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YEARS BEFORE Michael Pol-
lan’s Food Rules was so much 
as a glimmer on the horizon, I 
was an 18-year-old studying 
in Russia for the summer who, 
like most Americans, never re-
alized just how dependent my 
culinary repertoire was on the 
opening of a box here, a can 
there. Good luck with that in 
St. Petersburg circa 1993. 

During the waning days of 
the Soviet Union, store 
shelves emptied overnight 
and basic foodstuffs were ra-
tioned. When price controls 
and borders collapsed, the 
shelves filled again (potato 
chips from Denmark! butter 
from New Zealand!)—but who 
cared? Hyperinflation ren-
dered that bounty irrelevant. 

That’s when my host family 
and I got down and dirty. Very 
dirty. We peeled potatoes from 
the dacha garden, so tiny and 
gnarled that half of them end-
ed up in the trash pail. We 
boiled milk to pasteurize it. Af-
ter picking raspberries in the 
woods, we saved every spoon-
ful of skimmed foam as we 
cooked them down into jam. 

Skill in the kitchen wasn’t a 
way of connecting with nature 
or resuscitating family tradi-
tions. Nor was it a badge of 
honor or a way of distinguish-
ing oneself from the fast-food 
nation. It was a matter of sur-
vival, the intersection of artist-
ry and drudgery. And yet look-
ing back, I see that it was 
precisely that hard-earned in-
timacy with food—that bone-
deep knowledge of what real 
food was and what to do with 
it—that set me on the path to 
becoming a food writer. Ad-
mittedly, one who still hates 
peeling potatoes.   
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PARADISE LOST
“AS IDYLLIC AS THIS 
SCENE LOOKS, THE 
SHOT WAS TAKEN 
THE DAY AFTER 9/11, 
WHEN I WAS DOCU-
MENTING THE FISH-
ING VILLAGES OF PON-
ZA, ITALY, FOR AN 
ASSIGNMENT. WE’D 
HEARD ABOUT NEW 
YORK RIGHT AS WE 
GOT OFF THE FERRY, 
AND IT WAS SO SOM-
BER SCOUTING  THESE 
BEACHES WITH OUR 
MINDS IN AN ENTIRE-
LY DIFFERENT PLACE.”
LISA LIMER is a photographer  
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