of what we eat will change and, subsequently, so will the system that creates our food.

The solutions are in the places I will take you: the Ethiopian coffee forest, the British yeast cultures lab, the vineyards of California, the cacao plantations of Ecuador, the brewery, the bakery and the temple. And they are in you—in us. “Taste” is a noun and a verb: We all have it and we all do it. But we don’t all have a language or system for understanding and expressing that experience. In that moment of caressing the refiner at TCHO, I knew chocolate was something I didn’t want to lose, but I didn’t have the words to communicate why it was so important to me, or the knowledge on how best to save it.

Now I do.

And through this journey—through wine, chocolate, coffee, beer and bread—you will, too. You’ll deepen your pleasure and understanding of what you eat and drink even if you’re a gluten-free, sugar-free, caffeine-free, vegan teetotaler. Because everything I learned about my culinary staples can be mapped onto yours.

The changes we will explore are a reflection of what’s happening to all foods and drinks, but only one of the crops I included—wheat—is what scientists and nutritionists would call a dietary staple. Staples like rice, corn and wheat make up over two-thirds of the world’s diet. But they aren’t what get me out of bed in the morning or help me celebrate at night. If you’ve ever raised a glass for a toast or woken up to Folgers in your cup, you know how meaningful so-called non-staples can be. They’re the stuff of life and love—celebrated, debated and imbued with far more than calories. For the Chinese, tea drives the day, not coffee. For Peruvians, potatoes are both a nutritional and a soul staple. Rwandans grow bananas for beer as well as breakfast. Hindus revere cows for milk, not meat. Our menus are different, but our needs—ones that include and transcend nutrition—are universal.

The world, or at least every expert on dietary cleanses, tells us to be more ascetic, to eat more kale and drink more kombucha. That’s great. But I do not think it should be done at the expense of soul nourishment. We aren’t on this planet to merely survive; we’re here to take it all in and thrive. So rather than deprive ourselves of this joy, we should maximize it. If we’re lucky enough to have any choice in what we’re able to eat—to be able to eat at all—then we should honor this privilege by eating less of the bad stuff and more of the good, celebrating the fact that the solutions to the loss of agricultural biodiversity aren’t difficult; they’re delicious.

Until I embarked on this journey, I didn’t understand that greater nourishment and a deeper savoring of every aspect of my life were not only available but what I deserved. What we all deserve—and can have. Not just crumbs of life, but cake.

“Eating,” author, farmer and philosopher Wendell Berry says, “is an agricultural act.”2 Food connects us to all living things, and to the lineage of who we are and where we come from. It isn’t farmers in fields and workers in factories who bring us our food; it’s people like us. People who dedicate their lives to creating something that we take into our bodies. They transform nature into culture, as what they touch becomes part of us. This intimacy is astonishing and humbling.

We treat our food system as an abstract thing; however, it’s a dynamic entity made up of these relationships, ones I have come to fully appreciate through the journeys on these pages. But this isn’t where I started. The first wine I loved was a peach Bartles & Jaymes wine cooler. The first coffee I tolerated—heavily diluted with half-and-half and sugar, and chased with a glazed doughnut—was at the world’s original Krispy Kreme. My favorite chocolate bars were Whatchamacallit, Twix and Nestlé Crunch—in that order. Until a year and a half ago, all I knew of coffee was that I preferred a cappuccino to a latte. But now I grill baristas about coffee origins, beg friends to bring back chocolate from various countries and quiz breweries about the source of their hops.

I am not trying to be precious. I have learned, by traveling to the places where some of our favorite foods and drinks began, that these foods are precious. I had no idea how hard it was to get a coffee bean from a forest in Ethiopia to my local café, or how much work and care went into making a premium bar of chocolate or a hearty loaf of bread. I had no idea how endangered the best, most delicious versions of these things are. This awareness is what makes them precious, and, meal by meal, makes my life better.

By helping you more deeply understand foods that are already a part of your life, and develop a sensory map for exploring new ones, this book will enable you to discover and appreciate flavors you may not have experienced. It will give you the tools to define your own deliciousness—and reach for more.

That’s been this journey’s greatest reward: finding a new appreciation for what I already loved. And understanding what it takes to sustain and save that love—in farms, on our plates and in life—lies in the recognition that how we eat is a reflection of how we live. By sustaining agricultural biodiversity, we sustain ourselves.

“Eating with the fullest pleasure—pleasure, that is, that does not depend on ignorance,” Berry adds, “is perhaps the profoundest enactment of our connection with the world. In this pleasure we experience and celebrate our dependence and our gratitude, for we are living from mystery, from creatures we did not make and powers we cannot comprehend.”3

This is why people like Brad Kintzer devote their lives to making foods like chocolate taste better. “The more I looked into cacao and chocolate,” he told me, “the more I realized it was an amazing way to see the world and understand how it really works. You can sing the virtues of bourbon all day, but it’s not something that takes you all the way back. Chocolate always makes us happy.”

This is a book about taste, but it’s really a book about joy.





WHAT’S AT STAKE






I. BIODIVERSITY


Shortly after my tour of the TCHO factory, I decided to reward myself for being virtuous and not breaking my cleanse with chocolate . . . by breaking my cleanse with wine. To me, this decision made perfect sense. Wine wasn’t my vice. Although I had consumed an ungodly amount of it in Italy—some insanely delicious—it wasn’t something I sought out or missed when it was gone. It wasn’t something that had taken hold of me.

Until it did.

The waitperson at Camino restaurant in Oakland, California (whom, I later learned, is named Ali Hamerstadt), asked me if I wanted to try something different. “Sure,” I said. “Surprise me.” She was warm and pretty and seemed intent on bringing me something lovely, so I stepped out of my Chardonnay comfort zone and went for it. Ali returned with a glass of Trousseau Gris, a wine the color of pale gold. She told me the wine director for the restaurant had been introduced to the wine by the winemaker, and that the vineyard and the maker weren’t too far from the restaurant.

