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Beetroot in Britain – Food Journeys Assignment
Word Count: 3537
Beetroot or Beta Vulgaris, has been grown, harvested and celebrated for its goodness throughout the world’s timeline of civilisation. Assyrian text states the Babylonians were cultivating the beet 4000 years ago. (Nottingham, 2004), with the Ancient Greeks later eating the leaves and using the roots for medicine. Not only has this ubiquitous vegetable travelled the world, and settled, but it’s even been into space, fed by Russian cosmonauts to the astronauts aboard Apollo 14 in 1975 as borsch, a traditional beetroot soup. (Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum, 2013). In its earliest form, it grew as wild sea beet along the coasts of Europe and North Africa. Its reputation as a superfood was quickly identified by the Ancient Greeks and Romans listing all manner of ailments that it would help, and tribes in Africa even used beetroot as an antidote to cyanide poisoning (Sk, Shenoy and Hegde, 2018). Beetroot has always been on a roller coaster in terms of popularity and usage in Britain and this paper considers its arrival and assimilation into British foodways, then its decline in popularity, followed by an alleged resurgence now.

The map shown in Figure 1 illustrates the range of beetroot dishes that are popular across the continents. 
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Early History

Beetroot is an easy-to-grow vegetable that spread across Eastern Europe to Scandinavia, then to the Far East, before crossing the Atlantic, Indian and Pacific Oceans to find a new welcome in America and India, reaching Australia. The Romans took many of their ‘home comforts’ to their new empire so it’s quite possible that beets first grew in British soils at DATE. One of the earliest written records of the beetroot in Britain is found in a journal written by the Abbe of Commerell all about the mangelwurzel or Root of Scarcity. The mangelwurzel is one of four cultivars of the beet family. Lettsom, in his preface to the Abbe’s journal, records several varieties of beet already growing in England when he first came across the mangelwurzel in 1786. Beetroot as we know it, evolved from the mangelwurzel, which is a fodder beet for many nations, cultivated on a grand scale, attracting very little interest from pests and is robust enough to grow in most soils. Its hardiness allowed it to flourish when other vegetables succumbed to cooler climes so its arrival on British shores heralded much interest. Lettsom’s preface likened the vegetable to potato that Raleigh brought from America. He said the leaves could be boiled which “exceed spinach in the pleasantness of their taste” and he went on to exclaim that the whole plant could be used in the kitchen,  “…every part of which is edible and salutary.”  (Lettsom, 1787 p.ix). The mangelwurzel has roots same shape as parsnip and the plant was so easy to tend that it could provide for everyone. “[the plant could] provide to the tables of the opulent and, which is of infinitely more importance, to provide the poor with food both cheap and wholesome.” He also describes the root as unknown in France and without even a name, whilst in Germany it was the ‘Great Turnip’ and sometime the Mangel Wurzel. This translated as the Root of Scarcity, but Lettsom (Lettsom, 1787) declares it could more reliably be called the Root of Abundance to denote its properties. 

Early Associations in Britain

Beetroot has been subjected to all manner of associations, likened to scarcity, then novelty, experimentation and familiarity, resentfulness, distaste, now intrigue and status, yet still contributing to identity of class, affluence, ethnicity or education. Beetroot in the UK has variously acquired these different personalities. Little is recorded in Britain of its use until the late 18th century, when there was a movement of people from rural areas to towns. Urban populations needed access to food they could no longer grow or supply for themselves. (Coveney, 2014). The range of available foods changed and the industrialisation of processed foods began. Slowly, the beetroot, which up until this time had been comfortable in many midday meals, took a decline in popularity, and other options became available. The noticeable upset occurred after the First World War, when there were severe food shortages and the readily available beetroot formed the staple diet. Deficiencies in minerals inevitable on a mono-food diet coined a condition mangelwurzel disease. Nonetheless, the beetroot remained steadfast and appeared in cookery books and magazines, with attempts to jazz it up to something more delicious than just boiled roots, in order to bolster the health of the nation.

During the Second World War, the beetroot was again relied upon to keep thousands of people nourished. War-time pensioners in Britain recall eating beetroot jelly (Sacks, 2015) and beetroot sandwiches “which I came to loathe” (Ogilvie, 2004) The memories conjured by such a distinctive taste as beetroot, are often coupled with strong emotions, either experiences that are best forgotten, or conversely they are longed for again. “[I have a] strange urge from time to time to experience that particular taste that is an undeniable part of a past long gone.” (BBC, 2004). During post-war rationing, food production took another turn and the beetroot was synonymous with desperate need, 
hardship, poverty and limited choice. Beetroot was the food for people, grown by the people. It was available throughout the year and was also food for livestock.

