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Beetroot in Britain – Conference Proposal
Word Count: 498
This paper examines the different associations that Britons have with beetroot, from scarcity, to novelty, to distaste, to class. Beginning with a brief history of its early growth and spread across the continents, its health and nutritional properties are also presented. The Ancient Romans quite possibly brought the beetroot, then known as the mangelwurzel, across from mainland Europe to Roman Britain, to ensure they continued to benefit from its health-giving nutrients. The beetroot became such a commonplace vegetable, easy to grow with little attack from pests and diseases over the centuries, that by the time of the First World War, it was not just a staple food, but the only food available to many in such desperate times. Mangelwurzel disease was prevalent in between the World Wars in Britain, and despite the government and various publications promoting recipes including beetroot, it became synonymous with poverty, scarcity and working-class fodder. Indeed, the original mangelwurzel cultivar is fodder for cattle even today.  

I posit that celebrity chefs attempts on television and social media to bring about a resurgence in the popularity of beetroot only reaches the middle-classes. Viewers of their programmes are not inspired but deterred from cooking as the dishes appear beyond their perceived skills level in the kitchen. Plus, beetroot takes a long time to cook and lifestyles in Britain do not favour long periods of time preparing and cooking food. Also, many British people do not use their health as the first criteria when choosing food to buy. Immigrants in Britain enjoy beetroot as they are familiar with it and memories associated with their culture and heritage ensure it remains a staple ingredient in their diet. However, many Britons have never tasted beetroot and it is my belief that their parents have never cooked it. Their grandparents before them will have avoided it because of the associations with scarcity and hardship that they endured during and after the wars. Some people admittedly, just do not like the earthy flavour, but this in itself is telling. The flavour and the aroma are instant reminders of the soil in which it grows. Britons, as with many other Western societies, are becoming farther removed from the land in which crops are grown, such that they seek food that is pre-packaged, pre-washed and ready-to-eat. Beetroot is rarely presented in our supermarkets in this way and therefore does not fit the modern lifestyle. People no longer rely on their olfactory nor gustatory senses to select food or influence flavour combinations. 

The paper also examines the notion that decisions on what type of food to buy, cook and eat are dependent on class. Drawing on Bourdieu’s research on taste in France, I conclude that beetroot is such an everyday vegetable that it is not seen as special, nor deserving of the average person’s attention. Despite the nation’s health issues, the message extolling the plethora of health benefits that beetroot could bring is being blocked by what are now irrelevant associations of the past.