I was intrigued. The wine was no longer just a way to unwind; it was a story culminating in the glass. I wanted to know more. But curiosity wasn’t my norm. I hate unpredictability. I’m the type who looks at a menu online and decides what to order before I get to a restaurant. I am also loyal to a fault: When I find what I love, I stay with it. I mean this in every sense of the word.

In regard to food, I’m not alone. The standard American diet is, with a few notable exceptions, a supersized version of what we ate 40-odd years ago, made up of mostly grains, fats, oils and animal-based proteins.1 We eat about the same amount of fruit today that we did in the 1970s (60 pounds a year) and the same amount of vegetables we ate in the 1990s (110 pounds). In the last 45 years, our milk consumption has dropped from 21 gallons to 13 gallons, but we moved the fat we used to get from whole milk over to cheese, which is why our dairy consumption has nearly tripled—from 8 pounds to 23 pounds per person. Our love of cheese has contributed to a whopping 20 additional pounds in total fat we eat each year.

We find what we love and stick with it—but that doesn’t necessarily mean it’s good for us. In its best manifestation, food is love—one of the most intimate connections that exists between people. But love is hard, and improving our relationships is work. It requires not only a commitment to ourselves and the objects of our care but a willingness to see and do things differently. In order to transform our love lives, change our diets or increase biodiversity, we first have to understand the connections and factors that inform those choices.

Agricultural biodiversity—also called “agrobiodiversity”—is the foundation of agriculture and food. It’s what emerges out of the connection between:



         1.   the microorganisms, plants and animals we eat and drink;

         2.   the inputs that support their creation and development, including bees and other pollinators, as well as the quality of nutrients in the soil;

         3.   nonliving (or abiotic) influences on our ability to grow and gather food, such as temperature and the structures of farms; and

         4.   a range of socioeconomic and cultural issues that inform what and how we eat.2



Broadly speaking, biodiversity is the variety of life on Earth. (You’ll find a reference guide in Appendix I.) “It comes in three levels: ecosystem, species and genetic,” explains Luigi Guarino, senior scientist at the Global Crop Diversity Trust. (The Trust provides funding for important crop collections and oversees the Svalbard Global Seed Vault—what’s popularly known as the “Doomsday Seed Vault” or “Noah’s Ark” for seeds.) The first time I met Luigi, I was researching the loss of diversity in seeds. He was smart, funny and tough, reminding me, as he picked his teeth with my business card, that seeds are essential. “Seeds,” he said almost dismissively, “are sex.” Indeed. I blushed, not because it was salacious but because it was obvious. Luigi has dedicated his professional life to biodiversity and has, over the last few years, helped me understand (with a healthy dose of tough love) the stories of seeds and the intricacies of conservation.

The broadest level of biodiversity is that of ecosystems: the communities of plants, animals and all living creatures that interact with one another and their physical environment, such as a desert or a rainforest. The second level is species, defined as the largest group of individual organisms that can have sex and produce fertile offspring. Species exist within these ecosystems. The third level, genetic diversity, is measured in multiple ways and is tougher to discern. Genes are part of DNA (deoxyribonucleic acid)—the chains of molecules that are the instruction manuals for every cell in our body. “Counting differences in the sequences of our DNA is the best way to identify genetic diversity,” Luigi explains. “But you can also count varieties, or measure variations in size, shape and structure . . . what are known as morphological differences.”

I was still unclear, so he elaborated: “It’s not a great comparison, and probably politically incorrect, but think of how you would measure genetic diversity in 100 humans you picked off the street. DNA fingerprints, sure. But also, how many races and ethnicities are represented in the sample? That would be the very rough equivalent of varietal diversity. Finally, how many eye colors are there? And what is the range of heights? That’s morphological diversity.”

These influences are dynamic; they operate in response to one another and are constantly evolving. Agrobiodiversity shapes—and is shaped by—every meal we eat. And when I say “we,” I mean “we” in the global sense, for all of us. We’re all in this together: No country is self-sustaining when it comes to the range of diversity needed to develop improved varieties of crops.3 We feed each other.

The loss of agrobiodiversity—the reduction of the diversity that’s woven into every single strand of the complex web that makes food and agriculture possible—has resulted in a food pyramid with a point as fine as Seattle’s Space Needle, making it harder and less pleasurable for us to feed ourselves.

I know it feels counterintuitive to contemplate loss, particularly against the backdrop of floor-to-ceiling aisles in supersized supermarkets. In a Walmart (the number one grocery chain in America4) in Winston-Salem, North Carolina, I counted 153 different flavors of ice cream and eight different brands of yogurt. But then I looked further. The choices are superficial—primarily in flavor and secondarily in brand, most of which are owned by the same company. In addition, more than 90 percent of every container of yogurt, milk and ice cream is made with milk from one breed of cow, the Holstein-Friesian, known as the highest-producing dairy animal in the world.

I counted 21 kinds of potato chips, but in the produce aisle, I found only five types of potatoes. Most of the bagged potatoes didn’t include names, only colors—red, white, yellow—plus “Idaho.” The orange sweet potatoes were loose and stacked high. Now I understand why most of those chips I saw just listed “potatoes” as their primary ingredient. Despite being the top vegetable consumed in America, potatoes have been relegated to the background, the carrier for vinegar and salt, sour cream and chives.

Bananas—America’s most popular fruit—also carried only a single descriptor: “banana.” Although no variety was listed, I knew it was the threatened Cavendish. There are over 1,000 varieties of bananas grown in the world; however, the one that ends up on supermarket shelves isn’t the one that has the best texture or taste, but is one that transports easily and has, so far, managed to beat back disease.

