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The Food Stories interactive is aimed primarily at KS3 and KS4 geography and 
citizenship students, although it may also be of interest to history students. The site 
examines the revolutionary changes that have taken place in the consumption and 
production of food over the last century, and revolves around oral history recordings 
from the British Library Sound Archive. The interviews cover a range of subjects: 
identity and ritual, food and community, cultural identity, the experience of the 
consumer (both past and present), and the changing face of the food industry in 
relation to subjects such as farming, technology, food miles, globalisation etc. The aim 
of the website is to encourage users to engage with a range of historical, geographical 
and cultural questions raised by the subject matter. 
 
As well as the oral history recordings, the site provides transcripts, questions relating to 
each recording and ‘go deeper’ notes providing extensive background information if 
students choose to explore the subject matter in greater detail.  
 

How to use the site 
 
The interactive is divided into seven main sections: 
Food, Nation and Cultural Identity 
Food, Ritual and Tradition 
Retail Experience 
Consumer Knowledge and Power 
Changes in Eating Habits 
Food and Technology 
 
These sections are represented by different objects in the animated kitchen cupboard. 
Click on any of these objects to enter each section.  
 
Within each section, colourful animated icons represent each of the sound recordings. 
When you first open the page, a text panel will appear providing an introductory text. 
Once read, this panel should be closed. Rolling over the icons will reveal speech bubbles 
explaining who is speaking, and the subject that is being discussed - eg ‘Norman 
Robson remembers his parents’ grocery shop’. Clicking on each of the icons will take 
you to the kitchen page in which you can access the sound recordings, transcripts, 
questions relating to the interview and ‘go deeper’ notes which provide extensive 
background information. 
 
A separate activities pdf gives ideas for classroom activities. 
 
The Investigative Notebook pdf can also be used as an alternative way for students to 
navigate through the site. It can be downloaded from the homepage. It allows students 
to imagine that they are journalists interviewing the speakers on the site. They then get 
to turn their research findings into an article.  
 
The paragraphs below outline the subject matter covered in each of the main sections 
within the interactive. 
 

 

Teachers’ notes  
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Food, Nation and Cultural Identity 
 
In this section students can explore the fascinating associations that exist between 
cultural identity and food. Firstly, students will get an impression of the rich patchwork 
of cultures that exist within the UK, and will see how this is reflected in the wide variety 
of foods that are available. They will be able to explore the ways in which centuries of 
migration and trade have affected Britain’s culinary culture and, with reference to more 
recent social history, see how travel, developments in food transportation, increased 
disposable income, the rise in the restaurant trade and increasing migration have further 
impacted upon our diets.  
 
Students can explore the changes that have taken place in British attitudes towards 
‘foreign food’ over the last half century. Francis Soar’s extracts will be a reminder to 
students that pizza, salami, and curry have only recently been adopted into the 
everyday diets of the British. Wing Yip explains how British customers at Chinese 
restaurants in the 1950s wanted chips and buttered bread with their Chinese food. 
Claudia Roden talks of the disgust expressed towards Middle Eastern food by the British 
in the ‘50s, and explains why the preservation of food traditions is so important for 
migrant communities. Steve Rogers recalls his first experience of curry when, as a 
schoolboy, he was invited to share a family meal at the house of his Indian school friend 
Kalik. The memory is made more complex by the negative reaction of Steve’s father 
towards the smell of the curry on his son’s breath. Claudia Roden, Wing Yip and 
Rosamund Grant illuminate how food can be bound up with cultural stereotyping, 
while Leon Albert describes the popularity of curry and rice in the UK as a sign of 
multicultural harmony. 
 
While the Food, Nation and Cultural Identity section reveals the richness of our 
multicultural culinary landscape, it should also encourage students to question whether 
our enjoyment of food is reflected in our attitude to cultural diversity itself. Does eating 
the food of ‘other’ cultures necessarily mean that our society embraces those cultures? 
Is it possible to be enthusiastic about the food of minority communities while still 
holding racist attitudes towards those communities? The comedy sketch from the TV 
programme Goodness Gracious Me, ‘Going for an English,’ might be viewed on 
Youtube to further stimulate this debate.   
 
Students could be asked to list and discuss all the different ways food is bound up with 
identity including gender identity, ethnic identity, religious identity as well as individual, 
family, neighbourhood, community, regional, national and global identities.  Take, for 
instance, a few key ingredients or styles of eating and get students to debate their 
cultural meanings – hamburger and fries, fish and chips, akee and saltfish or kebab for 
instance. Students could be asked to reflect on what the limits of food’s connection 
with identity might be and to reflect on how food can be used as a tool to display, 
reaffirm and also challenge aspects of identity – eating a hot curry as a sign of 
machismo, vegetarianism as a way of rejecting the contemporary food system, eating 
fast food or sweets as a way of challenging parental authority.   

