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Above: Students examine herbs used in the preparation of an herbal tea served at the Big
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Teapot restaurant in Maokong.

crowd of foreign students gathered on the spacious

veranda of the Big Teapot restaurant (A7) in Taipei’s

Maokong scenic and tea cultivating area. They had been

brought there as part of a tightly packed itinerary in
which they were eating their way around Taiwan as part of their
studies at the University of Gastronomic Science.

Their meal at the Big Teapot focused on tea cuisine, tea
production being a specialty of the Maokong area. Staff at the Big
Teapot enthusiastically introduced the many innovative dishes
incorporating local tea the restaurant had developed, ranging from
a topping of deep-fried tea leaves to a tea popsicle.

The next 10 days would be filled with similar visits during which
the students tasted local cuisine and learn about the ingredients
from which they are made. The itinerary incorporated everything
from small farms trying to capitalize on a growing appeal for natural
cultivation and hand processing of foodstuffs to farmers associations
working on ways to improve direct marketing to the consumer.

The University of Gastronomic Science was founded in 2004
and espouses the ideology of “Slow Food.” The Slow Food
movement was initiated by Carlo Petrini in 1986 as a critique of
fast food and the fast pace of modern life and has since grown
to include a vast international membership with a presence in
122 countries.

Slow Food is not about cooking slowly, or eating slowly.
Rather, it is about taking the time to learn about the food one
eats, right down to visiting the farms, and talking to the farmer
who produces meat, vegetables, rice or whatever else goes into
the dish.

Lucille Han (# E.#), the coordinator of the South Village (Fi#t
%) project, who was among the those who came out to Maokong
to welcome the students to Taiwan, said things had changed
considerably since her own unsuccessful attempt to launch a branch
of the Slow Food movement here in 2001. That abortive effort won
at least one convert, nutritionist Andy Hsu (f#f#), who has since
become a graduate of the university and the man who organized this
field trip. According to Luitpold Weiss, a 26-year-old German who
hopes to become a food writer after he graduates, each year students
take part in six or seven trips around Italy, where the university is
based, as well as two trips overseas, to learn about different types of
agricultural and food cultures.

Talking to the Taipei Times on the return from the trip around
Taiwan, Weiss said he was hugely impressed with the passion
Taiwanese involved in natural agriculture bring to their work. “I
see that they are doing it with their heart. They are very passionate
about what they are doing and very proud of what they do.” He
nevertheless agreed that it was still early days for natural agriculture
here compared to the situation in Europe.

Speaking about Taiwan’s first stab at launching its own Slow
Food movement, Han said: “I discovered that what most people
wanted was to have dinner parties. They wanted to eat [interesting]
things. Some food critics had no qualms even about eating
endangered species. They weren't really that interested in studying
the raw materials. ‘Was it necessary to be so serious about these
things?’ they asked.” In establishing the South Village project in 2007,
Han was in some manner responding to this, for her answer to this
question is a resounding “yes.”

However much or little the field trip to Taiwan might achieve,
Han has high hopes for the future of Slow Food in Taiwan. “I think
people will become increasingly concerned about the relationship

Above: Students make traditional Taiwanese rice sweets
with staff of the Yuanshan Township Farmers Association.
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between food and the environment over the next 10 years. This
relationship has already become fraught with dangers, from
pesticides to intentionally contaminated food. The idea of Slow Food
will no longer be the preserve of some European countries, but will
become something that everyone needs to think about. It is part of
our growing environmental awareness ... Even now, microwave
food from convenience stores [bear labels that] boast that they are
‘natural.” This shows that even they understand how important such
words have become [to consumers], even if microwave food goes
totally against the spirit of Slow Food.”

“I am sure everyone is concerned with the relationship between
food and health, but at the current time, not everyone can see the
connection from health, through food, to the way we cultivate the
land,” she said.

Hsu said that the idea of Slow Food should become an extension
of a broader environmental awareness. “It's not just about ensuring
that what you eat is healthy and nutritious,” he said.

Among the many cultural and artistic events that make up the
South Village calendar, there are occasional markets which bring
together people committed to natural and organic agriculture, as
well as tours of traditional markets and dinner talks focusing on
drawing attention to the food on the plate. (For more information
about South Village events, check out the Web site at www.
southvillage.com.tw.) Niche brands, such as Soyaway (7.2%),
specializing in natural tofu products, and Spring Trading Company
(#—1%), which specializes in fair trade products, are able to gain
exposure to a wider public through such events.

Hsu hoped bringing students from the University of
Gastronomic Science to Taiwan would be a chance to make
Taiwan’s achievements in this area better known abroad, as many
of them are likely to take up positions within the international
culinary community ranging from chefs to restaurant critics. He
added that the tour around the country was designed to highlight
regional differences, even in a country the size of Taiwan.
Students would have the chance to taste simple products such
as rice from different regions and compare them, he said. For
these students, it is all about discovering the differences inherent
in things many of us take for granted. Rice is not just rice — it’s
about where it comes from, how it is grown, how it is processed.
This kind of awareness of how the land affects the things we eat is
integral to the Slow Food ideology.

Edoardo Samperi, 22, who hopes to go into his family’s olive
oil business after graduating, commented on the dangerous
dominance of agribusiness in Italy and the desire of people
like himself to learn from the small farmers of southern Italy
in producing products that can be identified with the land from
which they come, rather than faceless multinational brands. Visits
to a number of boutique tea oil makers in Taiwan had been of
particular interest to him.

“I think the program we are in is very much with the zeitgeist at
the moment, in terms of moving back to a focus on raw materials
and a higher quality of sustainable agriculture, rather than on
the high gastronomy of fancy restaurants,” said David Prior, an
Australian student at the university.

After the meal at the Big Teapot, students were instructed in
the various methods of tea processing and preparation used in the
Maokong area. It was all part of strengthening the link between
food and the soil. “If you don’t understand the agriculture, you don’t
understand the food,” Prior said.

Left: A plum-flavored popsicle made by Spring Trading Company, which specializes in fair trade products.
Center: Yellow lupines bloom at a tea plantation in Maokong. The flowers serve as a natural fertilizer.
Right and top right: Farmers pick tea at a tea plantation in Maokong.
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