I saw six kinds of apples, including Granny Smith, Gala, Fuji and the mealiest, most inappropriately named apple: Red Delicious, one bred for beauty, not taste. Apples were among the first fruits to be cultivated. The original was likely small and tart, closer to what we think of as a crab apple. But, through breeding, we slowly transformed its texture, taste, color, size and level of sweetness. There are now 7,500 varieties of apples grown all over the world, less than 100 of which are grown commercially in the United States.5 In fact, nearly every historic fruit and vegetable variety once found in the United States has disappeared.6

For millennia, we’ve made decisions about what to grow or not grow—and what to eat or not eat. That’s what agriculture is: a series of decisions we, and our ancestors, have made about what we want our food and food system to look and taste like. But our ability to make these decisions—and indulge in our pleasures—is being compromised in ways that are unprecedented.

While some places in the world are experiencing an increase of diversity in certain parts of their diet, the general trend is the same one we see in phones and fashion: standardization. Every place looks and tastes more similar—and the country that sets this trend is America. The refined carbohydrates, animal proteins and added fats and sugars that make up the majority of our diets have also become the template diet for the world.

This increase in sameness is what conservationist Colin Khoury and co-authors of the most comprehensive study to date on the diversity (and lack thereof) of our food supply call our “global standard diet.”7 The researchers analyzed 50 years of data on major crops eaten by 98 percent of the population. They found diets around the world have expanded in terms of amount, calories, fat and protein, with the greatest number of our calories now coming from energy-dense foods such as wheat and potatoes. In areas facing food insecurity, this is a very good thing.

The researchers also learned that agrobiodiversity within our dietary staples has increased. Another good thing. And it makes sense: With globalization, foods zoom all over the world, which explains the popularity of mangoes and the random appearance of lychees in, say, Lawrence, Kansas. In Vietnam, 80 percent of calories from plants used to come from rice; now corn, sugar and wheat have risen in importance, and calories from rice have dropped to 65 percent. In Colombia, palm oil used to be nonexistent.8 Now nearly half of Colombians’ plant-based fat comes from palm, and the country is the third largest producer of palm oil in the world.

But this availability obscures the more challenging truth that Colin and his colleagues discovered: Globally, foods have become more alike and less diverse. As the amount of food around the world has shrunk to just a handful of crops, regional and local crops have become scarce or disappeared altogether. Wheat, rice and corn, plus palm oil and soybeans, are what we all eat now—the same type and the same amount.

Yes, this increase in carbs, fats and proteins has helped feed hungry people, but on a global scale it’s also increased our chances of becoming what author Raj Patel calls “stuffed and starved.”9 The world overconsumes energy-dense foods but eats fewer foods rich in micronutrients (the small but essential amounts of vitamins and minerals we need for healthy metabolism, growth and physical development). While 795 million people go hungry, over 2 billion people are overweight or obese.10 And both groups suffer from micronutrient malnutrition.

The global standard diet is changing the biodiversity of nearly every ecosystem, including the 100 trillion bacteria that live in our gut, part of what’s known as our microbiome.11 The foods and drinks we consume add to or, increasingly, detract from the diversity of our intestinal flora and have implications for how healthy or unhealthy we are over the long term.12

The factors that contribute to this change are complex and interconnected, but the main reason for this shift is that we’ve replaced the diversity of foods we used to eat with monodiets of megacrops, funneling our resources and energy into the cultivation of megafields of cereals, soy and palm oil. As farmers from all over the world move toward growing genetically uniform, high-yielding crops, local varieties have dwindled or disappeared altogether. This is why we are now facing one of the most radical shifts we have ever seen in what and how we eat—and in what we’ll have the ability to eat in the future.

According to the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), 95 percent of the world’s calories now come from 30 species.13 Of 30,000 edible plant species, we cultivate about 150.14 And of the more than 30 birds and mammals we’ve domesticated for food, only 14 animals provide 90 percent of the food we get from livestock.15 The loss is staggering: Three-fourths of the world’s food comes from just 12 plants and five animal species.16

While these numbers are rough estimates, they speak to a startling trend: We rely on fewer species and varieties for food and drink—a treacherous way to sustain what we need in order to survive. It’s dangerous for the same reason investment experts tell us to diversify our financial holdings: Putting all our eggs in one basket (either figuratively or literally) increases risk.

A reduction in agrobiodiversity places us in an increasingly vulnerable position, where warming temperatures or a single pest or disease could severely compromise what we grow, raise and eat. This was, in part, the cause of the Irish potato famine of the 1840s, when one-third of the population was dependent on potatoes for food and one-eighth of the population (about 1 million people) died when a disease known as potato blight ravaged the crop. It also contributed to Southern corn leaf blight, which wiped out one-fourth of American corn in 1970. And now it exacerbates the proliferation of wheat rust, known as the “polio of agriculture,” which is threatening 90 percent of African wheat.17

It’s why plant geneticists are working around the clock to develop a new type of banana to replace the Cavendish, a variety that was introduced when the soil fungus Fusarium oxysporum, in the 1950s, wiped out the Gros Michel—the banana that used to be the one on store shelves. Those Cavendishes are now succumbing to Tropical Race 4, a strain of the same fungus that decimated the Gros Michel.18

The depletion of agrobiodiversity also includes what scientists call “genetic erosion.” Stefano Padulosi, senior scientist at the conservation research institute Bioversity International, explained to me—in another 20-minute interview that stretched to two hours—that the erosion manifests in different ways; some of the changes we see and some we don’t.

Stefano is a plant explorer known for his work on finding and saving neglected species of foods, ranging from pomegranates to arugula (the latter of which has earned him the nickname “Rocket Man”). I met him to better understand how the industrialization of seeds has transformed what ends up on our plates. What I learned was that industrialization is just one of many reasons for our limited food choices and changing diets.

