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Washington exhibition on America's
food history

The government controls your diet--don't scoff at this claim. Reserve your comments till you have visited
'What's Cooking, Uncle Sam?' an exhibition at Washington DC's National Archives. It charts the
involvement of the government in the food that the USA has produced and eaten since the turn of the last
century. The exhibition--which guides you through rooms with original posters and artefacts where the
story of food is tracked through farm, factory, kitchen and table--throws up many surprises.

In 1900, USA's agriculture was based mainly on what the early colonists on the eastern seaboard had
imported from Europe. In 1903, President Roosevelt kick-started the orange industry when he planted the
first orange seedling in California, imported from Brazil. Similarly, in the early 1900s, 'seed hunters' were
sent out all over the world to collect seeds for the fast-growing country. One of the more famous of these
was Frank N Meyer, who spent a lonely decade in Asia in search of foods. As early as the 1890s,
nutritionist W.O. Atwater was decrying the American diet as unhealthy and claiming they eat too much
fat.

Closing the exhibition with more modern tales of food is recipe information from the politicians of the
1950s and 1960s, who were the celebrities of the day. Whereas President Eisenhower liked a simple
vegetable soup, Jackie Kennedy Onassis enjoyed French food. President Johnson initiated the barbecue
craze as an antidote to the pomp of the Kennedys; Mrs. Johnson said her chilli recipe was "almost as
popular as the government pamphlet on the care and feeding of children". The exhibition also has a
charming letter exchange between Queen Elizabeth II and Eisenhower regarding her recipe for drop
scones. 

A short distance away, Chef Jose Andres, winner of this year's James Beard Award (deemed the Oscars of
the food world), is running a new pop-up restaurant America Eats Tavern, a non-profit collaboration with
the National Archives. The extensive menu has a fascinating little story about each dish. 

Choices include Pickled Oysters from the pre-canning 18th century; Mac and Cheese from 1802, a recipe
brought in by a refugee of the French Revolution; and Lobster Newberg from 1876, with a secret sauce,
developed by a Chef Wenberg. When he was sacked they kept his recipe, just changing the letters of his
name around.

The exhibition and the restaurant are open until January 3, 2012; www.archives.gov
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