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Critical Commentary on Food and Fire, memoir essays by Wanda Freeman. 

My research journey began with the Mabinogion. However, I struggled to engage with the topic. I believe I was too caught up in my personal grief of losing my father to be able to process an imaginary story.  Desperate, I sat down to write whatever came out, which was a short memoir essay linked to memories of food and my father. In this essay, I will discuss my portfolio of memoir essays, “Food and Fire,” and how they developed. First, I will explore my research on why food and grief trigger memory and discuss my creative and critical journey in answering this question. Within the research context, I will also discuss my process of emotional outlet via memoir. I will then discuss why I have chosen food as the topic of my life and its significance in shaping me and my essays.  Finally, I will discuss the writing process, from creative choices to workshopping.

 Before my research began, I needed to find my feet with the writing. Apple Pie was a cathartic splurge that emerged from following the advice of Natalie Goldberg in Writing Down the Bones, “Keep your hand moving,” Goldberg states, “Not stopping, actually is a way to physically break through your mental resistance,” she explains that through the action of writing, you can separate yourself from conscious thought and simply “pour out the record of your senses,”[footnoteRef:1] When I put my pen down, I realised I had written a food memoir and decided to continue and create a collection. Halfway through writing this collection of works, I realized they were also grief memoirs. Food and grief are well-paired ingredients, both offering the comforting flavour of nostalgia.   [1:  Natalie Goldberg, Writing Down the Bones: Freeing the Writer Within (Boulder: Shambhala Publications, 2016).Page 55. All future references will be Goldberg, followed by page number. ] 


My research began with the question, why do food and grief trigger memory? In,” The Proust Effect,” Cretien van Campen discusses sense memories, in which elements that seem unrelated to each other pop into one's consciousness. Effectively conscious thoughts drag seemingly unrelated peripheral thoughts into focus. [footnoteRef:2]This phenomenon reoccurs throughout my essays, e.g., the smell of apples and cinnamon taking me back to my first “real” kitchen or the smell of fried potatoes and vinegar reminding me of laundry. Similarly, I found that the feeling of grief leads me to link everyday activities to memories of my father. My research delivered me the companionship of other authors and showed me the universality of grief.   The desperation of loss leads us to link places, smells, and tastes to memories of our lost ones. This familiar occurrence is revisited throughout Joan Didion's grief memoir, “A Year of Magical Thinking.” Marta Bladek perfectly explains it in A place none of us know until we reach it. “Each solitary return to familiar places provokes—the overflow of memories that temporarily offer comfort and relief.” [footnoteRef:3] [2:  Cretien van Campen, The Proust Effect: The Senses as Doorways to Lost Memories (London: OUP Oxford, 2014).page 55. All future references will be Proust, followed by page number.]  [3:  Marta Bladek, ‘“A place none of u know until we reach it,” Biography (Honolulu), 37.4 (2014), 935–52 <https://doi.org/10.1353/bio.2014.0059>. page 945. Further references will be Bladek, followed by page number.] 



The comfort and relief found in revisiting my memories were also found in the relatable words of other authors writing themselves through their own grief. In H is for Hawk, Helen Macdonald writes, “The archaeology of grief is not ordered. It is more like earth under a spade, turning up things you had forgotten. Surprising things come to light: not simply memories, but states of mind, emotions, older ways of seeing the world.”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Helen Macdonald, H Is for Hawk (London: Random House, 2014).Page 199. All future references will be Macdonald, followed by page number.] 

This profoundly insightful observation is something I struggled to put into words but feel inside my bones. Macdonald is not only confirming the reality of grief as a trigger to memory but verbalizing my own feeling of desperation to go back in time and find meaning. As I pondered recipes to include in my memoirs, I found myself drawn to goat curry. Not because it is my favourite recipe or memory but because I needed to revisit my spiritual belief and the old ways in which my father had chosen to raise me. 

