THE MEANING OF FOOD
“Tell me what you eat and I will tell you what you are.” 
– Anthelme Brillat-Savarin

What we eat, how we eat it and with whom we share our meals reveal more about us than almost anything else. From cherished memories of Sunday family dinners to longings for our grandmother’s special dish, food is at the center of our lives. It symbolizes life, joy, hope, love and home. Food is how we define ourselves as members of a particular culture or community. There’s great power in the kitchen — to celebrate, to unite, to nurture and to heal.

THE MEANING OF FOOD, hosted by Marcus Samuelsson, award-winning chef of New York’s Aquavit and Riingo, travels across America breaking bread with Americans from all backgrounds and walks of life. The three-part series visits home kitchens, restaurants, pastry bake-offs, lunch trucks, burger joints, an Italian wedding, a Bengali fertility feast and more to explore the profound role that food plays in our lives. THE MEANING OF FOOD airs on PBS Thursdays, April 7-21, 2005, 10:00-11:00 p.m. ET.
As host Samuelsson says, “Food is powerfully symbolic and really complex. Through food we express love. We bring comfort and hope. We forge new relationships and strengthen old bonds. Food reaffirms not only our humanity but the joy of being alive.” The first episode, “Food and Life” (4/7), features 
· Mike Piancone, the owner of an Italian gourmet shop in Southern California, who expresses his love for his daughter by preparing an elaborate Italian banquet for her wedding;
· Mita Guha, a Bengali woman in Orange, California, who cooks a “jamai shasthi” — a traditional Indian fertility feast — for her sons-in-law; 
· Richard Zhiri, whose Chicago lunch cart delivers a welcome taste of home to African immigrant cabdrivers; 
· customs agents at JFK Airport, who display the unusual foods people try to bring back from their homelands; 
· Brian Price, a former Texas convict who prepared final meals for those about to be executed; 
· Shatreen Masshour, a Muslim-American cheerleader who struggles to maintain her first Ramadan fast; 
· Bianca Steiner Brown, a Holocaust survivor who recalls the awesome power that memories of food had for women in the Nazi concentration camp at Terezin; 
· Thomas Soukakis, a Seattle-based Greek immigrant who has suffered tragic loss but finds a reawakening of joy and hope by opening a restaurant named Vios, the Greek word for “life.” 
As viewers learn from these stories, food means much more than simple nourishment. As writer MFK Fisher said, “It seems to me there are three basic needs; for food, security and love are so mixed and mingled and entwined that we cannot straightly think of one without the other. There is a communion of more than our bodies when bread is broken and wine is drunk.”

MEANING OF FOOD host Marcus Samuelsson knows more about the complex stew of food and culture than many. Born in Ethiopia, Samuelsson was adopted and raised in Sweden; as he says, “Everywhere I’ve been, everything I am is reflected in my feelings about food. America is called a melting pot, but I think it’s more like a stew where individual flavors are still present yet create a whole. Like me, many of us have mixed backgrounds and influences. We struggle between holding on to our cultural heritage and fitting in, and nowhere is this more clearly expressed than through food.” Through a variety of stories that unfold across America, “Food and Culture” (4/14) explores how what we eat connects us with who we are. 
· In South Carolina, filmmaker Julie Dash, writer/NPR commentator Vertamae Grosvenor and poet Nikki Finney cook rice and share memories of their unique Geechee heritage. 
· One culture’s delicacy can be another’s ultimate gross-out — viewers learn about an unusual fruit called the durian, truly an acquired taste. 
· On a reservation in Neah Bay, Washington, the Makah Indians are returning to their ancient tradition of hunting and eating whale, to the displeasure of some non-Makah. 
· Hawaiians extol kalo and poi. 
· In a large Czech community in south-central Texas, the art of making the kolache, a pastry, is still being handed down through the generations. 
In an America lined coast-to-coast with fast-food and generic chain restaurants, holding on to the foods that make us unique and remind us of our origins can be a challenge. 

Food is a tie that binds us to our families in powerful and pervasive ways. From the first sip of mother’s milk to a post-funeral potluck buffet, our lives are bracketed by and defined by food. “Food and Family” (4/21) features several families whose relationship with food is central. 
· The first stop is a 24-hour Chicago diner where people come together in a sometimes decades-long ritual of communing and consuming. 
· Hsiao-Ching Chou, the award-winning food writer for the Seattle Post-Intelligencer, explains the complex tangle of love and duty experienced by many of the families that run the more than 25,000 Chinese restaurants nationwide. Hsiao-Ching takes viewers to her family’s restaurant in Missouri and shares bittersweet memories of seven-day work weeks — as well as the family’s prized recipe for dumplings. 
· Viewers learn about the elaborate art of “obento” — the creation of exquisite, jewel-like lunch box treats that some Japanese-American mothers still practice.

· The Cruz family of San Benito, Texas, celebrates the Christmas holidays with a tamale-making marathon called a “tamalada.”
· In St. Paul, Minnesota, viewers get a peek at the local male-bonding ritual called a “booya” — the creation of a huge stew that’s made from a recipe passed from father to son, takes all night to prepare and requires quantities of beer in both the pot and the chefs. 
· The episode ends with the funeral of Vaai Fano, a Samoan woman honored by her large extended family with a traditional week-long gathering — done “fa’a Samoa” (in the Samoan way) — that includes the feeding of hundreds of friends and relations.

Samuelsson concludes THE MEANING OF FOOD by saying, “Food is nothing and it is everything. It fuels our daily existence but it also feeds our minds and comforts our hearts. It is a complex language that speaks about connection and continuity, memory and love. It is what binds us together as families, as communities and as human beings.”
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