“When an entire set of traits that make a certain variety or breed distinct from another is lost altogether,” Stefano said, “then we talk of the loss of that variety or breed. From a scientific point of view, variety is defined as a good combination of traits—like adaptation, taste or yield—but variety is also an expression of terroir, food culture and identity of people.” In other words, erosion is both genetic and cultural. These losses—and, in some places, slight gains—are due to a wide range of social and environmental reasons: from how we manage our land and financial markets to changes in where we live and what we eat. (A comprehensive list written with the help of Stefano, Luigi and FAO’s Paul Boettcher is included in Appendix II.)

Take, for example, the pistachio. When Stefano told me about the tiny nut, I finally understood how invisible a lot of this genetic and cultural erosion is—and how dramatically our diets have changed for reasons that don’t immediately connect back to food. The transformation of the pistachio industry was the unintended consequence of political strife, part of a cascade effect of trade restrictions that were meant to punish the captors of hostages. It had nothing to do with food or farmers.

Iran used to be the center of the world’s pistachio industry. Those little green nuts are actually seeds that Persians bred to split open, and they come from the same family of plants (Anacardiaceae) as mangoes, cashews and poison ivy. An integral part of Middle Eastern foods and celebrations, pistachios originated in Afghanistan and are one of Iran’s biggest exports after petroleum. Evidence of the nuts dating back to 6 BC has been found in both of these countries.19

In 1929, botanist William E. Whitehouse traveled to Persia (now Iran) to collect pistachios in hopes of finding a variety that would be suitable for growing in America. Of the 20 pounds of nuts he gathered, only one variety flourished—in California’s San Joaquin Valley.20 To put this in perspective, a single nut weighs one-fortieth of one ounce. There are 320 ounces in 20 pounds. Out of everything he collected, one nut (seed) took root.

Food is bound to place. That small female nut was, at that time, the only one that could handle the climate and other environmental conditions of the United States. Whitehouse named the pistachio “Kerman,” after a famous carpet-making city near the birthplace of the nut.21 The tiny but mighty Kerman built a fledgling American pistachio industry that started to blossom in the 1960s and exploded decades later when, in 1980, President Jimmy Carter instituted a full trade embargo on Iran as a result of the 444-day hostage crisis. This included all agricultural products.22

The ban devastated the Iranian pistachio market and empowered the United States to build its capacity for pistachio cultivation. Today, America is one of the world leaders in its production. The nearly 520 million pounds of pistachios that were grown domestically in 2014 descended from that one Kerman, a variety that represents almost all of what is planted.23

When Stefano and Luigi first told me about the reduction in agricultural biodiversity, I was incredulous. I had come to Rome to do research on seeds yet knew nothing of what they described. I had spent my life obsessed with food—and it was disappearing? Why hadn’t I heard about this? How was this possible? The answer lies in the fact that many of these changes have happened slowly, over time. These losses in food are buried in the soil, tucked in beehives and hidden in cattle feedlots. They start with microorganisms invisible to the naked eye and echo through every link in our food chain—from soil to seed to pollinator, from plant to fish to animal—compromising the very ecosystems that make much of our food possible.

The loss of agrobiodiversity has and will transform not only what and how we eat but who will have the resources to eat at all. Because behind every one of these foods and drinks are the people who rely on them for their livelihoods—from field hands and factory workers to grocery clerks and chefs.

How do we feed one another? And how will we feed one another? It’s impossible to escape the headlines and news reports expressing concern about food security for our growing population. But what I care about is feeding myself and the 805 million people who are hungry today. This includes more than one in five children in America who are food insecure. A statistic that, when broken down by race and ethnicity, becomes even more heartbreaking: Almost 40 percent of African-American kids and 30 percent of Latino-American children are undernourished.24

For the past 20 years, the rate of global food production has increased faster than the rate of global population growth.25 The world produces more than one and a half times enough food to feed everyone on the planet, which is also enough to feed the population of 9.6 billion we anticipate by 2050.26

This matters because a lot of the changes we see in food and agriculture have been made in the name of feeding hungry people. But the challenge isn’t simply an issue of availability; it’s one of access. Food and the resources required to buy food aren’t efficiently or equally distributed. That’s why the hungriest people in the world are smallholder farmers—the over 500 million people responsible for feeding the majority of the world’s population.27

The people who grow food are too poor to buy it.

The majority of these farmers are women, most of whom live in extreme poverty, which is why they are moving to cities and entering the formal workforce in higher numbers.28 (Women have always worked, but they aren’t always recognized or paid for it.) Add to this fewer home gardens, less time to grow food, the exponential growth of supermarkets and fast food joints and a bit more money with which to buy cheap, processed food. You’ve now got a recipe for the global standard diet.

I grew up in a household where my mom cooked dinner almost every night. Most of our home-cooked meals consisted of rice with peas (I hate peas) plus some curry or dal (lentils), with salad and fruit for dessert. The food I ate outside of those confines was completely different. I’m from the South, where sweet tea is the beverage of choice and grits and barbecue are dietary staples. From an early age, my tongue knew the sting of chilies and the bite of masala alongside the saltiness of a perfectly baked biscuit and the cloying, but heavenly, sweetness of pecan pie. Even today, my comfort foods are bhartha (roasted eggplant) and rice (sans peas), and macaroni and cheese and collard greens.

Every person who has immigrated to the United States has a similar mash-up and story about how food was a source of solace—but also one of shame. There were many days when I didn’t want to come home to a kitchen reeking of fried onions, ginger and garlic; I wanted TV dinners, meatloaf, whatever would allow me to fit in rather than stand out. But I now realize these tastes are not only the essence of who I am but what America is: a melting pot of cultures and flavors ranging from soul food to sushi.

