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come out from behind their colanders. People want 

to know their lineage – where they’ve worked and 

for whom. They’ve become public figures as much 
as purveyors of parsley.

“Before if you wanted to be a chef, you had to 

know how to cut and cook,” says Waysok, the chef 

putting on the demonstration at Chicago’s botani-

cal garden. “Now all of sudden you have to have a 

personality and talk to people, too.” 

WHILE A NATION OF FOODIES may seem like a recent 

phenomenon, many see it evolving out of a much 

deeper food revolution. James Beard introduced 

the American public to the idea that food could 

be “gourmet” in the 1950s. The indomitable Ms. 

Child began tutoring us on French cooking in the 

1960s.

Alice Waters – the grand dame of the “slow 

food” movement – started declaring the benefits 
of locally grown goods in Berkeley, Calif., in the 

1970s. Her work continues to be influential today, 
including in the efforts of first lady Michelle Obama 
to bring healthy foods to inner-city communities.

The “eat fresh” movement, in turn, has contrib-

uted to making food more than something you just 

consume at the dinner table. It has elevated it to a 

lifestyle. More people now grow their own herbs 

and vegetables, whether in rooftop gardens or in 

backyard plots such as Mr. Ainsworth’s in Needham. 

Farmers’ markets are flourishing. Last year, more 
than 6,100 of them operated across the country, ac-

cording to the US Department of Agriculture – a 16 

percent increase over the year before.

“Locally grown food” and “in season” ingredients 
are the rage among restaurants in every region, 

too. Some of them even host “farm to table” events 

where patrons can meet the farmer who grew the 

beets marinating in vinaigrette on their salad plate. 

The idea is to create not just a meal but an experi-

ence. (A “farm dinner” held at the Chicago Botanic 

Garden, as a fundraiser, costs $200 a person.)

Ana Sortun and her husband, Chris Kurth, epito-

mize the growing trend. She is the head chef and 

owner of a restaurant and bakery in Cambridge, 

Mass. The Eastern Mediterranean cuisine she 

serves at Oleana has earned her a James Beard 

award and a spot on “Top Chef Masters.” In addi-

tion to writing a cookbook, she and her staff offer 

cooking and baking classes at Sofra, her bakery.

The flavors and spices that form the basis of her 
cuisine are enhanced by the fresh produce she gets 

delivered each day from a familiar source – her hus-

band. He runs a 50-acre organic plot, Siena Farms, 

which produces enough carrots, radishes, and 

other food to supply restaurants, farm stands, and 

a 300-member community agricultural group in the 

Boston area. Theirs is a marriage of local produce 

and worldly flavors. “We are ingredient seekers,” 
says Ms. Sortun. “Forget that we love farmers and 

it’s good for the environment and all that stuff. The 

main reason we [use locally grown food] is because 

it tastes better.”

ALL OF WHICH RAISES a basic question: Is America really 

advancing as a culinary – and eating – culture as a 

result of the latest fascination with food? Probably 

yes and no.

Certainly not everyone is turning into an Emeril 

Lagasse. Americans still spend 49 percent of their 
food budgets on eating out, estimates the National 

Restaurant Association, an unhealthy portion of 

which goes toward Whoppers and Big Macs. 

Moreover, fixing a good meal at home, or getting 
one in a restaurant – particularly if using fresh, lo-

cally grown ingredients – can be expensive, leading 

some critics to argue that much of the latest food 

craze is really one of a relatively few elites.

And even if people are buying beautiful in-season 

produce because they feel it lessens their carbon 

footprint or supports local jobs, that doesn’t always 

mean they know what to do with their weekly allot-

ment of Swiss chard and fingerling potatoes from 
the community farm.

“We get excited about what looks beautiful, 

like purple carrots, and that’s fascinating,” says 

Deborah Madison, a chef and cookbook author in 

Santa Fe, N.M. “But you need to understand veg-

etable families and why things reside in them.” 

The preoccupation of many with watching cook-

ing shows on TV raises its own set of questions. 

Many critics level the same charges against them 

that they do against television in general: They 

make us passive – observers of, rather than partici-

pants in, life, in this case actually cooking. 

“Most people don’t want to spend the time cook-

ing,” says Mark Kurlansky, bestselling author of 

“Cod,” “Salt,” and “The Food of Younger Land.” 
“They are buying frozen gourmet from Trader 

Joe’s, or ordering in, or going out to eat, or buying 

from places that make premade meals.”

Nor does the speed at which things happen on 

cooking shows – in half-hour segments, with an em-

phasis on competition – really reflect what actually 
happens in a kitchen, particularly among profes-

sionals. “TV has had a positive and negative effect 

on the culinary world,” says Waysok. “The posi-

tive is that everyone wants to be the next Gordon 

Ramsay, and the negative side is that people think 

being a chef means yelling a lot and throwing things 

around the kitchen.”

Still, a growing number of Americans today 

are becoming more sophisticated cooks and con-

sumers of food. They are more skilled in their own 

kitchens, and, when they go out, they are dining in 

restaurants with a new generation of adventurous 

chefs. Is America the new Italy? No. But neither is 

it the era of Hamburger Helper. 

Now all we have to do is make sure we don’t 

obsess about it too much. As Trese Ainsworth put 

it when the family gave Peter the cooking class for 

a 40th birthday gift: “We signed him up for a karate 
class, just to keep things in balance.”

r Gloria Goodale in Los Angeles contributed to this 
report. 

Fleming’s, a national steakhouse chain, o!ers 
a dinner of braised beef short ribs (below) as 
part of a "xed-price menu. Kathy Choi (right, 
on l.) and her daughter Natalie Kim relax at 
Sofra, a bakery and cafe co-owned by chef Ana 
Sortun in Cambridge, Mass., that serves Eastern 
Mediterranean fare and desserts. 
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‘WE ARE WITNESSING THE 
ITALIAN RENAISSANCE IN 
FOOD.... THE WORLD OF 
FOOD TODAY IS EXACTLY 
HOW THE WORLD OF 
LITERATURE AND PAINTING 
EVOLVED. 
– Krishnendu Ray, New York University
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