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Slow Food guru
spreads gospel
in high places

Carlo Petrini saw Prince Charles last week and has the ear of top politicians.
Jasper Gerard meets the man with a mission to change the way we eat

ot since Jesus rustled up a
feast from some fishes and a
few loaves of bread — beat that,
Nigella - have we invested food
with such spiritual qualities; and if food
has become the faith of a decadent West,
its high priest is Carlo Petrini. When the
founder of the Slow Food Movement met
the Prince of Wales last week it was hard
to say who was having the audience.
Ditto when the Italian campaigner
and writer met the Conservative leader
David Cameron, and David Miliband,
the Environment Secretary. When in
America, Petrini might pop in on Barack
Obama or Al Gore. Time has includ;:lcl
him in a series of ‘European heroes’, who
created the ‘ethical consumer’.
Petrini came to prominence two
decades ago when he stopped McDon-
ald’s opening by Rome’s Spanish Steps.
His non-lethal weapon of choice at the
time? Plates of penne. But does he have
a bigger point, or is he merely a kind of

modish Dalai Lama figure for those who -

think nothing of paying a small fortune
for purple broccoli, dusted with pow-
dered linseed or potatoes sold ‘with
added earth’ from Kensington’s new

Prince Charles pulls a pint at the
Slow Food exhibition in Turin.

‘Prince Charlesis
our spiritual guide,

his way is salvation

for the planet’

and uber-fashionable emporium, Whole
Foods Market?
Prince Charles certainly seems to
find more in him. Petrini has become
the Prince’s new guru. As Charles led
him around Highgrove, the interpreter
grew embarrassed, so matey did the two
seem, with the normally formal heir to
the throne greeting the campaigner as
‘My dear Carlo’. The two are now in con-
stant correspondence-and are planning
another meeting later this summer.
During this, his only interview while
in Britain, Petrini reveals he has moved
on from agitating against McDonald’s to
urging us to rise up against Monsanto for
patenting seeds which he condemns as
‘violence’ against the developing world.
He declares French food to be in a worse
state than ours, which will cause con-
sternation across the Channel. He also
dismisses the celebrity chef culture,
obsessed with ‘recipes, recipes, recipes’.
Indeed, for one so idolised by the
privileged, his views are radical. The
Slow Food Movement, opening its first
branch in Britain, boasts more than
80,000 members worldwide. He has
organised countless small-scale agri-
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Carlo Petrini (above) shows off the sort of gourmet foods that he thinks we should be eating,
such as the hams and cheeses at the Slow Food exhibition in Turin last October (above right).

cultural projects to bolster regional gas-
tronomic traditions, and is leading the
growing debate about the ethics of food,
spreading his message that it should be
delicious, environmentally friendly and
socially fair. Which is a big task for a
quarter-pounder.

For one who believes in slowness,
he is always on the go. He has founded
a school of gastronomy in Italy and is
bringing to Britain his increasingly suc-
cessful American campaign to ensure
every school has agarden—all of which s
pretty impressive for an erstwhile radio
journalist. He must make an unlikely
friend of Charles. ‘I consider him the
patron of the Slow Food Movement,
our spiritual guide,’ Petrini replies pas-
sionately. ‘He has been a visionary, with

his passion for organic production and a
harmonious relationship with nature.

‘People thought he was just romantic,
a poet, and that his approach wouldn’t
have any economic impact; but his
way is the only salvation for the planet.
Those who said he was not a practical
soul should now apologise. So while
he enthuses about Miliband as a future
Prime Minister, he criticises plans to ease
restrictions on supermarket building on
the edge of towns. ‘You cannot separate
food production from the environment;
he says. ‘We need to re-localise food and
avoid food miles

He does not look like anyone’s carica-
ture of a gastronome: thin, serious and
faintly abstemious, eschewing breakfast
at his boutique London hotel in favour