 

Food, Ritual and Tradition 
 
This section gives an overview of the kinds of food rituals and traditions that mark our 
lives. Some of these are the ordinary rituals that play a central part in our everyday 
experiences. Bianca, a thirteen year old student from London, discusses school dinners 
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and the mayhem of the dinner hall. Frances Soar describes how she and her husband 
eat in front of the television, while Paul Wilgos discusses his mother’s love of cooking. 
 
The section is also a reminder of the diversity of traditions that exist within this country. 
Shezad Hussain talks about Eid celebrations, Elaine Hallgarten discusses Jewish chicken 
soup, Neil Sachdev gives a vivid description of his mother’s Indian cooking and the 
eating rituals of his family, while John Lowery talks about old-fashioned English fare – 
steak and kidney pudding, spotted dick and the like. The extracts will allow students to 
explore the role of food in maintaining cultural traditions, religious rituals and a sense of 
community. At the same time, the interviews are a reminder of how food traditions in 
the UK have altered over recent decades.   
 
Students should consider the fact that traditions are not static but change and adapt 
over time. The influence of migration, of generational rebellion, of changes in trade, 
technology, gender and working life – all these factors play a part in forcing our 
traditions and rituals to evolve. Reference to Robin Cook’s chicken tikka masala speech 
would be useful here as a way of showing how British culinary traditions have recently 
changed, and as a way of exploring the meaning of these changes. Discussion of Jamie 
Oliver’s school dinners campaign would also be beneficial as a way of showing how 
protest can effect change – students will invariably want to discuss whether they feel 
this particular change has been a good or a bad thing. Again, Bianca’s extract will be 
relevant here.  
 
Activities could include tracing the long and complicated histories and geographies of 
some of some key products associated with a particular culture – a cup of tea, spaghetti 
bolognaise or fish and chips for example. Students could write ‘food diaries’ for a week, 
then focus on how their diets compare with the diet described by the various different 
extracts. They could use their diaries to think about the aspects of their diet that reflect 
their family or culture, that link them to past traditions or that situate them in 2007. 

 

Retail Experience 
 
This section looks at the changes that have taken place in retailing over the last century. 
In a relatively short period, Britain has seen a veritable revolution in food retailing. Up 
until the 1950s, food shopping for many was a daily activity involving trips to various 
retailers (green grocer, butcher, baker etc). Items were weighed and bagged by shop 
assistants, meat was cut on a slab and butter moulded in individual blocks. Norman 
Robson and Delia Green discuss their parents’ grocery stores giving vivid and evocative 
accounts of a type of food shopping that has just about disappeared.  
 
Today’s emphasis on efficiency, convenience and self-service creates a fundamentally 
different shopping experience for the consumer:  Customer habits are tracked by the 
retailers; foods are sold with bright, eye-catching packaging; the variety of available 
food is greater than ever before; generally, there is little conversation between 
customers and staff.  David Gregory gives a fascinating account of an early 
supermarket, while a supermarket employee discusses the use of club-cards and 
‘loyalty’ methods. In contrast, Jenny Linford’s description of buying fish at London’s 
Brixton market reminds us that alternatives to supermarket shopping still exist.  
 
Students should consider the benefits and drawbacks of modern methods of shopping. 
The class might stage a debate in which one side argues in favour of the way 
supermarkets track their customers’ shopping habits and the other side argues against. 
One argument in favour might be that retailers can track the ethical choices made by 
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consumers and invest in more ‘ethical’ products. A counter argument might be that 
these methods put the privacy of the consumer into jeopardy. Similar debates could be 
staged with regards to other issues brought up by this section: markets and small shops 
versus supermarkets for instance.  
 
 

Consumer Knowledge and Power 
 
In this section we consider how the notion of ‘the food consumer’ has developed in the 
last few decades and think about the impact that consumer choice can have on 
producers and retailers. The section examines the ways that our food choices can 
impact on the environment, on animals, on farming methods, on producers in the 
developing world, and on consumer culture as a whole.  

Catherine Lee talks about the attitude of the average consumer towards meat. She 
points out that people do not want to equate the meat on their plates with dead 
animals, despite the fact that they may have concerns about the welfare of the farmed 
animal. Paul Wilgos looks at consumer attitudes towards intensive and free-range 
farming methods. Tim Lang and Peter Jackson discuss the complexities of our 
competitive consumer society, while Barbara Crowther talks about Fairtrade, and Kath 
Dalmeny looks at the environmental impact of our choice-laden food culture.  
 
The extracts can be used to provoke all kinds of discussions:  
How much can the consumer influence the methods of producers and retailers? 
To what extent do consumers understand where and how their food was produced?  
How much do they actually want to know? 
What are the benefits of consumers understanding how their food is produced? 
How does our very competitive consumer society impact upon the practices of  
food producers and retailers?  Consider environmental issues, the ethics of 
supermarkets, the impact on farmers in the developing world. 
 