Yet, for many cultures, the stigma of difference has magnified and deepened. It’s what Braulio Ferreira de Souza Dias, head of the Convention on Biological Diversity, explains is another contributing factor to the loss of agrobiodiversity: the replacement of traditional foods deemed to have “low status” with processed foods that seem more modern. If my mother had stopped cooking Indian food, it would have become an exotic novelty, not a mainstay. I wouldn’t have a deep appreciation of those foods—my foods. I wouldn’t miss them if they were gone.

When I was 26, I moved to India. My first year there, I feasted on all the Indian foods I had missed while growing up in the United States: dhansak, bhel puri, pav bhaji. During my second and final year, the trend reversed itself, and I started to miss another set of tastes. I stockpiled arugula for salads (on the rare occasion my vegetable seller had it) and made lasagna with noodles that perpetually went limp. The meals were close-not-quite approximations to what I knew and loved. When McDonald’s opened up in my neighborhood of Bandra, I was secretly thrilled. I’d finally get decent fries and a chocolate shake. McDonald’s was also a taste of home.

Nearly 20 years later, those fries and shakes are no longer a novelty, found in 300 outlets in India, part of over 34,000 McDonald’s in 116 countries around the world.29 They are so ubiquitous that Big Macs are used by economists as an informal way to determine if currencies are over- or undervalued.30 Cheap, processed food has changed the world.

Fast food doesn’t just provide momentary gustatory relief for someone longing for a taste of the familiar; it has now reshaped what taste means for everyone. Chain restaurants go to great lengths to make a burger in Poughkeepsie taste the same as one in Paris, with a few concessions for what the company calls “locally relevant ingredients.”31 From Armenia to Vietnam, the Golden Arches and countless other fast food outlets have changed the shape, size, taste and speed of food.

This is because many countries are eager to emulate what America stands for and to avail of freedoms that appear to make life more convenient. They want the right to enjoy what the rest of the world eats—or at least what the world says they should eat. The loss of agricultural biodiversity and our narrowing global diet are, in part, a reflection of hamburger culture. Fast, processed food is considered modern, easy and cool—sentiments that wind all the way back to the crops that are grown.

Phrang Roy, coordinator of the Indigenous Partnership for Agrobiodiversity and Food Sovereignty, saw this surface in the l960s during the rise of industrialized agriculture, which started with the Green Revolution, a period of intensive planting of high-yielding cereal crops that transformed agriculture. “If a farmer grew a multitude of crops, he was not modern, he was backward,” Phrang said. “If his field was a bit messy, not manicured or monoculture, he was backward. This is the psychological impact of accepting someone else’s standard. He feels shame for not using chemicals or high technology.”

This standard has continued and extends from the field to the plate. The idea of “good” food has been reduced to foods that grow abundantly and stand strong in the field—and can sustain long journeys and continue to stand strong on supermarket shelves. And while these qualities are important, they give short shrift to the many reasons we choose one food over another, regardless of our budgets.

They also inform the steady refrain from various players in the food industry that the reason we should settle for inexpensive, marginally nutritious food is because we can’t afford anything better. Some of the nonprofits, government officials and businesses who maintain these views mean well: Hunger is real and people need to eat. But others, especially those profiting from cheap food, use poverty as an excuse to keep feeding us food of lower quality, sowing fields full of nutrient-poor monocultures and glutting shelves with processed foods chock-full of an addictive combination of salt, sweeteners and fats that keep us coming back for more.32

We all know this craving. The kind of yearning that has some of us driving to the grocery store at odd hours of the night—or lining up for fries at a McDonald’s in India. Processed foods are engineered for hyperpalatability, a kind of uber-deliciousness that comes from a combination of fat, sugar, salt and flavorings that can only be cooked up in a laboratory. They ignite the same brain circuitry that fires when we’re addicted to a drug and want another hit. A medium serving of McDonald’s fries contains 19 grams of fat, 270 milligrams of salt and 19 ingredients.33 Contrast that with a potato: less than one gram of fat, 13 milligrams of salt and one ingredient. Hyperpalatable foods are like crack cocaine for our taste buds.34

This addiction can be easily confused with love. But eating what our body truly loves requires us to pay attention to how our system responds to what our head says it wants. The synthetic trans fats, high-fructose corn syrup and artificial sweeteners, colors and preservatives in cheap food make us feel good in the moment but are the reason that, for the first time in over two centuries, the current generation of children is predicted to have a shorter life expectancy than their parents.35

The refrain of affordability also obscures deeper challenges around why people aren’t paid enough to spend more money on food. Why is this all we can afford? And why isn’t food a bigger priority? We Americans spend less of our income on food—6.7 percent, with an increasing percentage spent on snacks—than almost any other country on the planet.36 Less than what we spent on food during the Great Depression.37

No one should be underfed. Those who are should have greater support in not only being fed but being fed well. And those of us who can afford more might do well to reconsider why we pride ourselves on cheap food. That bargain means that someone (a farmer or factory worker, not the CEO) or something (such as safety or environmental standards) was likely compromised. “The best price isn’t necessarily the cheapest one,” explains Dr. Dias, “because what is cheapest is usually the lowest quality.”

I was sitting at my kitchen table in my tiny apartment in Rome when Dr. Dias said these words to me during our short phone interview. As I held my mobile to my ear, I picked at the remnants of lunch I had pushed to the side to make room for my interview notebook. My meal consisted of fresh figs, a few thin slices of prosciutto and pizza bianca (thin, salty pizza dough absent of any toppings that’s easily found in Italian pizzerias). The lunch had cost a few euros, roughly the equivalent of a Happy Meal. But the figs were in season and the ham came from a butcher I had befriended. The humble meal was delicious and represented the best that the season and region had to offer. Cheapest is usually the lowest quality—but it doesn’t have to be. We still have a choice.