Macdonald’s sentiment on the altered state of mind in grief is also familiar to me. I am looking for the old ways, not only from my past but from humankind’s past. Science and logic are gone. Everything is an omen and is somehow linked to Dad. In Ella Risbridger's food/grief memoir The Year of Miracles, she writes, “The thing about death is, it’s exactly as terrible as an egg is perfect,” [footnoteRef:5] When I read those words, I thought about the beauty of that sentence that begins with death and ends with life, the egg. Of course, I thought about Dad and how perhaps I should get chickens again or even goats, as if that would somehow bring him closer to me. This is not a logical thought process, but it is a fine example of the magical thinking Didion discusses in A Year of Magical Thinking.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Ella Risbridger, The Year of Miracles: Recipes About Love + Grief + Growing Things (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2022).Page 25. All future references will be Risbridger, followed by page number. ]  [6:  Joan Didion, The Year of Magical Thinking (Alfred A. Knopf, 2005).] 

 The title of this book refers to magical thinking in the anthropological sense, thinking that if a person hopes for something enough or performs the right actions, an unavoidable event can be averted. This again takes us back to Macdoanld’s altered state of mind,[footnoteRef:7] which is displayed in my memoir Fried Fish. While I stood beside my father's body, I convinced myself I could resurrect him if only I could warm him up. Or perhaps he isn’t even dead after all. [7:  Macdonald.199.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk154830382]   
With all the talk of grief, why choose something as ordinary as food as my memoir theme?  Partly because of its role in revealing social identity.  In “The Anthropology of Food and Body,” Carole Counihan discusses how Foodways reveal much about power relations and conceptions of sex and gender within social groups.[footnoteRef:8] I found this accurate within the unique social group in which I was raised. I have shown within my essays that the preparation of food, division of labour, and decisions surrounding food show a strong gender divide within my childhood community.   [8:  Carole Counihan, The Anthropology of Food and Body: Gender, Meaning, and Power (Psychology Press, 1999).page 6. All future references will be Counihan, followed by page number. ] 

The way in which we gathered to eat also said a lot about our identity as a nomadic community. My essays show changing numbers of mouths to feed. This Is important as our extended family was forever coming and going. I was taught that if we had food on our table, there was enough to share, so anybody in our camp at mealtime was invited to eat. 

Food has always been my most potent trigger to memory because it is my lifelong obsession. It is easy to store information that fits into our existing knowledge puzzle, and I have always perceived food as information. Even as a child, new or interesting foods excited my brain and made me slow down and focus. I dissected the flavours and textures into ingredient components so that I could recreate or improve the recipe at home. This intense focus on what I ate led me to hold onto moments in time with great clarity. My recollection of every special event, trip, or occasion begins with what I ate. 

Food brought my family together in joy and was sometimes the catalyst for anger. I used food to gain attention and praise and to comfort, soothe, and heal. We remember our enjoyment of a meal from the most delicious item on the menu.[footnoteRef:9] I remember my life in the same way, if it tasted good, it goes in the memory cupboard.  [9:  E. Robinson, S. Higgs, and J. Blissett, ‘Examining Food Memories. Relationships between Experienced and Remembered Enjoyment’, Appetite, 54.3 (2010), 671–671 <https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2010.04.171>.] 

	
I chose to continue with essays over chronological memoirs to allow myself to select slices of my life, like building a plate from the buffet of my experience. With that in mind, memoir essays allowed me to focus my attention and avoid telling other people's stories. I was focused on treading carefully where my story overlaps with others after watching my sister experience backlash when she published her memoir Little Gypsie.[footnoteRef:10]   [10:  Roxy Freeman, Little Gypsy: A Life of Freedom, A Time of Secrets (London: Simon and Schuster, 2011).] 

 Sifting through my memories may have been a subconscious effort in search of comfort, but I also exposed difficult truths. One of the uncomfortable truths I explore in my essays is my tendency to seek and value approval from those who don’t give it willingly. In “Apple Pie,” I talk about my joy at pleasing my father, ‘I remember feeling so proud that he had acknowledged my pie-making expertise,’
 There is some small comfort in knowing that I am not alone in seeking paternal approval. In Notes to Self, Emily Pine expresses the same sentiment when writing of her relationship with her difficult, alcoholic father, ‘Above all else I wanted to like – and be liked by my dad,’[footnoteRef:11] I wish I held the steady, unwavering praise of my mother with the same reverence that I hold the rare praise of my dad. That ongoing internal battle is something to tackle in future essays.  [11:  Emilie Pine, Notes to Self (Penguin UK, 2019).page 16. All future references will be Pine, followed by page number.] 

