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As long as human beings 
have been choosing 
between edible and non-

edible plants and animals, 
people and the places they 
live have been closely in-
terwoven. Well-known food 
writer Michael Pollan wrote 
in The Omnivore’s Dilemma, 

“The way we eat represents 
our most profound engage-
ment with the natural world. 
Daily, our eating turns nature 
into culture, transforming 
the body of the world into our 
bodies and minds.” 

This year, Earth Day 
(Monday, April 22) is an op-
portunity for us to consider 
what we eat, and the impact 
culinary traditions have long 
had on the ecosystems around 
us. Over millennia, climatic 
and technological limitations 
meant simple local food was 
the norm. For example, food 
historian Lynne Olver (www.
foodtimeline.org) notes that 
tortillas are one of the earli-
est bread-making methods, 
dating back to 6000 BC; yeast-
leavened breads did not make 

it to the menu for another 
two thousand years. To put 
that in perspective, Ancient 
Egypt’s oldest pyramid was 
completed in 2648 BC.  

Regional cuisines nec-
essarily incorporated the 
ingredients that were avail-
able. Viable cooking methods 
were based on lifestyle, fuel, 
and food-storage limitations. 
For traders and travellers in 
every recorded epoch, forays 
outside known areas were 
likely to expose explorers to 
exotic and novel flavours, veg-
etables, herbs, and cooking 
methods. Over time, regional 
specialties developed, such 
as Mediterranean wines, the 
spices of “the Orient,” and the 
chiles, chocolate, and root 
vegetables of the Americas.  

In contrast to the limited 
“slow boat” foods that used to 
traverse the globe, today’s 
food system is radically more 
international. According to 
current “food miles” statis-
tics, conventional produce 
travels an average of 2,400 
kilometres (~1,500 miles) 
from soil to shopping cart.  

This figure is largely attrib-
utable to factors well beyond 

the ordinary consumer’s 
control, such as: international 
trade agreements; the highly 
sophisticated equipment 
now in use for cultivation, 
harvest, processing, and 
transportation ; foreign 
investments in developing 
nations; an increased focus 
on efficiency; the decline 
of small-to-moderate-sized 
independent farms.

In widespread regions 
of the world, the industrial 
revolution, increased mecha-
nization of food processing, 
and the transition of women 
from the home into the work-
place have also contributed 
to the shift from homegrown 
and handmade foodstuffs 
to the industrialized global 
food-production system we 
know today.  

In the past hal f-cen-
tury, consumers, farmers, 
educators, scientists and poli-
ticians have recognized some 
impacts of this shift. These 
include concerns about the 
overuse of chemicals, deple-
tion of soils, issues related to 
farm worker ethics, and even 
the economic significance of 
buying locally. Today, across 

Canada and around the world, 
countless organizations – 
from the United Nations down 
to neighbourhood community 
gardens – are focused on en-
suring that people have the 
option to eat food produced 
locally.

Here in Quebec Cit y, 
residents can look to or-
ganizations such as Équiterre, 
OxFam, Les Urbainculteurs, 
Crac Bitume and the City of 
Quebec for information about 
local foods. Local farmers’ 
markets, many grocery stores 
and restaurants, purchasing 
clubs and co-ops such as 
the Marché de proximité 
de Québec, and local farms 
are all excellent sources of 
local food.  

The aroma of favourite 
foods such as fresh-baked 
bread or cookies, a tomato 
sauce simmering on the stove, 
and even poutine or maple 
syrup all have a potent capac-
ity to evoke memories. When 
savoury moments include 
local foods, eaters are more 
connected to their surround-
ings in many ways.

Eating locally means foods 
can be enjoyed as they come 

into season. The peak quality, 
nutrition, and flavour of as-
paragus in spring, tomatoes 
in mid-summer, and cran-
berries in autumn make the 
wait worthwhile. Selecting 
foods produced locally also 
contributes to the success of 
the local economy, and makes 
it possible to choose products 
according to one’s ecological 
and social ethics. Perhaps 
best of all, foods associated 
with a specific place become 
part of the rich, local culinary 
traditions.

Call for recipes and 
traditions

Editor’s note: The Taste 

of Heritage series investi-
gates how special recipes 
and cooking traditions are 
a key part of family and 
cultural heritage. If you 
have a recipe, meal or food-
related tradition that you 
would like to share, please 
contact Bethann Merkle. 
Multi-cultural themes, im-
migrant experiences, and 

“pure laine” memories are 
welcome. You may contact 
Bethann by email at the 
address above, by calling the 
QCT office (418 650-1764), or 
by writing to 1040, avenue 
Belvédère, Suite 218, Quebec 
City, QC  G1S 3G3.

Taste of Heritage: Local food has a rich history

danielle burns  
danielle@qctonline.coM
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bethann@qctonline.coM

Grapes harvested from a Quebec City backyard mean 
hyperlocal jam year-round.

