
BOOKS THAT COOK: THE LITERATURES OF FOOD

RECIPE RECOLLECTION

 [O]ur recipes tell everything about us: 
where we live, what we value, how we spend our time.

—Lee Smith, “Lady Food”

Begin by choosing a single food item—the main ingredient of a specific recipe that connects you to your past, 
particularly your childhood, your family, your friends, your enemies and/or a specific geography, a sense of place, 
and/or a culture. 

Study that food. Draw it; feel it; sound it; smell it; taste it. Engage all of your senses. Use these senses to re-create (re-
feel, re-experience, re-live) your own memory connected to that food. As Mark Winegardner says in We Are What We 
Ate, “Taste it. Swallow. Close your eyes. Roll your tongue around in your mouth. You’re there.” Think about the food 
both bad and good: when is it best? When is it worst?

Now make wider associations with that food. Metaphorical. Allusional. Symbolic. What does the food mean in terms 
of literature or religion: the Bible, the Koran, the Tao Te Ching, Shakespeare, Dante, Dickinson, Ngugi? What is it a 
symbol of—what does the food represent? Does it sell anything; is it a commercial? Does it evoke a shared idea or 
feeling?

Then go back to the recipe itself (call Mom, Dad, or Aunt Jean up on the phone or over email; get the recipe). Again 
to Winegardner: “If you spent four years of poverty (or graduate school, or alcoholism) eating nothing but rice 
and beans, you can’t talk about eating that without talking honestly about those four years. If a cherished part of 
the summers of your childhood was spent eating a postnuclear flavored Sno-kone, or participating face-first in the 
village pie-eating contest, then to celebrate the Sno-kone or to remember the taste of that supermarket-baked pie 
is to conjure up more than desserts of yore. If you can’t eat shrimp scampi anymore because it was what your ex-
spouse always, always ordered, a disquisition on shrimp scampi will, I guarantee you, produce not just a flood of 
memory, but more honest autobiography than will any earnestly straightforward attempt at honest autobiography.”

So now you write your personal essay that includes this recipe (please include the recipe in the text of your essay 
somewhere). Ask yourself such questions as: What did the food mean to you, way back when—and why? Has that 
meaning changed—and why? What does it mean to family members? Friends? Enemies? Folk in your neighborhood? 
Folk in your nation? In another nation? What did it mean in the nineteenth century? The eleventh century? What 
does it mean when the food is absent, when it’s unavailable? Where does the food actually come from? Is it possible 
for it to be “natural”—or are any of its parts “natural”? Do others believe it’s inedible (or, at least, unappetizing)—
and why? Is this food “girly” or “manly” or for “old-timers” or “youngins” or for a specific ethnic or cultural group, 
such as transgendered grannies—and why? Is this food sexy? Or is it a turn-off—and why? Are the memories of this 
food hard or soft—and why? Is there humor or satire associated with this food—and why? And why? And why? And 
why?

At basic, this essay needs to: 1) include the recipe, 2) use sense-based, metaphoric, allusional, symbolic, personal, 
and/or historic images to re-create the food, 3) be connected to your own, personal memories, and 4) attempt to 
connect beyond the self: to move out from the “I” of the essay to think about this food in terms of “you” and “we.”

Please double-space and spell-check the essay; it should be approximately four pages.


