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t’s late August, and Ruby Tandoh 
has just finished her third book. 
Titled Eat Up, it is a thematic, and 
tonal, departure from her previous 
two publications, 2014’s Crumb: 
The Baking Book and 2016’s 

Flavour: Eat What You Love. Both were 
more or less straightforward cookbooks. 
Eat Up is a book about appetites, not 
ingredients. Set to be released next 
February, it’s a nonfiction collection 
of essays more concerned with the 
contexts that surround food: how deep 
our hungers run, and what they may  
tell us about ourselves.

“It’s about everything that is tangential 
to food but still makes food more 
important,” she explains to me when 
we speak over the phone. “People like 
to see aspirational, glossy food media. 
I don’t want to do that.” Some of the 
themes Tandoh touches on in the book 
aren’t topics normally given real estate 

within culinary literature: Queerness. 
Race. Mental health.

The exercise of writing Eat Up has 
presented its own set of challenges, 
albeit welcome ones for Tandoh. Writing 
her cookbooks was such a procedural 
slog that it almost obscured the 
pleasure of cooking altogether. Tandoh, 
who lives in the English city of Sheffield, 
doesn’t drive. While recipe testing, she’d 
have to go to the supermarket at least 
three times a day just to physically carry 
all the ingredients she needed back 
home. She’d feel the exciting spark of 
an idea dim by the end of this process—
she got, in her words, “fucking sick of it.”

Writing Eat Up had different 
demands. She was occasionally struck 
by a worry that she’d misspeak or write 
with unearned authority on a subject 
she wasn’t qualified to talk about. A 
chunk of her book, for example, is 
devoted to fatness and the phobias 
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surrounding it. Tandoh is a woman with 
a spare, wiry frame. She struggled to 
reconcile this with her writing. “I want 
to make sure that I get it right, that I’ve 
done the research, that I stay in my lane, 
but also investigate things that need to 
be talked about,” she says to me. 

Since finishing as the runner-up on 
the fourth installment of the BBC’s The 
Great British Bake Off in 2013, Tandoh, 
now 25, has become one of the 
show’s most high-profile alumni. She 
embarked on a career in food writing, 
wherein she’s bucked trends around 
wellness and the dangerous fantasies 
surrounding it. In a series of essays  
for ELLE, VICE, and The Guardian, she 
has articulated her exasperation with 
wit and clarity. “Wellness doesn’t cause 
eating disorders,” Tandoh noted in an 
essay for VICE in 2016. “But when we 
advocate, and even insist upon, a diet  
so restrictive, moralizing, and inflexible, 
and market that diet to young women, 
and then dress it up as self-care: Just 
how responsible is that?” 

I remember the day that essay 
came out. Tandoh’s piece elicited a 
reaction on my Twitter feed, populated 
mostly by people who work in food 
and lifestyle media, that fell somewhere 
between relief and shock that 
someone even had the audacity to 
write it. Rarely had the suspicion about 
wellness—as a consumer product and 
near-pathological obsession—been 
articulated with such cogency. For 
someone to be speaking up from inside 
the house felt disruptive.

Tandoh’s stance on wellness can 
be taken as more illustrative of her 
overarching attitude regarding our 
bodies. She’s wary of anyone who’s 
trying to sell a lifestyle that others can’t 
achieve because of factors beyond their 
control: How much money they have. 
The color of their skin. Their weight.  
A confluence of all those factors.

In spite of her remarkably large 
following—she has nearly 100,000 
followers on Twitter—Tandoh feels she 
is often heard more than listened to. 
This streak of confrontation in her food 
writing has gotten her characterized 
in the British press as brusque and 
needlessly combative, as if she is 
gleefully disturbing the peace of the 
well-oiled, apolitical machine that is 
food media.

The most recent episode in which 
Tandoh received a torrent of unflattering 
press was in June. She took to Twitter 
to implore the giants of the world she 
occupies—Nigella Lawson, Jamie Oliver, 
Nigel Slater—to speak out about their 
country’s imminent political realities 
on the eve of its general election. 

“Imagine being silent on this incredibly 
important election just cos [sic] you 
don’t wanna lose out on a couple of 
tories buying your cookbook,” she said 

“Even though my 
voice was much the 
same as it has always 
been, it began to 
be characterized 
as angrier. I was 
positioned in contrast 
with doe-eyed,  
happy-go-lucky 
television lady chefs.”
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in one, thoroughly unamused. If a food 
celebrity is obligated to stay silent on 
certain topics for fear of alienating a 
constituency who admires them, she 
rejects such a mandate. And she finds it 
absurd that anyone would stick to it.

