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Notes from the Roanoke Change Academy’s Second Discussion of The Cooking Gene 
 
Recipe: Christina Nifong discussed the recipe for African Soul Fried Rice (page 263). She noted 
that this dish mixes the ingredients and flavors of several places, and called attention to a passage 
at the bottom of page 163: “how beautifully bewildering our heritage is…it was impossible to 
birth this cuisine anywhere else on the planet.”  
 
Presentation: Michael Carter Jr., of Carter Farms, gave a presentation on Africulture. He said 
that “Africulture highlights the contributions of people and plants of African descent to the 
world.” He then shared the stories of some black innovators and food contributions, including: 

• Vanilla: 12 year-old slave Edmund Albius developed the pollination technique that made 
vanilla mass-producible and widely accessible. 

• Tetteh Quarshie was the first person to grow chocolate commercially, in eastern Ghana. 
From 1910-2012, Ghana was the largest producer of chocolate in the world. 

• Henry Blair, who was enslaved in Maryland, invented the corn planter, which greatly 
increased efficiency. He received credit for his invention, but no royalties. After his 
invention, a law was created that gave a slave’s owner the patent and the payments for 
the slave’s inventions. 

• Frederick Jones co-founded Thermal King and developed the first refrigerated truck, 
which greatly facilitated food storage and transport. 

• Northeast Africans domesticated cows over 11,000 the years ago. 
• Cotton came out of West Africa. Globally, the cotton industry employed 20 million 

people, 4 million of whom were enslaved. 
 
Mr. Carter also shared the story of his family’s farming legacy. In 1910, his great-great 
grandparents purchased land for $700, and some other relatives purchased land nearby. The 
family almost lost their land during the Depression and World War Two, but raised the funds to 
keep it in 1948. His uncle ran the farm for the last few decades, and now Mr. Carter is 
transitioning to running it. 

• He has noticed an increase in black farmers’ popularity since the pandemic began. Their 
biggest need is regular, sustained customer base. 

• The average farmer in Virginia is 59, while the average black farmer in Virginia is 63.  
There is a need to bring the younger generations into farming, but there are some barriers, 
including access to understanding how to enter into agriculture, high costs to start (think 
of the prices of farm equipment), and a lack of access to healthcare for people in 
agriculture. Virginia does, however, have a program for beginning farmers, and Mr. 
Carter himself has encouraged his sons to be involved in the family farm. His sons have a 
website from which they sell unique seeds: https://carterbrothers.net/  

• Michael’s favorite crops to grow include sweet potato and okra. 
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Discussion Questions: The group split into breakout rooms to discuss the following questions. 
We then returned to the large group to have a brief discussion about each.  
 

1. Michael Twitty writes (p. 204): “Corn is not just a food to those who grow it, any more 
than yams or rice or wheat are mere sustenance to cultures of which they have been a part 
of for centuries. The Corn Mother is life itself. Food was often expressed not as a thing in 
these cultures but as a member of your family.” What does it mean to have food “be a 
member of your family”? Have you ever felt this way about a particular food? Are we too 
distant from our food to feel this close connection now? 

• Family traditions—certain foods can be considered members of our gatherings. 
For example, one family always has to have dill pickles at get-togethers. 

• Our relationship to food now is as a consumer, not as a producer. We don’t think 
about the work that went into growing and preparing the food. We don’t have the 
deep connection to food that we once did. 

• This group discussed our need to slow down down to reconnect and strengthen 
the link with our food 

• Families and groups will save a particular seed variety and pass it down. Seeds 
are a way of preserving history. 
 

2. Twitty explains how African crops came to North America and how corn traveled from 
North America to Africa. Later, he writes (p. 227): “As they were forcibly moved across 
the Upper South into the northern parts of the Cotton Belt, foodways born in the 
Chesapeake went with them.” How does that movement of crops and people compare to 
today’s industrial food systems? Can we see a similar kind of movement today? 

• There’s a disconnect now—there’s no uniqueness to food. 
• Industrialization has made food more accessible, but it’s not necessarily local 
• Consider: Is slow food a privilege? Is cooking a privilege or a burden? It may 

depend on your experience. 
- In West Africa, certain dishes may take all day to prepare, but you can find 

joy in this. 
- It can be a question of relativity and your priorities.  
- What changes if we think of meal prep as a social ritual instead of as a task? 

• How will the pandemic impact our food habits in the future? We miss the social 
aspect! 

 
3. “If cotton was the king of the antebellum South, rice was her queen…” writes Twitty (p. 

241). How did rice shape the culture and foodways of the South? How does the legacy of 
rice compare with that of corn? Sugar? Tobacco? 

• We have become separated from the way our food is raised, but there is a growing 
interest in knowing where our food comes from and in local sources. 

• In Virginia there were crops raised for corn and wheat (but the stereotype is the 
Midwest). Does our higher humidity deter raising that kind of crop? 

• Around here, side dishes are more likely to be potato-based unless you’re at a 
farm-to-table or Cajun style of restaurant, which is more likely to have rice. 

• The corporatism of crops is making them lose some of their nutritional value. 
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4. Agriculture in America was founded in racism. Today the effects of commodifying not 
only agricultural products but the people that grow these products and the land they are 
grown on are still visible. What are some examples of the exploitative nature of our food 
system today? What are some ways to fight against the exploitation present in our current 
day food system? 

• All of the hard work was done by one set of people and all the profits were gained 
by another set of people. Exploitation continues today, but in a different form: 
migrant workers who do much of the planting and harvesting today and are 
horribly exploited.  

• Small farmers are also being pushed out by industrial agriculture. 
• Because of the pandemic, there’s more local buying and more cooking at home 

because we don’t have access to the same ingredients. (One participant talked 
about learning to cook with dry beans instead of canned beans because of access.) 
It’s also made people more grateful. Will people go back to our old ways after 
COVID-19, or will some of these patterns continue? 

• Cooking at home more is bringing back eating traditions that are a way to connect 
to family we can’t see. 

 
Resources: 

• https://www.ext.vsu.edu/  
• https://carterbrothers.net/    
• https://www.southernexposure.com/  
• https://www.rareseeds.com/ 
• www.thecarterfarms.com 

 
Local CSAs: 

• https://leapforlocalfood.org/farm-share/ (also check out https://leapforlocalfood.org/local-
food-101/)  

• http://7springscsa.com/  
• https://flipphonefarms.com/  
• https://www.thornfieldfarm.com/farmshare  
• https://katthefarmer.com/  

 