Health Benefits

Whilst the cows may well have enjoyed their beets, post-war people sought something different to satiate their palate. Yet, nutritional benefits to public health (as well as to cattle!) were to be had in the humble beetroot, despite people’s growing aversion to the vegetable. Since Ancient times, beetroot has been lauded as a superfood and used in a variety of medicines. Hippocrates, the ‘Father of Medicine’, used to bind and dress wounds with the mineral-rich leaves. The Rabbis recommended eating beetroot for a long and healthy life in the 4th and 5th century’s Jewish book of laws, and in Medieval England its poultices and juices were favoured as a remedy for many ailments. (Russell, 2008) A shift in the way food was understood to possess medicinal properties occurred in the mid-seventeenth century, and resulted in a new style of cooking in the French Courts that was an Enlightenment for culinary taste (Petersen in Fitzgerald, Petrick and Gabriella, 2008). The new flavours spread across Europe with meaning and a hearty soup not only warmed but provided health-giving sustenance. East Europeans’ borsch (beetroot soup) was more than simply a meal to share. It became a national dish, a defining cultural experience that still this day adheres to Polish, Ukrainian and Slav communities.

The medicinal and nutritional benefits of beetroot are proven today, yet the knowledge was had many years before science verified them. John Gerard in his Herball 0f 1597 recommends snorting the juice of white beet and later Culpeper recorded to do the same with red beet, to draw out phlegm. (Nottingham, 2004). Following the First World War, beetroot was the first item listed as a protection against cancer, (Micozzi, 2013) and in the 1950s dramatic success was seen in the treatment of cancer using beetroot juice alone in Hungary (Russell, 2008). Beetroot is a great source of minerals and vitamins.

Beetroot ranks in the top ten for potent anti-oxidant properties. It has claims for being an anti-depressant, anti-microbial, anti-fungal, anti-inflammatory, diuretic, expectorant, carminative plant with some of the highest nitrate and sugar content of all vegetables. It boosts the energy of athletes after much scientific research on recovery rates, sprint performance and stamina. It gained popularity in this domain when Olympic gold medallist, David Weir announced his secret to success was beetroot juice, (Kingsley, 2012) and Mo Farah also drank beet juice before his races. Beetroot is now a nutraceutical ingredient, marketed for its health benefits. Recipe and health books cite the benefits of eating dishes using this ‘new’ wonderfood. “It contains natural nitrates to increase blood flow to the brain for better mental performance.” (Healing Vegetarian Recipes, 2017). It is food for the gut, aiding digestion and acid reflux. Not only can beetroot be steamed, roasted, boiled, stewed, grated or pickled, but it makes a wine tasting similar to port, an energy efficient juice and a tea to regulate blood pressure. (NDTV, 2018)
Other Uses

Beetroot has other uses too. Bizarrely, it has been tested for its properties in the corrosion inhibition of aluminium and has been used as a hair dye, to colour ice-cream and other ‘red’ foods, and even as a natural preservative to improve the shelf-life of sponge cake. (Ranawana et al., 2018). Germany continues to research the use of beetroot as a fabric dye to address the growing number of childhood allergies to synthetic dyes.
Availability and Resurgence in Popularity
Whether it is a food, drink or some other product, if it is made of beetroot, it is likely to impart more than one benefit to the consumer. A growing trend to revitalise beetroot and bring it to the fore in domestic cooking and use is underway in the UK, USA and Australia among others. England is one of the largest producers of beetroot (Beetroot - Origin and production, 2014) and it is one of the few vegetables in Britain that is rarely 

wrapped in plastic in the supermarkets in its raw form, bound by a rubber band with a label and barcode for the till. This vegetable will not be accused in the over-packaging and plastics war currently raging in supermarkets. Growing numbers of vegans and vegetarians can now choose more beetroot products, responding to the health claims of this superfood, and discovering or rather rediscovering its unique flavour. Beetroot appears to be enjoying a resurgence in popularity in Britain, although still a rather idiosyncratic choice. 

As a raw ingredient, it complements many salad variants, and can be used on pastas or even to make the pasta itself, yet there is more marketing to be done to elevate beetroot to its rightful status in the cookery world. “It’s very undervalued, underestimated and underappreciated,” claims Graham Forber, managing director of G’s Beetroot. (Kingsley, 2012). It is seen in many restaurants as an interesting option on the menu, a familiar yet new idea and the National Trust have encapsulated this in their range of Heritage recipes online, which includes a chocolate and beetroot cake (NationalTrust, 2016). The increased interest in food country-wide, mainly due to Celebrity Chefs, (Coveney, 2014) brings beetroot to delis, bistros and niche restaurants and in nearly every newly published cookery book or online meal recommendations. Surprisingly, this trend continues despite the vast majority of Brits never having tasted it, nor if asked, would choose a dish with beetroot in. Delia Smith believes this is because of early memories of pickled beetroot that ruined its flavour and delectable charm. (Smith, 2009). Beetroot started out as a food for the masses, an abundant crop that would satisfy many hungry mouths. It is becoming now a bit of a celebrity, so much so that its fame and uniqueness puts it outside the realm of ordinary. The affluent middle-classes, plus those well-educated or willing to commit time to prepare and cook beetroot, are enjoying this health-giving, earthy flavour. Pilcher identifies this paradox by observing “One of the modern world’s great ironies is that only the wealthy can afford to eat like peasants.” (Pilcher, 2005 p.247). London restaurants serve jellied beetroot consommé, presenting it as a more refined version of borsch, appealing to the cultural simplicity of a Ukrainian farmhouse, yet transforming the experience into city high life. 