 
The writing of a memoir is personal, and conveying emotion with truth is a daunting task. I was taken aback with emotion when reading In the Kitchen, essays on food and life by Rachel Roddie. In Roddie’s essay, A Life in Cookers, she discusses the cookers of her life and the food she remembers emerging from them comparatively to how I write about the kitchens of my life. While reflecting upon the meaningful kitchens of her childhood, Roddie links the familiar smells of a place to the emotions they conjure. For example, she talks about her grandmother's tattie hash: ‘The smell of which clung to the wallpaper like a pattern, along with worry and love;’[footnoteRef:12] I have emulated this technique in my essay, Fried Fish, when writing about Tom cooking for me, ‘he fills the air with smells of melted butter, fried fish, and devotion,’ [12:  Julia Turshen and others, In the Kitchen (Lincolnshire: Daunt Books, 2020).Page 7.] 


Once I had selected a memory and sat down to write, I had to make quick decisions regarding content. I decided to be as honest as possible and included slaughter, swearing, religion, spirituality, death, and pain, along with music, fire, and family. During the workshopping process, I was informed that the paragraph about slaughter should come with a trigger warning if I decide to leave it in. Similarly, not everybody was comfortable with my thoughts on goat sacrifice while I was mourning my father. When it came to editing, I thought about Stephen King's words in his memoir of the craft, On Writing, “If you intend to write as truthfully as you can, your days as a member of polite society are numbered,”[footnoteRef:13] In order to be truthful I decided to leave challenging topics and dark thoughts unedited. The workshopping process was invaluable and gave me great insight into what my readers wanted to hear. The reader's questions about my young life allowed me to transform my essays from a personal outlet for grief to works with value and interest to others. As King states in his writing memoir, “Write with the door closed, rewrite with the door open,” [footnoteRef:14]By that, King means write first for yourself and rewrite for your audience. The advice given to me during workshopping enabled me to write with the door open.  [13:  King Stephen, On Writing: A Memoir of the Craft, New English Library, Pbk. ed. (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 2001).page 142. All future references will be King, followed by page number.]  [14:  King .page 47.] 


To deliver honesty and a satisfying sense of place, I wrote as if I had no word count. This led to my most considerable editing difficulty. My final draft was over 2000 words over my limit. In a bid to eliminate words, I deleted unnecessary paragraphs and distilled the remaining paragraphs to the essence of their meaning. Ultimately, this created a more powerful collection. However, my work is still 600 words over the limit. I decided to stop dissecting it, as I felt continuing would remove shape and meaning. 

Within this essay, I have shown how I have used the topic of food as an inlet to literary ethnography to create parameters for my content and as a trigger for memory. 
 This essay discusses why and how I focused my memoirs on self-reflection and how I made content decisions when editing.

 The question of why food and grief trigger memory turned out to be two questions. Let's start with food. The Proust effect confirms that senses trigger conscious memories, which in turn pull their attached peripheral memories into focus.[footnoteRef:15] On top of that, I have shown why food is always part of my conscious thought and how taste and smell are my primary memory-triggering senses. [15:  Campen.page 55.] 


 Regarding grief, my research has taught me that in grief, we plunder our memories in search of comfort and relief. Forever looking for places and times where our lost loves still exist. Researching and writing a memoir has given me insight and companionship while showing me beauty in the reflection of grief.
 As for writing memoirs as an emotional outlet for grief, I can confirm Stephen King's words from his memoir of the craft, On Writing, “Writing is not life, but I think that sometimes it can be a way back to life.” [footnoteRef:16] [16:  King. Page 254.] 
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