
“Cuisine is a function of the genius loci, the spirit of the 
place. And one who says “place” also says “season,” 
one who says “earth” also says “heaven.” -Weiss01

The industrialization of food and farming has removed 
the processes of growing making and eating from 
specific place. Although the United States encompasses 
3,794,000 square miles, the expectation to find exactly 
the same foods available in every supermarket persists, 
leading to the disintegration of regional food chains. 
The result is a box of salad shipped over 2,000 miles 
to a place that has a climate ideal for growing greens, 
but lacks the industrial scale to produce and sell 
competitively. When a regions’ agriculture becomes 
marginalized, so does the same place’s food-culture.
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What is necessary for the development of a vital and 
pervasive food culture within a region?  

First, a region must be defined and understood. Climate, 
topography, demographics, political boundaries, and 
infrastructure layer to create distinct food systems. 
In addition, both historical and current patterns of 
immigration are highly influential in the development 
and adaptation of a region’s heritage. Food has never 
been a static and purely local entity, and will continue 
to transform and adapt from global influences. Changes 
in season, and embracing the cycle of seasonal eating 
is crucial to creating a pervasive, daily practice of eating 
from the landscape. A strong food identity involves 
a network of farmers, growers, markets, and buyers 
committed to sustaining and developing the spirit of 
the place by referencing tradition and adapting new 
influences to the unique flavors of a place.
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What defines a place, and in turn the food of that place? Geographic, cultural, political, 
climatic, economic, and infrastructural boundaries parcel out sections of the country and 
create the distinct areas. The Appalachian Mountains stretch from Georgia to Maine 
creating a distinct and bio-diverse parcel of the United States. The region known as 
Appalachia is perceived as the land of hillbillies, corn likker, and trailer parks. However, 
the complex terrain, intersection of major infrastructure, and largely agrarian land use 
have the ability to develop a vital, healthy, and beautifully regional food culture. 

01 Mapping the Region

Land use in the Appalachian 
region of Tennessee is highly 
agrarian. The Tennessee Valley is 
clearly highlighted by the dense 
band of agriculture running 
Northeast along the foothills of 
the Appalachian Mountains.  02

The diverse topography forms 
bands across the Eastern tip of 
Tennessee, creating numerous 
climate and soil types in close 
proximity to another.   03

Political divisions into counties.

The strong barrier of the 
Appalachian mountains, 
historically bounded the area by 
limiting access overland.

The roadways traversing 
Southeastern Appalachia now 
serve as a hub of transport and 
shipping across the country. 
Interstate 40 and 75 intersect in 
the Knoxville area.

The regional boundary of the 
Appalachia is not defined by 
political states lines, but is made 
up of the layers of geography and 
culture.
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Rather than isolated or backward, the farming and agriculture of Southern Appalachia 
tells a portion of the history of food globalization. The development of cuisine in 
the region was highly influenced by ancient Mesoamerican agriculture and by the 
introduction of African cuisine during the trans-Atlantic Slave trade. 04 European 
influences, like a desire for bread and the use of domestic farm animals were equally 
influential during the development of quintessential Southern recipes. I will always think 
of black-eyed peas and corn bread as one of the most traditional meals, often eaten 
at my grandmother’s table, made from peas my grandfather had grown. Dissecting the 
ingredients and sources of such a meal reveals global agricultural influences present in 
the South.

02 Layers of a Meal

Corn was originally cultivated in 
Mesoamerica and migrated through 
agrarian natives to North America.

Black-eyed peas were an African 
crop transported during the Trans-
Atlantic slave trade as food for the 
captured Africans. 05

Cows were introduced by 
Spanish explorers during 
the era of the Colombian 
Exchange.

Tomatoes, originally a South American 
crop were cultivated in Mexico and 
transported by the Spanish to Europe. 
However, the origin of heir arrival in 
North America is uncertain.

Onions were present in ancient 
Mesopotamian dishes, and were 
brought as food to North America 
during the Colombian Exchange.

Chickens were 
domesticated in 
Southeast Asia, and the 
bird was brought for food 
for Spanish explorers.
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Seasonal eating is crucial to the development of a strong food identity within a region. In 
order for local eating to become endemic a cycle of food availability must be understood 
and embraced. Since 1903 the United States has lost over 97% of its agricultural 
diversity. 06 The Appalachian region is one of the most bio-diverse agricultural areas 
within North America. In addition to seasonal eating, the great potential of varied 
permaculture contributes to a food culture The flavors, varieties, and species, being 
carefully preserved by seed saving initiatives, are crucial elements to local eating.

03 Eating the Landscape

Spring crops are mostly field and row varieties. Broccoli, 
cabbages, peas, asparagus, wild greens and herbs supply 
greens to the diet after Winter.

Summer and Fall are the times of plenty, with wide varieties of 
fruits and vegetables growing across the region. Orchard crops are 
especially prevalent in the higher elevations. In the Appalachian 
region there are over 600 varieties of apples.

Winter crops are few. Wild 
greens were traditionally  
harvested from the forest
by the Cherokee Natives. 

In addition to the abundant orchard crops of summer and early 
fall, the autumn squashes, pumpkins, gourds, and sweet potatoes 
are important to the harvest. Corn flourishes here as well, with 
over 40 heirloom species preserved today.

seasonal crops, cycles in the landscape
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The food culture of our region is dependent on the systems of exchange between food 
sources and destinations. Taste is a powerful system, defined and shaped by the culture 
of origin, while local crops are dependent on the climate and geography to flourish. 
Creating a vibrant and regional food culture, adapted by the amazing vehicle of taste, is 
dependent on the structures of exchange. The map shows a system of food exchange 
within twenty miles or less from the city center. The interaction between growers and 
restaurants is one path, another exists between growers and farmers’ markets, another 
between growers and grocers, etc.... The ongoing system of interchange is the network 
around which a local food system is built. When the components of the system are close, 
relationships within the community are strong, and a more pervasive local food identity 
can develop.

04 Exchanges
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Bearden Beer Market hosts 5k fun runs every Monday and 
Thursday. Often a food truck can be seen parked outside, and 
new friends can meet over a jog and a pint.

Slow Food Tennessee Valley hosts community dinners and 
informational meetings about the practices of responsible 
eating. 

Cruze Dairy Farm’s food truck serves milk drinks, ice cream, 
biscuits, and Indian food.

Urban Land Scouts sought to utilize vacant lots as new 
agricultural plots, and to map the edible plants in the city.

systems linking people to the regionconnections 



05 Layer Shift

Maps Sources Seasons

A food culture is composed of the layering of influences, practices, seasons, climates, 
boundaries, and systems. The model allows for various combinations of information to 
layer. While each plate describes a singular aspect of the Southern Appalachian food 
system, it is when the plates begin to overlap and exchange information that a more 
complete definition is formed. 

Crops: winter season, pre-
columbian era, columbian 
exchange, and land use

Paths: pre-columbian era, 
columbian exchange, cultural 
exchange,infrastucture

Cuisine: meal components, 
topography, climates
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