The globalisation of food necessitates either its penetration of an existing culture and its representation of all the cultural and heritage associations of its native home, or else an assimilation into a new culture, whereby it is transformed into a new identity and a new culture is born. Sophie Dahl, granddaughter of Norwegian author Roald Dahl, exclaims her delight on eating beetroot soup. “Although it is simplicity personified, beetroot soup always screams of effort. Maybe it’s the colour, or the rich ruby earthiness of it. To me, it’s Norway in a bowl.” (Dahl, 2010). Memory and nostalgia are inexplicably linked (Holtzman, 2006). This supports Warde’s (1997 p.13) association with belonging by inventing traditions which give people a sense of their historical roots (in this case cooking a familiar dish). 
The Taste

Heston Blumenthal’s way of presenting food is to take any previous associations out of consideration completely. He makes a beetroot ice-cream and jelly dessert and was not surprised to hear that customers declared it to be disgusting, yet when the same dessert was presented as blackcurrant ice-cream, it was apparently delicious! (Nottingham, 2004 p.99) People have expectations about taste, flavour and smell based on previous experience. Beetroot is a savoury food and as such, people will expect it to be used in a savoury meal not in an ice-cream, to say nothing of any previous experience a person may have had when eating beetroot. If pickled and doused in vinegar then the way in which that memory or taste is recalled is very difficult to erase. It would likely be difficult to persuade someone to try new dishes and new flavour combinations 

using beetroot if their only encounter with it was as a pickle. (Nottingham, 2004) Others only remember the way that beetroot stains everything, hands, chopping boards and everything else on the plate. Some claim beetroot tastes like dirt (Kingsley, 2012). 

It is of note how celebrity chefs and famous cooks will sway opinions. Jane Grigson was not complimentary about beetroot and is often quoted against using it. “[beetroot] is not an inspiring vegetable, unless you have a medieval passion for highly coloured food. With all that purple juice bleeding out at the tiniest opportunity, a cook may reasonably feel that beetroot has taken over the kitchen and is far too bossy a vegetable.” (Grigson, 1998 cited in Nottingham, 2004 p.65). When the Obamas took occupancy of the White House they asked that beets not be planted into their organic vegetable garden. This started debates about the Obama’s tastes and their previous experiences. In response others shared their own views about beets online. Some claimed that the Obamas had probably only ever had pickled beets and did not know how truly delicious they could be. (NewYorkTimes, 2008)
Memories

There are a great number of families in Britain who have never tried beetroot, possibly because they grew up in a home where parents or grandparents considered it a desperate food and reminded them of hardships of the past. Prior to the World Wars, the working classes were more inclined to choose and enjoy earthy, hearty food and they were more likely to see food as fuel for work. (Coveney, 2014 p.25)  Beetroot, with its earthy taste, conjures memories of hardship and a connection with the land – manual labour, lower classes. A sign of affluence post-war, was to eat out more. This meant less ‘home cooking’. ‘Home cooking’ corresponded to buying cheap (ie. unprocessed, raw ingredients) to make a hearty broth, and such meals were therefore for those who could not afford any other. Likewise, beetroot since World War 1, having been a staple vegetable for the masses, has kept the stigma of a food for peasants. Only now are the TV chefs attempting to bring this common and nutritious vegetable up to an elevated status and dismiss previous connotations of poverty, need and class. The paradox is that they are positing the beetroot in the middle-class genre, appealing to those who are educated and wanting and willing to experiment with different food choices. 

