
 
 
 

 

Power of the Pen: Identities and Social Issues in Fiction and Nonfiction 
Week 5, Part III – Transcript 
 
>>[Text on screen] Jennifer Cognard-Black on Memory, Identity, and Food in Creative Nonfiction: 
BOOKS THAT COOK, edited by Marion Nestle, Jennifer Cognard-Black, and Melissa 
Goldthwaite. 
 
>>Jennifer Cognard-Black is an American author of non-fiction on food culture and recipes. Her 
most recent book, BOOKS THAT COOK: THE MAKING OF A LITERARY MEAL, was 
published in 2014, and she has written several books on non-fiction writing craft. She teaches 
English at St. Mary's College of Maryland. 
 
>>Well, hello. I am Jennifer Cognard-Black. I'm a Professor of English at St. Mary's College of 
Maryland. The first one is to think about writing your own culinary history through your own 
recipes. So, going back and thinking about the recipes that define your own childhood, your own 
coming of age, your own, perhaps, young adulthood, into becoming a full-fledged adult. My guess is 
that those recipes will shift and change over time. Some of them you will have made from a very 
early age or you will have eaten from an early age because your caregivers, your family made them. 
Some of them you will have picked up along the way. Some of them you have known, and then put 
your own twist on by adding spices or cooking it in a different way or having a new ingredient, and 
then some of them have become part of your own traditions as you have fully become a cook in 
your own right. So, you can use those recipes as the basis of thinking about your own identity, how 
you kind of have a culinary self, if you will, that is connected to all different kinds of identity 
markers. Your gender, your class, your ethnicity, your nation of origin, the language that you speak, 
the culture you come out of, your religion. All of that can actually be found in the recipes that define 
you as a person, but then beyond that I would also encourage you to think about how your family, 
your community, and your nation also is cooking the self, cooking identity, if you will, through those 
recipes. So, that would be a way to approach writing a personal essay steeped in your own culinary 
background, okay?  
 
[Text on screen] Food as Politics and Expressions of Identity: “Eat Your Pets” by Ellen Meloy. 
 
The other thing you can do though, is you can also think about how recipes can come to stand in 
for politics, for symbols of actually a kind of argument that you might want to make about maybe 
food ways, maybe something connected to food ways because food is a symbol for so many 
different things. So, I wanted to talk a little bit about that as well by also sharing a little bit of 
another piece that comes out of my anthology, BOOKS THAT COOK, which is a delightfully 
sardonic, but also sharply political essay by a writer named Ellen Meloy. The essay is called "Eat 
Your Pets.” She doesn't actually give you any recipes for cooking your own pets. That's meant to be 
humorous, but it's humor with an edge. She is trying to get people to rethink exactly what we mean 
when we talk about local, seasonal eating, which has become, particularly in the United States, a kind 
of mantra in the last couple of decades, in terms of trying to rethink the way in which we feed 



 

ourselves, the way in which we sustain ourselves, and the way in which we sustain our Earth based 
on how we produce and consume food. And, so let me just read you a little bit of "Eat Your Pets" 
by Ellen Meloy, and I want you to think about how she's using food to think about something more 
than just her own culinary history, her own culinary upbringing and coming of age if you will. So, 
we'll start, on what's the second page of the essay:  
 
“We float through this canyon on a white water raft, packing in all food and supplies as we do in a 
series of trips during my husband's seasonal job as a back country river ranger. The wilderness must 
be left in tact. It would be rather unseemly not to mention illegal, for a federal agent to be tilling 
crops or killing possibly endangered mammals for dinner. Another reason for packing our food is 
that shopping in a rural supermarket where I supply each river trip poses many challenges. ‘Do you, 
like, find these here?’ The clerk asks, holding up an icky position, a pack of dried corn husks for 
tamales negros as if they were the dead bodies of hundreds of sun-fried African grasshoppers. As she 
empties my cart we begin a food identification rite. ‘Astroturf?’ She asks. ‘No, cilantro,’ I answer. 
‘Chalk?’ She says. ‘Feta cheese,’ I say. Reversed, the rite becomes even more idiotic. ‘Styrofoam?’ I 
ask a clerk who is stocking an aisle. ‘No, Wonderbread,’ he says. ‘Sheetrock?’ I ask. ‘Small internal 
combustion engine?’ ‘No, Velveeta cheese, family pack.’ My own demands are not unreasonable. I 
merely want fresh, flavorful, minimally carcinogenic food. I want to eat like a Fremont. The 
Fremont Indians lived in the Great Basin and Colorado Plateau from around the seventh to the 13th 
Century. Archeologists working on Utah's Fremont River first recognized the Fremont as a distinct 
variation of the Anasazi culture and gave it its name. These semi-nomads hunted mule deer along 
the river corridor where I now travel. When conditions were favorable they grew squash, beans, and 
corn, and they stored those in masonry cysts under protected ledges in the canyon walls. They also 
gathered wild plants for culinary, medicinal, and ceremonial purposes. Beyond these generalizations 
though, it is reckless to define the Fremont because they were opportunistic, diverse, and adaptable 
in a harsh, arid environment of great variety. The Fremont wore the desert. They ate it. So, what if, 
like the Fremont, you were entirely responsible for procuring your own food from the immediate 
environs. What if you failed and went hungry? Only as a young adult did I first see true hunger. At a 
city diner, I once sat across the room from a shabby vagrant who was nursing a cup of coffee, the 
only food he could afford. When he thought no one was looking he uncapped a bottle of ketchup 
set among the table condiments and drank it down like a cold beer. A vegetarian, obviously.”  
 
