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Mark Bittman, author of the New York Times food
column, 'The Minimalist,' and many best-selling
cookbooks, including his newest, 'The Food
Matters Cookbook.'

  

Guest commentary: A conversation with Mark Bittman

By Robin Cohen
GateHouse News Service
Posted Nov 14, 2010 @ 02:00 PM

  

Friday evening, I attended a wonderful celebration
called the Urban Barn Dance & Supper and you can read more about this in
our new blog Deep Roots. What kept playing through my mind all evening
was a frank telephone interview I had earlier with Mark Bittman, author of
the New York Times food column, “The Minimalist,” and many best-selling
cookbooks, including his newest, “The Food Matters Cookbook.”

Surrounded at the Barn Dance by people committed to building and
sustaining farmers’ markets and local food sources, I was haunted by Mr.
Bittman’s contention that this work alone might not be enough to preserve
our health and the health of our planet.

I enjoy reading Mark Bittman’s columns, blog and his book “How to Cook
Everything” (first published in 1998 and updated in 2008) is the cookbook I
most often recommend to people who want to learn to cook.

The original volume and the new updated edition contain basic recipes and
lists of substitutions and variations to make it easy for a home cook to
master techniques that can serve them in many ways. I mentioned to Mr.
Bittman in our conversation that the lists are a great way to encourage
people to eat what is in season. He paused and thought for a moment and
agreed that the lists could be used to promote seasonality but that his
purpose in creating them was to give people simple ideas to help them start
and keep cooking.

In his latest book, “The Food Matters Cookbook,” Bittman details the
problems with our current food systems and implores us to eat less meat. I
shared with him that some of my foodie friends feel that if they eat grass-fed
beef or pork from local farms that it is fine to eat as much meat as they
desire. 

“They are wrong,” Mr. Bittman stated emphatically, his ire clearly rising.
“We [Americans] raise and kill about 10 billion, that is billion with a “b,”
animals a year for meat. The current system of raising animals for food is
not just unsustainable; it is destructive.”

Since I had read that the diet changes he advocated came in part from
working to improve his own health, I asked Mr. Bittman why he has not
become a vegan or a vegetarian. He described his view of eating as a
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spectrum from consuming a heavy meat-laden diet to eating a fully plant-
based one. He explained that what he sees as most critical is to simplify your
diet and eat much less meat and processed foods. The link between
processed food and meat and money swirled in a crazy circle in my head as
Mr. Bittman described scornfully the tiny chicken nugget as “coming from
chickens raised on subsidized grain, combined with subsidized grain, fried
in subsidized grain.”

Fish is seen by some people as a good alternative to meat but fish and
shellfish are the cause for much confusion in the food world for consumers
and experts. Mr. Bittman agreed that fish poses very difficult questions. He

suggested using resources such as the Monterey Bay Aquarium guide to help learn more about options, but he also feels we
need to question and to pressure local supermarkets to focus on better seafood selections. He praised Whole Foods and Stop & Shop
for their work in addressing the issue but also felt much more needs to be done.

I was raised with a great respect for food and an understanding of where it came from and how to enjoy it. Many of the families I
know today are not so lucky. The adults grew up on TV dinners and their kids know only meals from boxes and cans or fast food
clowns. I asked Mr. Bittman about the parents who tell me all the time that they are too busy to cook and that their kids will just
insist on fast food anyway.  “There is such a thing as parenting,” he snapped. 

Mr. Bittman appears to have little patience with people and businesses who understand the enormous food problems facing us but
glance away, unwilling to make changes. I had told him early in our conversation that he would be preaching to the converted as I
believe fully that much of our current food ways are not sustainable. He referred back to this, describing the people who read his
work as individuals who “have already decided to make a change” and that he “can and wants to show these people how to cook
simply.” 

As he talked about ways he could help people implement the lower meat/more real food diet he feels we need desperately to improve
our health and create sustainable food systems, I saw a different side of Mark Bittman. This was the man who has poured out
thousands of wonderful recipes, tips and lists to help people discover and enjoy time spent in the kitchen and at the dining table.
Clearly he cares deeply about helping those who want his help.

If you are interested in learning more, Mr. Bittman will be giving a talk on his new book at the Arsenal Center for the Arts in
Watertown on Monday, Nov. 15 at 7:30 p.m. Tickets are available for the lecture only or for the lecture and a reception featuring
small bites prepared from Mr. Bitttman’s newest recipes.  The event is sponsored by the New Center for Arts and Culture.

“Learning to cook takes a commitment; it isn’t magic,” Bittman said gently near the end of our chat “the benefits are incredible, but
nothing is without effort.”

I can’t wait to continue this conversation.

Arlington resident Robin Cohen is a writer, cook and local food fanatic. She can be reached directly by e-mailing
robin@dovesandfigs.com. Read her blog at dovesandfigs.com. Find dovesandfigs on Twitter.

Copyright 2010 The Arlington Advocate. Some rights reserved
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