“What is often the case,” Colin Khoury told me, “is that the bigger the system that grows or manufactures the food, the less of a tendency there is toward diversity. The scale of production favors sameness.” Our industrialized food system was designed for efficiency and yield—not nutrition, taste or diversity.

“Diversity isn’t a finite thing,” anthropologist Pablo Eyzaguirre clarified during our interview in his plant-filled office at Bioversity International. “It’s a dynamic construct that people create all the time.” And it’s not the same in every place. As we migrate from place to place, our foods travel with us. “They create new diversity as people look at them in different ways. Take the cowpea, what’s known in the United States as the black-eyed pea. In most parts of Africa, the leaves are the primary food. When you’re selecting the crop for leaves rather than beans, you’re envisioning a different kind of plant. Cultures see plants in different ways. That’s why it’s so important to maintain diversity in what we grow and in who grows it. Agrobiodiversity gives us options.” He added, “When you take the culture out of it, its use becomes very limited, with implications for both the gene pool and the potential of the species.” There are also implications for taste, which is where my appreciation had taken hold.

Soon after I started researching this book, I saw a bumper sticker that read “Extinct is Forever.” It’s true. It’s what we face every time we shrink agrobiodiversity from thousands of varieties down to a handful. We stop growing it, we stop eating it and, slowly, it disappears. The loss of genetics is accompanied by the loss of knowledge on how to grow foods and how to prepare and eat them. It’s the cultural erosion that accompanies the genetic one: Our culinary traditions are going extinct, too.

No matter where you live, you have the memory of something you used to eat that is no longer a part of your diet—something your grandmother used to make, something a small shop used to carry. Something you have lost. This extinction is a process; it happens one meal at a time.

Fortunately, a lot of these changes have occurred in the last few decades, which means they can change again. That is, of course, as long as we sustain the diversity found in the wild, on farms and in stored collections that contain the traits we might need now or in the future: immunity to a disease, greater adaptation to a changing climate, the possibility of higher yields or greater nutritional value—and delicious taste.

But in order to support this diversity and facilitate change, we have to start thinking differently about the food in our fields and on our plates, and be more discriminating about its sources. “How do we buck the system just a little bit?” Colin asks. “Think of oil. We’re definitely eating more of it: soybean oil, then palm oil—much more than other oils around the world. Although it isn’t immediately obvious that eating olive oil would be radical, in the big picture that’s exactly what it is. Eating olive oil is now a radical act. Eating anything that’s not rice, wheat, corn, soy or palm oil is radical.”

The revolution starts here, on our plates, by looking at the pillars of our own diets and by making simple changes. The way to take back this power for ourselves is to understand why we eat what we eat. And to understand what we’re losing—so we know what to reclaim.





II. TASTE


Tasting is different from drinking or eating. Eating is an act of digestion: lift substance to mouth, chew, swallow, process. Tasting is something else. It requires us to slow down, pay attention and savor—and demands everything we’ve got: ears, eyes, nose, mouth, head, heart. Tasting is about getting intimate with the substance we have actively chosen to put inside our bodies—the beer that makes our tongues tingle, the chocolate that melts in our mouths. It happens in the immediacy of the moment but, simultaneously, reflects the long history of who we are, as well as the flavors of our collective memory.

Understanding the motivations around why we eat what we eat, or don’t eat, is a critical first step in reshaping our food and food system. It feels like a simple act—find food, put in mouth, eat. It is, and it isn’t. Food, sociologists explain, is created within our cultures and consumed and shared in every space we occupy: home, work, church, school and beyond. Our acts of consumption are woven into every part of our existence, from births to funerals. They define who we are. Every minute of every hour of every day, someone is eating; millions upon millions are eating.

“We are what we eat, and we eat what we are,” Jerome, my talented chef-artist friend, announced during our trip to Morocco two years ago (on one of my few breaks from book research). I rolled my eyes and chalked it up to his eccentric nature, but he was spot-on. We filter taste not only through our personal experiences but also through communal ones. Taste is a reflection of who we are, what we’ve been exposed to and what’s expected of us in a given group or society. Eating with your hands, for example, is expected in Ethiopia but impolite in England. Horses and dogs are food in one community and friends in another. And just because we know something is healthy doesn’t mean we’re going to eat it. It’s not just what we eat but also what we won’t that defines us.

Taste is so multifaceted that it’s sometimes hard to understand why we love what we love (or hate what we hate). Of course there’s deliciousness. But even that’s shaped by forces outside of us, including the predispositions we come into the world with (informed by human evolution and our mother’s taste preferences), plus what we cultivate once we get here.

First, there are physiological reasons, starting with the nose and mouth. Taste is predominantly about aroma—what we smell—and secondarily about what we experience in our mouths. These senses are distinct but culminate into one experience. We commonly use the word “taste” to describe this coming together, but what we actually mean is “flavor”—the moment when what we put in our mouths and what we smell converge. (There isn’t a verb for the smell-taste mash-up, so I use “taste” throughout the book but make the distinction whenever possible.) Odor perception expert Johannes Frasnelli summarizes it best: “We perceive the flavor of food via the sense of smell.”38

That’s what happened when I sat in Camino and lifted the glass of wine Ali had brought me to my nose and sniffed. Everything that has a scent gives off volatile (airborne) molecules that float through the air and into the nose and mouth. They trigger smell receptors in the cells of the nostrils and in the airshaft that connects the nose to the mouth, otherwise known as the retronasal passage. These aromas stimulate a small patch of tissue called the olfactory epithelium, located high in the nasal cavity. The smell receptors within the olfactory epithelium catch those odors and send messages on to the brain: This wine smells terrific. The signals then get transmitted to multiple parts of the brain, many of which are part of the limbic system—a set of structures responsible for our emotional responses, including our formation of memories: This wine reminds me of rolling down hills of grass when I was five. That’s why smells can take us all the way back to our childhood in ways that other senses can’t.39 “Hit a tripwire of smell,” Diane Ackerman writes in her stunning book A Natural History of the Senses, “and memories explode all at once.”40

