Notes from the Roanoke Change Academy’s Fifth Discussion of The Cooking Gene
Recipe: Christina Nifong shared the week’s recipe for Funeral Potato Salad and discussed the
way food is used by some cultures as a connection to the dead. She noted that the book does not
explain why this recipe is called Funeral Potato Salad, leaving the reader to come to their own
conclusions. She also said that making this and the other recipes for the series have grown her
appreciation of the rituals around food. Participants noted that they had developed a similarly
heightened awareness of the work and rituals that go into our food.
Participants also discussed how the recipes Twitty presents contradict the stereotype of AfricanAmerican food as unhealthy, and instead allow his readers to further understand the impact that
“power, money, and access” have on diet to this day (357).
We did not end up talking about the short film about mapping Virginia’s slave dwellings, but
encourage you to watch it if you have not already done so:
https://virginiahumanities.org/2019/06/mapping-virginias-slave-dwellings/
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) Where do the personal and public realms intersect for you? How do they intersect in our
community?
• The very act of writing this book was taking something very personal and turning
it on its head to make it public.
• Food is a way to bring people into your personal realm.
• A participant mentioned that parts of Twitty’s research must have been so painful.
The small group asked how far into those painful questions about our pasts we
want to dig, and came to the consensus that it’s better to know and confront those
truths, whether they be personal or political.
• Compare the personal experience of having a home-cooked meal with the public
experience of having food from a restaurant.
• What does public even look like now? Zoom is an interesting cross-section of the
personal and public realms. Cemeteries intersect those two realms—deeply
personal connections are expressed in a public space.
• Part of the strength of some of the Change Academy books we’ve shared is the
personal journey. These authors are able to show how what they’re learning is
both personal and societal. They’re modeling the way for us.
• Henri Nouwen was Mr. Rogers’s favorite philosopher. Nouwen was encouraged
to publish the journal he had written while depressed, and his readers identified
with it. What is most deeply personal is also most universal. With Twitty, we can
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all relate in some way, even if our experiences and privileges are not quite the
same as his.
2) Why is the personal important? What does it mean when we leave it out of our
public/civic life?
• There are multiple meanings of what is personal. Knowing more about the cuisine
gives us a deeper understanding of its legacy.
• African-American cuisine was appropriated by broader southern culture. The
whole book is about appropriation and taking back the identities and stories that
have been forgotten. Black people have been figuring out the connections
between their food heritage in Africa and the U.S. for years, but this connection
wasn’t celebrated until a white cook came along. This phenomenon is similar to
what’s happened in the arts.
• The group contrasted sharing and appropriation. When sharing something from
another culture, make sure people know where it’s coming from. Consider, too,
where capitalism plays a part. It’s all so tangled. Paula Deen is a product of this
capitalism and related to slaveholders. Imagine if she had accepted Twitty’s
invitation to cook together. We also considered appropriation and taking credit.
Give credit where credit’s due and acknowledge where things come from. The
erasure of this history diminishes us all.
• The book talks about knowing your heritage and taking it as your identity. One
chef said that the goal as a chef should be to cook like your grandmother.
• Twitty says that soul food is a memory cuisine. Sankofa is an Akan term for “go
back and retrieve it.”
3) How do we credit contributions to people who haven’t been recognized for them? How
do we do this when these people may have passed decades or centuries ago?
• Roanoke College has installed plaques to acknowledge that it was built by
enslaved people. One start is by looking at the structures. Another local example:
how do we honor the Black graveyard that was relocated?
• There are also “softer” ways to remember people who weren’t leaving behind
monuments to themselves. For example, brand seeds to say that they originated in
Africa so people know their history.
• Recognize the irony of farmers markets being located close to where historically
the slave trade was conducted. Before these areas became trendy, they had harsh
history. Acknowledge that with something like Germany’s stumbling stones.
• People have learned so much about the past through art. Art is a way of
documenting and making collective experiences real.
• Last but not least, use recipes to recognize people’s past.
4) On page 403, Twitty says “It is a lie that food is just fuel. It has always had layers of
meaning.” We’ve discussed the personal meanings food has for us. What social, political,
and historic meanings does food have for you?
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We might be healthier if we ate the food that we are genetically/historically
connected to. Taking eating local to a different place—are we meant to eat the
diets our ancestors ate? How would our bodies respond to that?
Eating the food that is grown where we are is healthier for us than eating massproduced food. Appreciate what is grown near us.
Consider ways to support people who are trying to cook more and access local
food, including local organizations and restaurants.
The politics of food still goes on today. Cotton production was particularly
egregious, in part because its producers weren’t even fed a diet to sustain that
work. Currently, the popularity of quinoa is making it hard for Peruvians to grow
their own local food.
The way recipes are written has changed. Certain details used to be left out
because people knew/were taught things that now they need to have explained.
Now, most of our families are not farmers. It’s so much easier to pick up food
than to try to grow and cook our own food. The topic woven throughout this book
is capitalism.
All politics is local. Start at home and get that right.
Remember that, as Cam Terry said, “the plants want to grow”

Resources:
May 6, 6:30-7:30 PM, Roanoke County Public Library, online
Authors Lucinda Robb and Rebecca Boggs Roberts will join us via Zoom to discuss their book,
The Suffragist Playbook, drawing on lessons learned from this important movement, and how to
apply them to our passions & desire to impact the world around us.
https://roanokecountyva.libcal.com/calendar/rcpl/howtochangetheworld
Black-Owned Business in Roanoke: https://www.visitroanokeva.com/blog/post/black-ownedbusinesses-in-virginias-blue-ridge/ and https://library.hollins.edu/wpcontent/uploads/2020/06/Black-Owned-Businesses-Roanoke_6-24.pdf
Many advertise in the Roanoke Tribune: https://theroanoketribune.org
Nourishing Stories newsletter: https://christinanifong.com/sign-up-for-my-e-newsletter/
Documentaries
Family Across the Sea: http://www.folkstreams.net/film-detail.php?id=166
The Language You Cry In: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j0OirdYGdlY
Genealogy Resources:
The Virginia Room: http://www.virginiaroom.org/
Video Guide to RPL’s Ancestry Resources: https://youtu.be/-ttpDb_ITOs (for questions, contact
the Virginia Room at 540-853-2073
Genealogy for Beginners Videos:
https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PLUgWUinKGiO364xbJQoe_3XHSLp2EkSQg
Further Reading and Research:
=Open Letter to Paula Deen: https://afroculinaria.com/2013/06/25/an-open-letter-to-paula-deen/
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https://encyclopediavirginia.org/
https://virginiahumanities.org/our-work/
https://www.visitroanokeva.com/blog/post/black-owned-businesses-in-virginias-blue-ridge/
www.ronfinley.com
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/13/dining/hill-rice-slave-history.html
https://www.npr.org/2020/10/26/927109820/marcus-samuelsson-erasing-black-culinary-historyignores-the-soul-of-american-fo
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