Changes in Eating Habits 
 
This section will enable students to gauge the extent to which eating habits in the UK 
have changed over previous generations. One of the suggested activities asks students 
to interview their own parents and grandparents about their memories of food and 
cooking. The section focuses on ‘traditional’ or old-fashioned British food rather than 
exploring changes in the eating habits of other cultures. We hope this will present a 
clear picture of the way one set of traditions has changed over time, rather than across 
cultures.  
 
Norman Robson discusses his parents’ grocery shop and recalls a childhood memory of 
being allowed to eat from a tin of broken, unsellable biscuits; John Lowery talks about 
the food he ate as a child during World War II; George Herbert talks about having to 
use the oven at the local bakehouse and describes the way his mother used her 
stockings to cook spotted dick; and Colin Lighten remembers his mother’s weekly 
cookery pattern, in which leftovers from Sunday roast were recycled for four days of 
the week followed by fish on a Friday.   
 
Students are encouraged to explore the ways in which food habits are influenced by 
factors such as kitchen technologies, developments in transport, disposable income, 
government policy, trade and migration.  
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It would be useful here to cross reference the Francis Soar, Claudia Roden and Wing 
Yip extracts in the Food, Nation and Cultural Identity section, all of which tell more 
tales of changes in eating habits.  
 
 

Food and Regulation 
 
This section considers the ways in which food production is regulated. It also looks at 
food safety and the issue of trust among consumers. Oliver Walston discusses the 
hugely important Common Agricultural Policy, the system of European subsidies 
established in the 1970s to provide Europe with enough food and to provide financial 
support for farmers. The CAP is a rather daunting subject, but is explained in detail in 
the ‘go deeper’ section and Oliver’s extract is lively and provocative. The extract and 
text should give students a sense of the impact the CAP has had on the developing 
world. An extract by farmer Matt Twidale demonstrates the complexity of the ethics 
and issues around the CAP and food production. Matt recognizes that European sugar 
production impacts negatively on sugar producers in the developing world, but defends 
his right to grow sugar in the UK. Henry Cross considers the importance of government 
regulation on farming practices such as the use of pesticides. Students should consider 
the differences between the experience of farmers in the West and that of farmers in 
the developing world. They should investigate the ways in which Western policy 
impacts upon both these groups, and the ways in which these policies are changing. 
 
 
David Gregory reflects on how consumer attitudes towards food have altered in the last 
few generations. He describes how consumer concerns over a range of different health, 
environmental and ‘ethical’ issues have affected food production and regulation. While 
Gregory states that ‘The food we eat today is actually safer probably than it was twenty 
five, thirty years ago, students are encouraged to question whether they agree. Paul 
Wilgos also looks at issues of trust among consumers in relation to food production. 
Again, students are encouraged to question whether they agree with his statements. 
Students should carry out their own investigations into the different implications of 
intensive, free-range and organic farming. Subsequently, they should reflect on the 
advantages and disadvantages of each. Issues to take into consideration could include 
the health of the farmed animals, the effect of antibiotics, pesticides and fertilizers on 
consumers and the environment, and the affordability of farmed food to people across 
the social scale.  It may be useful to consider the issue of choice, and the fact that 
consumers are no longer confined to seasonal produce in the choices they make. 
Considering the environmental implications of imported foods, do the students think 
this is a good or a bad thing? 

Reports mainly by the Soil Association and the Food Standards Agency reporting on the 
dangers of intensive farming: 
http://observer.guardian.co.uk/foodmonthly/story/0,,1013286,00.html  
 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/antibiotics/Story/0,,202004,00.html  
 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/food/Story/0,2763,751244,00.html  
 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/food/Story/0,2763,1191404,00.html  
 
 

 

http://observer.guardian.co.uk/foodmonthly/story/0,,1013286,00.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/antibiotics/Story/0,,202004,00.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/food/Story/0,2763,751244,00.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/food/Story/0,2763,1191404,00.html
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Food and Technology 
 
This section looks at the ways in which advances in technology have affected food 
production. Ray Moore describes the mechanization of the poultry industry and reflects 
on his initial feelings about this change, while Andrew Mackenzie reflects on how the 
rise of intensive poultry farming has changed attitudes towards chicken consumption. 
Oliver Walston compares old fashioned farming methods to those of today, and 
explains how his farm once employed over twenty full time workers but today employs 
only two. Henry Cross describes memories of his father’s farm and of harvesting sugar 
beet using a horse and cart, and John Watts describes how transport and phone 
technology have revolutionized food distribution. Norman Macleod talks about the 
fishing industry before developments in refrigeration, and Norman Robson describes 
how the first packaged foods were developed and sold. Peter Vinson and Hugh Lowe 
look at the changes that have taken place in strawberry picking over the last twenty 
years, a working world that has gone from using a predominantly local female seasonal 
workforce to a modern government scheme that employs workers from the continent.  
 
Students should get an impression of the fundamental role that technology plays in the 
production and distribution of food. The extracts should provoke debate about the 
different technologies involved (farming equipment, chemical inputs, packaging, 
processing, distribution, transport, refrigeration, bar codes, mircrowaves etc) in the 
journeys particular foods make from farm to fork. 
 