Smell is fundamental to our understanding of flavor, a sensation that concentrates in our mouths where taste receptors help us distinguish five basic qualities: sweet, sour, bitter, salty and umami, plus the presence of fat. Umami is a Japanese word that means “pleasant savory taste” and is used to describe the meaty, earthy taste we find in foods like fish, meat, mushrooms and aged cheese (and in our first food, breast milk).41

But the experience of flavor isn’t limited to the nose and mouth; it’s also something we do with our eyes. We’re drawn to foods that look enticing, and we perceive them differently based on their color, shape, size, texture and packaging. Our experiences of foods and drinks are also influenced by cutlery and serving dishes, as well as the environments in which we consume them. A candlelit dinner with a beloved, for example, tastes more delicious than that same meal eaten as leftovers, reheated in the office microwave and consumed under the glow of fluorescent lights. Context matters.

In fact, a number of studies have shown certain glass shapes optimize our perceptions of aroma in wine, and candy bars with a rounder shape are perceived as sweeter than ones with more angular shapes (which are considered bitter).42 Russ Jones, creative director at the sensory strategy firm Condiment Junkie, explained their comparable study of hot chocolate: The same drink served in different colored mugs, he said, drew out completely different responses. People felt hot chocolate served in red mugs tasted richer, while chocolate in blue mugs tasted milder and, in black, tasted bitter. “When we asked people to give a reason, they all said something about the chocolate, but that was the same. It was all because of sensory cues. Color completely changed their perception.”

Sound also impacts how we perceive what we eat and drink: A crisp snap or bubbly fizz can be an indication of freshness or quality. It’s also likely, based on initial research from Condiment Junkie, that sound amplifies the experience of what we consume.43 “We’re always cross-linking our senses,” Russ told me. “Listening to crashing waves and seagulls . . . makes fish taste fresher and fishier, because it reminds you of the freshest fish you ever had by the sea. French food accompanied by French music, Indian food accompanied by a sitar . . . It intensifies the experience.”

We prefer foods that meet our sensory expectations, including our sense of touch. Depending on the food, this sensation is described as “body” or “mouthfeel.” It’s the gooeyness of a grilled cheese sandwich, the sliminess of okra, the way bacon crunches in our mouth and coats our tongue with grease. We want these expectations to align.

I had a vague idea of how smell and taste worked, but before I started writing this book, I hadn’t given much thought to the full experience of our five senses, or to external influences and the ways in which we carry our life story to our plate. And yet, I knew all were at work.

During my Moroccan adventure with Jerome, following a lunch of dried fava bean soup and steamed camel hump, I started weeping on a street in Fez. Not crying, weeping. It happened immediately after taking my first bite of sellou, a rich sweet made of sesame seeds, almonds and flour seasoned with anise seed that’s traditionally served during Ramadan or after childbirth.

Jerome tried to console me, but he didn’t know what was wrong. My tears had nothing to do with the pastry, place—or ingestion of camel. What the sellou triggered in me was the taste of something my grandmother used to make for me: pinnis (pronounced “pin-neez”)—sweet balls of chickpea flour, raisins, cardamom, sugar, ground flaxseed and almonds. They are what Indians consider “heaty,” a food that warms you up and gives you energy during cold winter months. Because they’re labor-intensive and take multiple days to prepare, most people eat them in small quantities. Not I. My grandmother would spend weeks preparing a big tin of pinnis in anticipation of my arrival in India. I gobbled them down, never conceiving of a time when I wouldn’t be able to eat them.

My nani died in August of 2007. And then, six years later, there she was. Not just the taste of something she cooked but the memory of her. Her being, her presence. That bite of sellou—that edible memory—brought my nani to me, right there in the Fez medina.

French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu asserted that culinary taste is a reflection of multiple aspects of who we are. This includes our education level and socioeconomic status, which inform what we can afford to eat in terms of both money and time, and the effort that goes into making food. Taste is also influenced by experiences with our families and communities, and our comfort with the hierarchies and behaviors that are considered appropriate for our social groups (known as social norms). The use of chopsticks, for example, might take on a completely different meaning depending on whether we’re from Chicago or Shanghai.44

The entire experience of flavor exists within these cultural contexts and affects our entire sensory experience. How did we learn, for example, what sour tasted like? Was it from a grapefruit or a gooseberry? Does our point of reference for sweetness tend toward sugar or honey? When we think of fruit, do we conjure apples or mangoes? These frames of reference are reflected in everything that follows, and are constantly evolving, both personally and culturally.

Take lobster. The crustaceans are bottom feeders, the oceanic equivalent of rats, or what my friend’s mother used to delight in calling “cockroaches of the sea” just before serving them to us. Before the mid-19th century, they were what fishing communities in the northeastern United States ate only when they had run out of the good stuff. Lobster was used as fish bait and served as prison fare. Now those cockroaches of the sea are a mark of sophistication.45

Bourdieu argued taste isn’t a pure construct but a strategic tool born out of a system where our likes and dislikes become a way to distinguish ourselves from others (I start my day with a Diet Coke versus I start my day with green tea) and connect us to our lineage (think of halal or kosher dietary laws). In its best manifestation, these distinctions can be a source of pride; in its worst, a form of judgment. It’s not enough for something like lobster or kale to exist. We need to have access to it.

This is one of the biggest criticisms of so-called food deserts: areas that experience a dearth of fresh, nutritious foods. We need to be able to afford them, but, more importantly, we need to feel like they belong to us—that they have a rightful place in our communities and on our plates.