Now, here, Ellen Meloy, of course is using humor. She's being sarcastic. There's a mordant kind of 
biting on tin foil quality to her writing, but she's doing it very purposefully, and what she does is she 
links this personal story about grocery shopping at this rural tiny market, and how she and the 
people who worked there had very different food ways. They had very different ideas about what 
does and does not constitute food. She then takes that personal story and she links it to history. She 
thinks about the indigenous people, the Fremont, or one group of indigenous people who lived in 
this desert in Utah many, many, many centuries ago, and the way in which they defined their food 
ways, their food traditions, but then she takes that combination of personal story and historical 
research, anthropology, and she actually uses it for a political purpose. Ellen Meloy is a staunch 
environmentalist and what she really wants to talk about in this essay is how in the last couple of 
decades there are a lot of Americans who think of themselves as foodies, and in being foodies, they 
go to farmer's markets and they go to grocery stores like Whole Foods and they feel good about 
themselves because they're eating locally and seasonally, but what she says is that, well, okay, that's 
better, that's better than not being conscious of what you're eating, but it doesn't mean you're 
actually eating necessarily in a truly sustainable way, or that you're actually, authentically eating locally 
and seasonally because so much of that knowledge has been lost in recent centuries, well, even in 



 

recent decades, in the United States, as people no longer have their own gardens, do their own 
canning, do their own hunting, do their own fishing, and so we don't have that texture of communal 
identity and knowledge that we did even just a couple of generations ago. And, so, Ellen Meloy 
makes this point, and I do want to read just this little quote that comes right at the end of her essay 
where she says, not too many people, and she's talking about Americans here, “Not too many 
people remember what the source is. Not much of either the source or the land is left. Imagine 
everyone in Newark foraging. Imagine yourself wringing the necks of chickens, or grappling with 
bleeding, bleating goats.” So, she really challenges the reader here to think about exactly what local, 
seasonal eating means, and this tension that we have in the developed world between industrialized 
food production and more local, sustainable food production. So, another way to think about 
writing out of your own recipes is to move from writing about personal recipes and stories about 
foods that you grew up with or that you still enjoy, connecting that to the history of foods, specific 
to area that you're writing about, and you can go back and think about other people who have lived 
there over time and their food ways and how those foods have changed based on the availability of 
food, the way in which people procure food or grow food or produce food and make food, and then 
you can also think about whether or not you want to have a more public, intellectual purpose to 
your writing. Do you want to use food and food ways for a kind of political purpose? Where you 
want to make an argument and try to convince your readers about something.  
 
[Text on screen] Taste Memory: I KNOW WHY THE CAGED BIRD SINGS by Maya Angelou. 
 