The Aurian Haller Band’s new CD The Dark Room shines

On Tuesday, April 9 
the Aurian Haller 
Band launched their 

second CD The Dark Room 
to an appreciative crowd 
of fans in La Ninkasi café 
and bar. Radio-Canada was 
also on location for a live 
interview with Haller while 
he strummed a new track, 

“So Little Beauty.” 
Haller, the lead singer 

of the band and poetic 
force behind the songs, is 

the only member who was 
not raised in Quebec. Yet it 
seems he was destined to 
live in Quebec City, despite 
being born in Salmon Arm, 
BC. Haller grew up speak-
ing French at home with 
his German- and French-
speaking Austrian mother 
and his Anglophone Quebec-
born father. 

A lthough Haller was 
drawn to Quebec “for love,” 
he never really thought 
about coming here before 
his arrival. Haller said, “My 

father was born here and 
lived not far from where 
I'm now living, near the 
Plains of Abraham. When 
I pushed my son along the 
trails when he was a baby, I 
thought of my grandmother 
pushing my father along the 
same trails and enjoying the 
view of the river so many 
years ago.” Haller continued, 

“It's fitting how these things 
happen without us really 
meaning them to.”

Hal ler wears “many 
hats these days” includ-
ing teaching music at St. 
Vincent Elementary School. 
Guitarist Paul Hinton, who 
also teaches guitar and 
works as a spiritual anima-
tor in the English school 
board, recently acquired 
a lap steel guitar after 
the band worked with Bob 
Egan from Blue Rodeo, who 
recorded four tracks of 
pedal steel guitar for the 
album. Haller commented, 

“Paul went to visit [Bob 
Egan] in Ontario during 
this process. He came back 
with a lap steel and some 
advice. He's been messing 
with that thing ever since!” 
Drummer Barry Nameth, 
who was born in Hamilton 
but grew up in Trois-Riv-
ières, also went through 
the English school system. 
The only member who is 
completely Francophone is 
Daniel Marcoux, the cellist/
bassist.

The Aurian Haller band 
had other collaborators on 
their CD including Valerie 

Clio from the TVA series 
La Voix. Haller said, “her 
deep and powerful voice 
is so grounded and really 
gave weight to the title 
track, ‘The Dark Room.’” 
Maude Brochu from Quebec 
City, who Haller describes 
as having “an absolutely 
angelic voice,” accompanied 
the band at the CD launch. 
Haller said, “Recording 
duets with her was one of 
the high points for me.”

While waiting for the 
show to begin, I heard 
English voices around me 
and approached Katherine 
Bleeker and Jocelyn Savard. 
Originally from Nova Scotia, 
Bleeker has been in Quebec 
for almost 20 years. A sub-
stitute teacher, she first 
heard about the group from 
a poster at school. She has 
been following the band 
for a few years and already 
had her first CD Normal 
Town and bought a copy 
of their latest CD at the 
launch. Hinton is also her 
son’s guitar teacher at St. 
Patrick’s High School. At 
the end of the evening I 
asked them for impressions 
and got “two thumbs up.” 
Bleeker particularly likes 
the two French songs, while 
Savard really loves the first 
track “Like This.” 

Haller explains that 
the opening song was 
w r it ten wh i le  he  w a s 
driving between Toronto 
and London, Ontario. “It 
seemed the faster I drove, 
the thinner the walls of the 

car became. I was in a tin 
can hurtling through space. 
It's a song about fragility, 
but you can't keep from 
tapping your foot when you 
hear it,” he added. “Like 
This” and other songs are 
getting a lot of attention, 
playing on CBC radio the 
day of the launch. A repre-
sentative for the band told 
the audience that they are 
presently being played on 
40 French and English radio 
stations, and asked them to 
please request their songs 
for more airplay.

In the past Haller has 
been shy to sing in French, 
but his girl friend chal-
lenged him to include two 
French songs, with great 
success. In either language, 
you can see that Haller sets 
his songwriting bar high 
with lyrics that are rich 
with intelligent storytelling, 
symbolic style and political 

commentary. Haller says, 
“If I can't be proud of every 
line I write, I don't sing the 
song.” The quartet mixes 
genres to create a modern, 
full-bodied, folk sound. A 
loud “yee-haw” was even 
heard during a zippy final 
song from an inspired audi-
ence member! Yet, “there is 
a lot of reflection, sadness 
and fragility in the texts, 
even when the songs might 
groove along,” says Haller.

If songs were sad, audi-
ence members seemed to 
enjoy themselves anyway 
and may need to read the 
lyrics a few times to really 
appreciate their insight. 
To hear songs from The 
Dark Room or learn more, 
visit the band’s website at  
theaurianhallerband.ca 

Aurian Haller joyfully playing a song from The Dark 
Room. 