Food Choices

We are bombarded with choice (Warde, 1997 p.159). However, a greater variety of available items does not necessarily entail an expansion of the range of items that an individual person will eat. Exotic fruit and vegetables are quite likely consumed by a fraction of the middle-class and ethnic minority groups (Warde, 1997 p.167). Food tastes can reveal which class a person belongs to (Warde, 1997 p.175), not only their selection of food in the supermarket, but also the food programmes they watch on TV in the UK. 
The competitive shows are popular in many households, and most compete against the clock. Beetroot rarely appears on such TV shows as it takes so long to cook. A Lurpak survey in 2016 produced some startling results, with over a fifth of people never having cooked an evening meal from scratch and of these only three of their evening meals a week are made using fresh ingredients. Once again, the intention of the celebrity chefs has failed to produce the intended outcome. Instead of encouraging people to cook more for themselves, they are highlighting viewers insecurities and lack of knowledge, and discouraging them from trying new things. “We’re being brainwashed into thinking that cooking is too difficult, takes too long and costs too much and it’s turning us to convenience food.” (Kenny, 2016). 

A revival of beetroot consumption therefore is in question, or rather, the survey results above suggest that if people have not cooked beetroot before, they are unlikely to do so as a result of watching celebrity chefs using it. People enjoy beetroot vicariously through their TV, YouTube or social media sites and do not experience the natural, earthy flavour of this historic yet contemporary vegetable for themselves. TV shows present their dishes like a work of art. Bourdieu wonders how something might transform from an everyday object to become art. (Bourdieu, 1979 p.29) His explanation of “the Popular Aesthetic” (Bourdieu, 1979 p.32-40) focussed on the transformation of an everyday thing into art, but with the intriguing observation that working classes find this an impossible concept to grasp. They would never think to create a work of art by photographing pebbles, after all pebbles are just pebbles. The pure function and familiarity of them supersedes any possible alternate view. If this were likened to watching TV cookery programmes, the viewer might find entertainment in the watching, but not translate what they see into an activity they could do or want to do themselves. More so when cooking with beetroot. It may look amazing and the chefs say it tastes amazing, but it is a muddy, root that nobody knows how to cook. It does not follow the trend of being washed and pre-packed ready for use. It is a vegetable that people grow in their allotment but end up throwing away or pickling. It would not occur to viewers to go and buy some to cook for themselves. The middle to upper-classes, conversely, have been educated to consider alternatives or new approaches, to weigh up options or to look closely to understand how each detail can make up a whole. 

Bourdieu (1979) also observed a shift in the idea of a groaning table as a symbol of someone’s prosperity, to the concept of quality, not quantity that judged one’s position in society and this related to food as well as other possessions. It put a powerful marker out regarding who we are and what matters to us. Beetroot is chosen by those whose health matters to them and they will seek it out and learn how to cook with it. As has been already mentioned, there are many choices of food nowadays and whilst the public enjoy the choice and increasingly feel it is their right to have such choice, they generally are not considering their health as individuals, nor the health of the planet when making their choice. In fact, the wider the choice, the less likely people are to choose beetroot for their ingredients. In Britain, Warde expresses the despair felt by nutritionists and officials about “the irrationality of a population which ignores guidelines for healthy eating.” (1997, p.187). He further declares that Britons remain ‘unappreciative’ and ‘uninterested’ in the aesthetic and gustatory aspects of food consumption. Beetroot is an attractive ingredient, with its dark, rich red colour. Beetroot has a distinctive taste, it is earthy and rustic. If people are not interested in appearance or taste, then despite its multi-faceted ubiquitous character, beetroot will not find itself on the general public’s plate. 

Beetroot Place in Food Culture in Britain

Food culture in Britain is dividing the nation. Some are taking responsibility for their own health and are seeking to find out more about the body’s relationship with food. These are the beetroot tasters, beetroot users, beetroot lovers. Others are remaining ignorant of beetroot’s presence in the supermarkets, its properties, its potential to affect their lives. Celebrity chefs may well be reviving and updating traditional recipes and finding new ways of using beetroot (Nottingham, 2004 Ch.1)  but viewers are more likely to simply talk about the dishes they see prepared on the television, and not be inspired to cook them at all. (Kenny, 2016) Instead, they are put off and left feeling they have inadequate culinary skills and as beetroot rarely appears in ready-meals or fast-food dishes, it is unlikely to appear on the average Briton’s plate either. Nottingham’s theory (2004, p.102) that beetroot is rising up the hierarchy of gastronomy and is being enjoyed by gourmets 

once again, is true. However, any claim that beetroot is experiencing a resurgence in popularity in Western countries only applies to that particular group of people, because only a connoisseur or those with an active interest in fine food are appreciating the beetroot these days.

Coakley (1787) believed that the “culture of this plant will prove a national benefit.” The beetroot indeed has been depended on in Britain for many years, particularly among the lower classes and in times of hardship. Whether the beetroot ever becomes significant to the nation again is debateable, but with migration and globalisation eroding the boundaries of national cultures, (Coveney, 2014) it is possible that in Britain at least, the beetroot will cease to be the ‘root of scarcity’ and its ties with Polish, Ukrainian, Russian or Scandinavian cultures will weaken to such an extent that everyone will embrace the beetroot and the nation’s health may respond.
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