How do you take a recipe and turn that into something that's more about storytelling? Recipes 
themselves follow stories to a certain extent. You have a title. You have a little scene that gets set 
with ingredients you have, things that happen like scenes when you move through, but obviously, a 
recipe is not what we would typically think of as a story, but a recipe is a memory container. It holds 
memory just like any other kind of historical document, like a letter, or like journals, or like a 
manuscript of some kind. So, we don't usually think of recipes as being historical documents, but 
they are, and since they are so tethered to memory what starts to happen is, I like to use the phrase 
that James Beard uses in his own memoir. He calls it taste memory. So, what starts to happen is we 
either taste it in our mind or we literally make a food and we taste it on our tongues and we start to 
get those associations of memory. You might think of Proust and the madeleine, right? The famous 
madeleine that takes him back in time, and it's those memories that really generate the essay that you 
would write, that would come out of a food stuff. And so you want to start to record down, 
particularly the senses because food is sensory. You want to record the tastes, the smells, the sounds, 
the sights, all of that, that is attached to that food, and then start to think about that as the basis of 
the essay that you would write. An essay that I love that is also in my collection, Books that Cook, is 
from Maya Angelou, and it's about a caramel cake and she gives the caramel cake recipe at the end 
of the piece, but that's not really what the essay's about. The essay's about how she herself as a 
young girl was hit in the face by a teacher because she refused to speak, and she refused to speak in 
school because she had had a fairly traumatic incident, if you've read, I KNOW WHY THE 
CAGED BIRD SINGS, you know she writes about her sexual abuse as a child then. So, she had this 
traumatic incident when she was a child and she just stopped speaking as a result, but she went to 
school and she did all her work and all her teachers knew that about her, that she would write her 
answers out. She wouldn't speak them, but then this new schoolteacher comes to town and the 
schoolteacher insists that she has to actually say things. She can't just write them, and when she 
refuses to the teacher hits her. So, Maya, Maya's brother sees this happen. He runs back to, it's 
actually a grandmother that's raising Maya Angelou at this point, and the grandmother comes to the 
school, has a confrontation with the teacher and then the bottom line is that that grandmother 



 

figure, who Maya Angelou calls Mama, makes her this caramel cake, which was never made except 
for incredibly special occasions like a birthday. So, it might come around once year, once every other 
year. It was very labor intensive. It had a lot of expensive ingredients that the family didn't have a lot 
of access to, but Mama makes Maya Angelou that caramel cake because, as Mama says, you do not 
deserve that kind of treatment. And so, it becomes a symbol of love, right? It becomes a symbol of 
time and spending oneself on a family member and not just a cake, not just a recipe. So, that's at 
least one way to think about how recipes can be connected to your own personal identity and your 
communal identity, is think about the stories that are attached to those foods.  
 
[Text on screen] Identity and Food: VIBRATION COOKING by Vertamae Smart-Grosvenor. 
 
In writing creative non-fiction essays that are coming out of somebody's own identity and then 
connecting that to food and thinking about various identity markers that are attached to foodstuffs 
and then also attached to us, right? We have to remember that food is never just itself. It's never just 
a meat dish, right? Or a vegetable dish, or a dessert? It's always a language. Clothing is a language, 
right? People wear a certain kind of outfit and that bespeaks their gender, are they male or female? 
That bespeaks their class status, are they working class? Are they upper class? That bespeaks of 
course, their historical moment. Sometimes it bespeaks their politics if they're deliberately trying to 
blend their gender, for instance. You can probably intuit from that that their clothing is saying that 
they are being politically edgy and more liberal and trying to convey that through this language that 
is clothing. Well, food's the same way. Food is a language. Food is symbolic. It's physical. It's 
material. So, it's real that way, but it's always already determined as a symbol too. And so, as 
someone who is writing essays about food, connected to your own experience and connected to 
communal experience, you always have to understand that there's a difference between March Payne 
desserts, which were elaborate Renaissance confections created out of this relatively newly 
discovered wonder of sugar. What we would now think of as marzipan and they would make castles 
out of this marzipan as the culmination of their dinners. That's going to have a clear class status 
attached to it, right? As opposed to, not to mention, you know, ethnicity tied to it, race tied to it, all 
that kind of stuff. As opposed to Vertamae Smart-Grosvenor, who is a woman who wrote this 
memoir cookbook called Vibration Cooking, that is phenomenal, and she talks about making 
Hoppin' John, and Hoppin' John is a foodstuff connected to a whole tradition of soul food and 
southerness. So, that's another class status. It's another linking up of race with class, with actually 
region of the United States and the history of slavery in the United States and all of that. So, 
whenever you're writing about food, you have to be aware of the fact that it's never objective. It's 
always subjective and it's never apolitical. And so, I think it's good to be self-conscious about the 
fact that, ah, my set of recipes, my family background were coming out of this class status. We come 
out of this ethnicity, racial background. Food is gendered. Just the mere idea that we have chef 
culture versus cook culture. Chef culture is masculine. Cooking culture is feminized. So, all of those 
things come into play whenever you're writing about any family food. I mean, what I was trying to 
get is you can link it back to the idea that, you know, you're never just writing your own food stories, 
right? You're always writing someone else's food stories too, and so identity is never singular. 
Identity is always plural, and so in writing your own culinary history, your own culinary story, you're 
writing a story for a whole host of people, whole group of people. So, it's intersectionality. It's never 
something that's just going to be limited to a single experience, a single life. 


