
LEGENDARY LUNCH
André Leon Talley Dishes  
On Life & Fashion

THE TABLE
10 Extraordinary Restaurants 
Run by Female Chefs

CULTURE POINTS
World’s Tastiest Job:  
Michelin Inspector

CELEBRATE 
A Southern-style  
Father’s Day Feast

A Tall Order
Chef Marcus Samuelsson Wants  

Everyone to Eat Well

THE EDIBLE ISSUE
M

O
RG

AN
 STAN

LEY M
O

SAIC  I  M
AY  JU

N
E 20

18 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

       
 

   A SPRO
CKET M

ED
IA PU

BLICATIO
N



34  mosaic

The  Power  
of Our Palate  
The Future of Food Depends on Diversity— 
and Good Flavor

Their stories have been passed down over generations: 
West African women tucking unhulled rice into their hair be-
fore boarding slave ships destined for the New World. Carrying 
into their punishing new lives a taste of home; knowledge of how 
to coax the hearty grain from soggy soil; wisdom in how to harvest, 
thresh, winnow and cook. Seeding, and feeding, the south with rice. 

Those small grains, and the strength of the women behind them,  
have endured. They are powerful reminders of the relationships embedded 
in what nourishes us and the ways we rely on each other for sustenance.  
Coffee, the world’s morning beverage of choice, originated in Ethiopia; wheat, 
from a region encompassing Iran, Turkey, Syria and Iraq; milk comes from dairy 
cows raised in the Netherlands. Nearly every food we know and love came into 
being elsewhere before becoming ours.     

By Simran Sethi 
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these comestibles togeth-
er is biodiversity—the richness woven into ecosystems, 
species and genes that has helped sustain the nine 
million unique organisms that live on our planet. In 
agriculture, this biodiversity shows up in fertile soil, 
robust microbes and attentive pollinators and the wide 
range of plants and animals we savor. 

Think of a succulent heirloom tomato in the 
peak of summer, unlike anything you’d encounter 
in a grocery store—or the terroir expressed through 
Champagne or a stinky, oozy Camembert. These are 
foods and drinks that not only highlight tastes of place 
but affirm deeper stories of who we are and where we 
come from.

This intimacy is why my comfort foods are made 
from the recipes of my mother and grandmother, and 
why I revel in the harvest shared by my gardening 
neighbors. They require effort and time, just like the 
relationships behind them, but bring me home, nour-
ishing in ways that other foods can’t. These humble 
offerings exist alongside our bigger, industrialized food 
system—one predicated less on connection and more 
on speed and convenience, rooted in the essential goal 
of feeding the masses. 

“Food is the moral right of all who are born,” 
geneticist and plant pathologist Norman Borlaug said 
in 1970 when he accepted the Nobel Peace Prize for 
breeding varieties of wheat that, at the time, alleviated 
crushing starvation in India. He helped launch the 
Green Revolution, a shift away from local, indigenous 
crops toward high-yielding varieties supercharged with 
fertilizers and sustained with additional irrigation (rath-
er than simply rainfall). 

Borlaug’s goal, like most developments involving 
seeds and breeds, was to create more with less. But the 
dominant focus on yield has reached a tipping point 
that may compromise our very ability to raise food. 

Today three-fourths of the world’s diet comes from 
just 12 plant and five animal species, the majority of 
which are hybrids engineered to grow quickly and 
abundantly. Research shows that most of our (in-

creasingly processed) meals are made up of the 
same types and amounts of wheat, rice, corn, 
soybean and palm oil. 

While some argue monocultures of 
megacrops are the only way to feed our swell-
ing population, the data shows something 
different: We generate enough calories to 
feed everyone today, and the population of 
nearly 10 billion we anticipate by 2050. 
This system need not, and should not, be 
our only alternative, because sameness 
increases risk. No financial advisor would 
suggest we put all of our savings into a 
small handful of stocks, but that’s exact-
ly what we are doing to food.

It’s hard to fathom, in bulging 
supermarket aisles, that a lot of what 
looks like abundance is superficial—a 
difference in flavor or brand, not 
in the genetic makeup of the food. 
But you’ll see only one banana 
when the world grows a thousand. 
Behind nearly every container of 
yogurt, stick of butter and pint 
of ice cream is milk from just 
one breed of cow. 

What that means is that 
one pest or disease could 
wipe out huge portions of 
what we raise and consume 
today. But more chal-
lenging still, this lack of 
diversity limits our op-
tions for tomorrow—
in how we respond 
to climate change, 
changing diets or 
challenges we can’t 
yet envision. 

Fortunately, 
the solutions 

The thread that ties
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are in our grasp. Conservation-
ists are hard at work preserving 

agricultural biodiversity in stored 
collections that hold genetic ma-

terial ranging from microbes and 
seeds to insect sperm and fish eggs. 

They are also committed to sustain-
ing diversity in the places where our 

foods grow—in wild areas like the 
rainforest and on farms. These efforts 

are our backup, a way to ensure we 
have a wide range of available traits that 

geneticists can breed into our food when 
needed. The only way we will maintain 

this rich agricultural fabric is by exploring 
conservation in multiple ways: in collec-

tions, in the soil, in the mouth. 

Farmers don’t grow what we won’t eat, 
which is why biodiversity must also show 
up on our plates. The goal is to stretch our 
palates and seek out a wider, more diverse, 
range of foods than we may regularly 
consume—recognizing that our hands and 
tongues shape what our food system looks, 
and tastes, like. 

“Eating,” poet Wendell Berry says, 
“with the fullest pleasure—pleasure 
that does not depend on ignorance—is 
perhaps the profoundest enactment  
of our connection with the world.”  
The future isn’t a far-flung desti-
nation we will someday reach; it 
is where we arrive in every meal, 
built on the seeds we sow and the 
hungers we sate. n




