
Food has a unique place in our society. Not only is it necessary for life, it has become a 

means by which our relationships to others are shaped. Our kitchens are often the central 

gathering place in our homes and we all have fond food memories, most likely involving other 

people. Eating is a definite social enterprise. On the opposite spectrum, reading is sometimes 

considered anti-social. People tend to drift away from others in order to immerse themselves in a 

book. However, reading and eating are more alike than may first appear.

First, they are both described in similar 

ways. Meals are devoured; novels are devoured (no 

one we’ve known has ever devoured a movie or 

CD). Both food and books are sampled, as well as 

tasted and digested. Second, they are both sensual 

experiences. Great authors will make you aware of 

the smells, tastes, and sounds evoked by their 

imagery. 

Finally, the two are often done together. 

Avid readers often find themselves sneaking a snack, or even eating a full meal, while their 

minds are occupied by a book. (Besides, we librarians see this evidence when we encounter 

pages with mysterious stains. We’ve even found someone saving their place with a slice of 

bacon!) Ultimately, a book is a moveable feast; one that you can gulp down wherever the day 

takes you. 

In this spirit, we’ve decided to lead you through a menu of books – ones that deal with 

food directly, and ones of different genres that we’ll find using food. Ready for the buffet?



APPETIZER:

Let’s start off with a sampling of books 

that focus on the social and cultural relationships 

we have with food. These titles go beyond 

cookbooks, offering a more in-depth reading of 

our experiences with food. 

Our first Appetizers are the books we 

like to call FBIs: food-book investigations. Just 

like a forensic team examines an object from every angle, so do the authors of these delectable 

books. The authors look at not only the history of a food item, but also the process in which it is 

made or how it affects cultures. One author, Steve Almond, takes on one of America’s favorite 

obsessions; the result is Candyfreak: A Journey Through the Chocolate Underbelly of America.

He looks at major candy companies, like Hershey and Nestlé, and discovers some of their 

marketing ploys. He also locates smaller candy companies and observes how they manage to 

keep afloat. Jerry Hopkins takes a different approach in his book Strange Foods: Bush Meat, 

Bats, and Butterflies: An Epicurean Adventure Around the World. He looks at certain foods –

such as dogs, insects, bats, and yes, even humans – and examines the cultures that find them 

appropriate eating. ***Warning: Do NOT read this book while eating; there are some very 

descriptive pictures and text.***

Next, we’ll try a few Micro-Histories. One type of micro-history involves looking at an 

item of food as it has evolved over time. Ambitious Brew: The Story of American Beer by 

Maureen Ogle is an example of this category. The author explores the history and evolution of 

American Beer, which is more fascinating than you’d think based on its advertising these days. 

Delving into the politics of immigration and prohibition, she brings to light the struggles and 

successes of the families who changed the American beverage landscape. The other type of 

micro-history focuses on a specific event or era and looks at broader food issues during that 

period. A book like The Food Journal of Lewis and Clark: Recipes for an Expedition by Mary 

Gunderson fits this definition. Gunderson presents the information relating to food during the 

Lewis and Clark Expedition and presents background on its preparation, including recipes and 

examples from the trip.



Our final appetizer is Pop Culture. These books may not necessarily deal directly with 

food, but they encompass anything that might be remotely related. Two of our favorite books 

have to do with grocery lists. The first one, Milk, Eggs, Vodka: Grocery Lists Lost and Found, 

was written by a collector of grocery lists, Bill Keaggy. He includes lists that have interesting 

spellings of items, or a unique combination of things to purchase. Hilary Carlip takes grocery 

lists one step farther in Á la Cart: The Secret Lives of Grocery Shoppers, creating characters 

based on who might have written a specific list. Our favorite ones are Derek (his list reads 

mousetraps; cheese; mouse) and Lloyd, who is shopping on his own after the death of his wife of 

60 years.

MAIN COURSE:

Books served in this course are not 

necessarily meatier than the appetizers, but offer a 

look at food at a more personal level. This course 

consists of memoirs and novels; food plays a 

central theme in the experiences of those involved 

here.

In Memoirs, cooks, critics, and others 

involved in the preparation of food relate how 

food has often changed their lives. One of our favorites was Toast: The Story of a Boy’s Hunger

by Nigel Slater. Slater describes his upbringing, including his mother’s death and his father’s 

remarriage, through the filter of his memories of specific foods. At times both poignant and 

witty, he claims that not all food memories are good ones. The books by Anthony Bourdain were 

also some of our favorites. Whereas Slater’s memoir was more of what food means to him, 

Bourdain discusses more of what happens behind the scenes in kitchens and his TV shows. In 

Kitchen Confidential: Adventures in the Culinary Underbelly, Bourdain reveals that chefs are not 

the proper, sophisticated people we usually perceive them to be; they are more like “rock stars,” 

doing drugs like meth and cocaine, and having copious amounts of sex. In his other two books, A 

Cook’s Tour: In Search of the Perfect Meal and No Reservations: Around the World on an 

Empty Stomach, Bourdain describes the various countries and cultures he visited while making 



his TV shows and the personal experiences he had. Although on TV he seems to be a very gruff, 

forbidding man, he is actually quite witty and the books are a delight.

