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‘Bring the farmers into the city’

By Maartje Somers

Architect Carolyn Steel has studied the ‘digestive process’ of cities. On urban cycles and food schizophrenia: ‘Everyone is watching Master Chef on television while eating a ready meal.’

It's probably because as a child she roamed her grandparents’ hotel in Bournemouth, noting the discrepancy between the beautiful dishes served in the dining room and the hectic proceedings in the kitchen, hidden behind the swing doors. Carolyn Steel became an architect, but that didn't really satisfy her: ‘I have always been much more interested in how buildings were being used, for instance for cooking. Food is such a determining element that it has helped shape houses, landscapes and cities.’

She found her calling when she embarked on a lengthy investigation into the ‘digestive system of cities’. How does food get in? How is it processed and used? What happens to what is left over? After seven years of diligent work the result of her research was Hungry City, published in 2008, and now available in Dutch translation.
De hongerige stad is a rich cultural-historical book, a look behind the swing doors of the buffet that each modern western city basically is, filled to the brim with perfect food. Who knew that the Sumerian city of Uruk already had well-organised market gardens in 3500 BC? Or that London's ‘railway milk’, put on a train in Devon or Somerset in the morning, often arrived in London already churned?

The book is also a plea for a food production system that is more sustainable than the present one. Although it is successful, producing roughly 3000 cal per person per day, the present system is also wasteful, polluting and using up a lot of resources. From the point of view of water and oil consumption it is not sustainable much longer and certainly not when there will be 9 billion people on the planet in the year 2050.

Those who question the food industry are often accused of being nostalgic for an idealised past, but Steel will have none of that. Still, is there not one specific moment in the history of eating in the city that she would consider as ideal?
‘In my book I describe the famous fresco from 1338 by Ambrogio Lorenzetti, which is in the town hall of Siena: The Effects of Good Government on City and Country. You can see the city walls, the undulating fields beyond, mules laden with grain entering the city. Of course this is an idealised situation but one could argue that the late Middle Ages were the Golden Age of Ecology: agriculture emulated the cycle of nature. The fresco depicts a balance between the rural and the urban; there is benign, decisive government and a lively trade.’

Nowadays we produce more and better food.

‘It is true that we have since learned how to produce more and better food, but we also waste and pollute a lot more and we are not using our knowledge in a democratic way. Poor people still have less access to fresh food. We also created many new problems. Diabetes, obesity, animal diseases that are dangerous to humans, pesticides and the overuse of antibiotics. Intensive farming has very much weakened the soil. The amount of nutrients in a tomato or an apple has decreased significantly over the last century.’

In order to produce your type of food we would need many farmers. However, world history has shown that mankind is moving from the countryside to the city.
‘Yes, we are social animals and groups offer protection against hardship and shortages. Still, if my book proves one thing it is how intensely people in the city used to cherish their connection to the countryside. They moved from the city to the country and back again with the seasons and market vendors and farmers would travel up and down. And it is this connection that was broken with the introduction of large-scale industrial farming and food production after the Second World War. In the book I also refer to modernism, which, together with industrialisation, played a major part in a counter-productive separation of functions: there was no longer room for messiness. No more victory gardens, animals, decomposition or blood. Smooth surfaces and tidy parks were to define what the city was. I think that in future we will see these functions reunited again in closed circuits. For example with city farming and high-rise apartments that double as food factories: vegetables under LED lighting in the basement, running on solar energy and sewage.’

You call our present relationship to food ‘schizophrenic’. Why?

‘I call the British relationship to food schizophrenic. The entire nation is eating ready meals while watching a cooking programme like Master Chef. It is symptomatic. We swoon over craftsmanship while stuffing ourselves with trash.’
It is not much different in the Netherlands.

The British were the architects of the Industrial Revolution, the Dutch invented industrial agriculture. Both nations suffer from food alienation and in both countries farmers are becoming extinct. That is why the present food revolution is such a good thing. It will make living as a farmer a viable option again.’

By ‘food revolution’ Carolyn Steel means the conglomerates of urban foodies who reject supermarkets, fast food and the food industry. In the United States farmer’s markets are still growing in popularity, despite the crisis. In Great Britain chef Jamie Oliver is trying to change school meals and in the inner cities in the Netherlands the Marqt is thriving, the store that hooks up foodies and farmers directly.

These are all initiatives by the urban upper crust.
‘Of course. The upper classes have always wanted to eat differently than the masses. Now that the masses buy salmon and champagne from the supermarket, the elite wants to have ‘forgotten’ vegetables from the nearest fields. The fact that an elite leads the way is by now of course true of any revolution, but I think this is a preliminary stage that will soon pass. In the United States, for example, things are really starting to change because the cost of diabetes and obesity are off the charts. Outbreaks of animal diseases continue to have a shock effect. The price of oil is rising fast again, water shortages are on the horizon and China is rapidly buying up farmland in Africa. We are all on board the Titanic, heading for the iceberg, and it's beginning to sink in.’
Here Carolyn steel producers her trademark infectious laughter.

So what do you propose?

‘In order to save fossil fuel we should regionalise food systems wherever we can, even locally where possible. We should try to re-establish the cycle between cities and the surrounding countryside. Two thirds of Vienna is heated by household refuse. In the London Borough of Tottenham they used to make excellent recycled sausages from the pigs eating leftovers, but industry-oriented regulation now prohibits this. 

There should also be more respect and legal leniency for unofficial food systems. In the slums there are no supermarkets, yet the people there are less hungry than those in the countryside. So what are their networks? Let's study them and learn from them, because this is the sort of intricate system that we need. The city's edge, the transitional zone, must be rehabilitated. The city is no longer like a sun, with only one centre and a periphery. A megalopolis is like a blob of cells exchanging all kinds of things between them, like a conglomerates of city states - in a sense a 21st-century version of Lorenzetti’s fresco.’