“When I first started food writing in 
the immediate aftermath of Bake Off, 
people quite liked to characterize me 
as manipulative,” she remembers. “As 
though I was trying to seduce men and 
use my shyness as a tool to get ahead.” 
Something changed soon after. It was 
roughly around April 2015, when she 
came out as queer and began to  
discuss her mixed-race heritage—her 
late paternal grandfather was from 
Ghana—more openly. Suddenly, her  
very being constituted a threat.

“Even though my voice was much 
the same as it has always been, it began 
to be characterized as angrier,” she 
says. “I was positioned in contrast with 
doe-eyed, happy-go-lucky television 
lady chefs.”

I met Tandoh last December when she 
reached out to me after she’d read an 
essay I wrote on queerness and food 
and, of all things, tweeted about it—the 
equivalent of fan mail in today’s age. 
Though I had only been writing about 
food for a few months, I was starstruck. 
Even I knew who Tandoh was, for I’d 

come to see her as something of a 
titan. It’s no exaggeration to say that 
she has actively tried to create a space 
for oddballs like myself, those who 
consume food media with eagerness 
and curiosity and yet find little of 
ourselves refracted within it.

Another recent writing project, 
which succeeds in fulfilling this edict, 
is the zine “Do What You Want,” which 
came out in April. A collaboration 
between Tandoh and her girlfriend  
Leah Pritchard, it’s a compendium 
of essays and recipes about mental 
health and food. Tandoh and Pritchard 
assembled a group of writers, from 
seasoned and established food 
writing professionals to lesser-known 
neophytes, most of whom are queer 
women of color. 

Tandoh has no interest in any 
movement that deals in aspirational 
imagery, but she has nonetheless 
become aspirational for some of us 
without even realizing it. In January  
of this year, Tejal Rao of The New York 
Times described her as a cult figure  
to the oddballs. But in conversation,  
she’s self-effacing, sheepish about 
assigning herself any false sense of 
importance. She seems reluctant to 
admit that she has any influence at all 
over the overarching conversations 
surrounding food. 

Tandoh has no interest in any movement 
that deals in aspirational imagery, but she has 
nonetheless become aspirational for some of 
us without even realizing it.
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But this modesty is tied to a larger 
concern: that the ideas she speaks about 
are to be appropriated and weaponized 
by capital in the same way wellness 
and self-care have been, scrubbed of 
their radical origins. Tandoh embodies 
the tensions of stardom in food media 
at this particular moment, a juncture at 
which much of what she speaks about—
diversity, appropriation, queerness—has 
begun to feel like a seasonal trend. 
These ideas are reactive by nature, 
responses to a white, moneyed status 
quo, yet they’ve become concepts 
that are permeating those very circles. 

Take this example: Tandoh noticed 
a trend running parallel to her zine’s 
publication in April, and has only 
become further entrenched since: 
Everyone, it seems, wants to write 
about mental health. “Even the most 
mainstream publications, the most 
cushioned columnists, want to be 
talking about mental health. It has just 
become a racket,” she says. “The racket 

is doing good, but I do worry that it 
is just in vogue right now and it will 
slip away as quickly as it came in.” She 
worries the same will happen with food. 
As everyone rushes to examine the 
bigger cultural questions around food—
identity, race, gender, economics—with 
more awareness and less glibness, 
she fears these conversations could 
become forgotten as the byproducts of 
a vanishing zeitgeist. 

We discussed one trending topic in 
mainstream food media, the cuisines 
of the global south, and how it’s fed 
a somewhat misguided desire to 

“re-colonize the globe through food,”  
as she says. “We’re more adventurous  
in general with our food tastes than  
ever before,” she insists, “but it’s 
interesting when the closely treasured 
recipes of one part of the world are 
re-spun as a fashion. They get picked 
up and dropped down again.” She’s 
skeptical when heritage, culture, and 
belonging “get turned into style through 
a colonial lens.”

Tandoh and I live a continent apart, 
but what she describes in Britain’s food 
landscape resembles that of America, 
a country that deems certain foods of 
the global South “ethnic.” It’s a turn of 
phrase that, even at its most innocuous, 
can be blunt and patronizing, centering 
a normative, often white, perspective. 
(The British analog is, Tandoh tells 
me, the euphemism “global foods.”) 
In this curious moment—or perhaps 
this curious precipice—when the fear 
that fickle trends may threaten to 
extinguish the work that she and her 
contemporaries have done, Eat Up is 
her defiant plea for us to remember: to 
foster contemplation and to sustain a 
meaningful mindfulness surrounding the 
activities of cooking and eating.  /// 

“We’re more adventurous 
in general with our food 
tastes than ever before, 
but it’s interesting when 
the closely treasured 
recipes of one part of  
the world are re-spun 
as a fashion. They get 
picked up and dropped 
down again.”
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