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alice waters
Alecia Wood chats with Alice Waters, chef, slow food pioneer
and founder of the Edible Schoolyard Project.
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in conversation with

ORGANIC CONVERSATION

H

er produce-driven restaurant, Chez Panisse, sparked
a food philosophy focused on quality and seasonality
in California and beyond. Chef and slow-food advocate
Alice Waters discusses some lessons learnt during her
lengthy, impassioned career in food.

oh my God, I’m part of an international movement. What I
loved was the idea of acting locally and thinking globally.
I felt validated by what Slow Food International was doing,
and that gave me a kind of empowerment I had not had
before that.

Q

: Your restaurant, Chez Panisse, has been going
strong for 45 years. Did you ever expect to have
such an influence on the way people think about food?

Q

A

A

: I never expected this. At the beginning – we were not

professional cooks, we were doing only one menu a day,
we were looking for food that tasted like the food we’d eaten
in France, we didn’t care about making money, we just were
interested in winning people over by a delicious meal and
creating a place for conversation to happen. I suppose it was
its uniqueness at that time that brought acclaim to what we
were doing. And it tasted good because we were buying from
local, organic farms.

Q
A

: What lead you to become an advocate for local,
sustainably produced food?

: We really became dependent on the farmer and

celebrated that person who was giving us the food that
created that taste [in the restaurant’s meals]. About five
years into the restaurant, we became very vocal and political
about that.

Q
A

: Do you think your actions have encouraged
others to support local food?

: I’d like to believe that, as there has been such a

proliferation of farmer’s markets around the whole Bay
Area [in California, where Chez Panisse is located], around
the whole country. In every state, there are people buying
food the way we do. I hope the Slow Food movement can
really pull us all together, as a real political force.

Q
A

: You’ve been Vice President of Slow Food
International since 2002. Its message must have
resonated with you?
: It has. I didn’t know that Chez Panisse was a Slow Food
restaurant until I met [founder] Carlo Petrini! I thought,

: Over the last two decades you’ve also started up
and expanded the Edible Schoolyard Project, which
pioneered food and agriculture education for kids. why?
: When one in two kids is going to have diabetes, it should

be a moral imperative that we reach children when
they’re young and bring them into a new relationship with
food. We cannot do it by just upgrading food in a cafeteria;
we know from 21 years of the Edible Schoolyard Project that
food and agriculture need to be integrated into the academic
curriculum. You need to be studying math in the garden and
the history of a particular culture in the kitchen and making
food [from that culture].
We’re mapping all the schools that have a [food]
curriculum, gardens and cafeterias serving slow food, with
about 5500 right now in all the states and internationally,
so I feel it’s gaining a lot of momentum.

Q
A

: Do you do any gardening yourself?

: I have a little garden in my backyard. I’m much more

of a picker than a planter, so I always have lettuce, all
the herbs and a big bay tree. I’m dependent on it, it’s very
important to my life.

Q
A

: What are some simple steps people can take to
help create positive change in the food system?

: Going to the farmer’s market and supporting the

people who take care of the land, buying your food there,
and eating with determination.
Wherever you can, plant an organic garden, it doesn’t
matter what it is – it could be all rosemary!
Cook together with your family or friends. It’s terribly
important that we gather again at the table – and without
our cellphones.
I call it a delicious revolution.

71