The food novel doesn’t have to revolve around food, although food usually plays an 

important part in the development of the characters or in the storyline. In The Wedding Officer

by Anthony Capella, a young British officer in Italy is placed in charge of the agency that 

approves the applications for army personnel to marry their girlfriends during WWII. In hopes of 

softening his reserve, he is “given” a new cook, whose preparations of traditional Italian meals 

just might force him to ease up on the men (and maybe fall in love himself…). Another 

enjoyable food novel was Hot Lunch by Alex Bradley. Although a Young Adult book, this was a 

fun read for anybody. Its main character is Molly, a cynical high school student, who has some 

minor disagreements with a fellow student, peppy and optimistic Cassie, and the tension 

culminates into a food fight in the lunch room. As punishment for their actions, Molly and Cassie 

are forced to take over the hot lunch program, although neither knows how to cook. This results 

in some very humorous experiences. Along the way, they are forced to learn to get along, and 

they both see that there is more to each other than meets the eye. A few, simple recipes are 

included.

DESSERT:

Now that we’ve stuffed ourselves with 

food-books, it’s time for something just a little 

different (and there’s always room for dessert). 

This course does not involve books based on food 

or eating; instead, we use food to help us determine 

what other kinds of books we might be interested 

in. In order to truly answer “What Are You Hungry 

For?”, we’ve created a short taste quiz to survey 

your reading tastes at the moment. (Of course we have to offer a disclaimer: Our suggestions are 

all subjective. As much as we think you should honor only our opinion, you don’t actually have 

to.)



TASTE QUIZ

1. Do you want something that reads:

A. rather slowly, like a crock pot
B. not too slowly, like a pot simmering on a stove

C. rather fast, like a boiling pot
D. both slow and fast, just as long as it needs to cook well

E. it doesn’t matter, as long as it tastes good

2. Do you want something that contains:

A. lots of different details, like a stew of information
B. detail, but not so much to overwhelm the story

C. equal amounts of detail and plot
D. who cares, as long as the story moves along and doesn’t get bogged down

3. Do you want something that has:

A. deep characterization whose development is the plotline
B. involving characters who move the plot along

C. interesting, but not necessarily deep characters who move the plot along
D. lots of interesting characters, but not necessarily too much information about them

4. Do you want something that is:

A. serious about a theme or topic
B. comforting, more light than serious

C. exciting, doesn’t matter if it’s light or serious
D. comforting, more serious than light

E. lighthearted or easy to get into

5. Do you want a book that:

A. you can spend days reading and digesting
B. you can put down and come back to without losing your spot

C. you can finish in a fair amount of time

6. What are you hungry for?

A. something nutritious
B. something soothing

C. something spicy
D. something filling
E. something sweet



ANSWER KEY

1.   A=V       B=O       C=J       D=MP       E=CC

2.    A=V       B=O       C=MP      D=J and CC

3.    A=V       B=O and MP       C=J       D=CC

4.    A=V       B=O       C=J       D=MP       E=CC

5.   A=V AND MP       B=CC      C=O AND J

6.    A=V       B=O       C=J       D=MP       E=CC

Which bold letter did you some across most often?  __________

If you had mostly:

V – You want a VEGGIE book. These books are really good for you, although you may not 

necessarily like the taste at first. Keep trying, they’re worth it! (Authors might include Edgar 

Allan Poe, Charlotte or Emily Bronte, and Mark Twain.)

O – You want an OATMEAL book. These books won’t upset your stomach. Though they may 

go down easy, they fill you up. They’re a soothing, comfort read. (Authors might include Max 

Brand, J.R.R. Tolkien, and Fannie Flagg.)

J – You want a JALAPEÑO book. These books are spicy or exotic. They may get your juices 

flowing, or get you all riled up! (Authors might include Elmore Leonard, Amanda Quick, and 

Jodi Picoult.)

MP – You want a MEAT & POTATOES book. These books are satisfying, substantial staples 

that will fill you up every time. (Authors might include Ian McEwan, Agatha Christie, and Ray 

Bradbury.)

CC – You want a COTTON CANDY book. These books are tasty, but hold little caloric value. 

Still, they’re fun and easy to get into, even if they’re pure fluff. (Authors might include James 

Patterson, Danielle Steel, and Nicholas Sparks.)



We have more lists of food books and of the taste quiz author results. Just send us an email at 

jhills@lib.tfid.org or btwitchell@lib.tfid.org and let us know if you would like more information.
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 Ambitious Brew: The Story of American Beer by Maureen Ogle
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 The Food Journal of Lewis and Clark: Recipes for an Expedition by Mary Gunderson
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