In my youth, kale did not belong to me. Now it does. To be clear, I don’t really like kale, but I eat it for its virtuosity. It’s a nutritional powerhouse.46 Until I knew this, I wouldn’t have chosen it. Ever. Kale isn’t a food I grew up with, and I have no emotional connection to it. But now that I know how good it is for me, I’m cultivating an appetite for the giant bumpy leaves that were bred from members of Brassica oleracea, the wild cabbage family that includes Brussels sprouts, broccoli and cauliflower. Kale paves my food path—one that later leads to chocolate—with nutritional vigor and virtue.

Our identity and community are shaped and revealed through everything we consume. We are what we eat, and we eat what we are.

This is what we bring to the table every time we sit down: our wants, needs and values, and the stories of who we are—our ethnicity, gender, geography, history, class and worldview. We are also influenced by a host of factors that exist outside of us: trade agreements and restrictions, legitimate scientific discoveries and persuasive marketing ploys, planetary shifts and cultural trends. It’s limiting and inspiring. It’s what I brought to the moment when I turned to that lovely server Ali and said, “Surprise me.”

Taste is something we all do and all have. It doesn’t just belong to foodies or sophisticates. Each of us owns and shapes this construct. What we feel about tasting and eating—what we savor—shouldn’t be discriminatory or hierarchal. Because if we operate from the premise that only certain people own taste, then there is no point in exploring. We should all just frequent the places that have collected the most promising Yelp reviews or greatest number of Michelin stars.

I refuse to do that. I refuse to let someone else define what delicious is for me. To whatever extent I can, I want to define and redefine what tastes good. I want to define what is good—for me. And I want you to do the same for you, because taste is both universal and personal. What each and every one of us cherishes matters.

I have found deliciousness in a bucket of yucca (accompanied by large plastic cups of rum) on a farm outside of Havana; in perfectly fried eggplant served in a Mumbai dhaba (diner), where my girlfriend and I kept our feet hovering just above the floor to avoid contact with cockroaches; and in my aunt Toshi’s kitchen. Great tastes are everywhere. Sometimes they’re fancy, but most of the time they are not.

Finding those tastes requires less of an open wallet and more of an open mind and heart. It’s how I learned I actually enjoy curried horse flank but am not crazy about caramelized mealworms. I gave them a shot. And I would be willing to do it again. We can only truly know our preferences if we dare to explore what’s out there. (As possible incentive, researchers have found that those who eat a varied and diverse diet—what they categorized as “adventurous eaters”—weighed less and might be healthier than those with more conservative diets.47)

This isn’t easy because we’re hardwired to resist change. As kids, most of us display what researchers call food neophobia, a fear or rejection of new foods. The two ways we transcend these fears are by learned safety (I ate the new food and it didn’t kill me) and food exceptionalism (I don’t like new foods, but this is an exception). In the case of exceptionalism, researchers have found the best way to appreciate new foods is through direct experience.48 In other words, the best way to reconcile hesitation or fear about eating new foods . . . is by eating new foods. It’s like telling someone you love them. Being vulnerable and taking that step into the unknown is the only way to know what’s out there. And the process is iterative: Our threshold of acceptance—our love—grows every time we take the risk.49

Risk, however big or small, requires a kind of courage that, through this journey, I now understand can be mapped onto our lives as a whole. “You are here to risk your heart,” writes Ojibwe author Louise Erdrich in her masterful work The Painted Drum: A Novel (P.S.). “You are here to be swallowed up. And when it happens that you are broken, or betrayed, or left, or hurt, or death brushes near, let yourself sit by an apple tree and listen to the apples falling all around you in heaps, wasting their sweetness. Tell yourself you tasted as many as you could.”50

These words and tastes have become my touchstone, as I try to savor all I can, both bitter and sweet. Every new bite, every new sip, can change us—if we are present and open to it. In that moment of saying yes to Ali, I didn’t know this. I did not expect that glass of wine to transform me. But occasionally a taste reaches out and finds us. It wasn’t what I knew wine to be. I took another sip. And another, and another, and returned every evening for the next week to, again, taste that wine and experience that story. Wine was only the beginning; I wanted to taste it all.

This book is the product of years of grief, frustration and longing. Grief over the realization that the foundations of food and food itself—the most delicious, diverse varieties of food—are being lost slowly and irrevocably. What we do to food, we do to ourselves. When we all eat the same variety of apple or banana, we aren’t just losing genetic diversity; we’re losing part of what makes us who we are. Frustration that there seemed to be little I could do about it. I didn’t understand the myriad reasons for this shift or the deep origins of the foods at risk of changing. I didn’t know how to bring what seemed so far away (farmers in fields and workers in factories) up close. I didn’t realize how much my sense of well-being and pleasure was bound up with theirs. Or how we, the eaters, could be a part of the solution.

Until now.

This book is for anyone who has bitten into a grocery store tomato in winter and longed for something more. For anyone who has settled for blandness but yearned for something deeply satisfying. The foods I selected—bread, wine, coffee, chocolate and beer—feed me in different ways. One wakes me up, another brings me down; one nourishes my heart, and the other tends to my soul. What ties them together is that they are my constants, woven into the fabric of my life.

Through these five foods, and our five senses, we’ll look at stories of loss and interconnection, exploring what is disappearing and why, and learning how we can save agrobiodiversity through various forms of conservation and through the choices we make, with every sip and bite we take.

But it’s not enough to be told to pay closer attention or eat differently if we’re not given the tools to make the change. That’s why each chapter includes an investigation of our senses (smell, taste, touch, sight and sound), an explanation of how they shape our experience of eating and drinking, and a tasting guide (in the final section of every chapter) that helps turn that awareness into a delicious, tangible experience.

Taste is the gateway through which we will transform food. By savoring foods like we never have before—by demanding what’s delicious—we can transform what is grown and sold. It is the first step in reclaiming what we love.
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