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         ‘She is not just a great a great food writer. She is a great writer, full stop.’ – Rachel Cooke, Observer

         
             

         

         ‘Poet of the appetites.’ – John Updike

         
             

         

         ‘I do not know of anyone in the United States who writes better prose.’ – W.H. Auden

         
             

         

         ‘Her writing makes your mouth water.’ – Financial Times

         
             

         

         ‘The greatest food writer who has ever lived.’ – Simon Schama
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        For Dillwyn Parrish
      

         

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            He was a bold man that first eat an oyster.

                 Polite Conversation, JONATHAN SWIFT

         

         
      
    

      

   


   
      

         
            Foreword

         

         The excitement of opening a fresh Fisher is, for me, much like the greedy thrill of that first glance at a restaurant menu, or the deliciously delayed gratification of finally unpacking a picnic: a feeling of plunging head first into pure pleasure. Somehow Consider the Oyster, Fisher’s second solo publication, a slender volume put out in 1941, a few months before America entered the war, had passed me by until now – perhaps thanks to the same miserly tendency to hoard that leaves box sets unfinished, or carefully wraps up the last of a chocolate bar for later.

         As her biographer, Joan Reardon, observes, ‘Almost everyone can remember his or her introduction to MFK Fisher.’ Having first heard her mentioned almost a decade ago by another fine food writer, Diana Henry, as one of her favourites, I’d gulped down Fisher’s better-known works – The Gastronomical Me and An Alphabet for Gourmets amongst others – as fast as possible, gorging myself on her prose with the uncritical fervour of a new lover. I even laboured through a previously unpublished work of fiction, The Theoretical Foot, when it finally saw the light of day in 2016, despite the painful realisation that it wasn’t worthy of my idol. Yet the descriptions of food in this mercifully ‘lost novel’ are as rich and true as the characters are thin and brittle; plot may not have been Fisher’s forte, but she writes sensual pleasure like no one else.

         Henry, I recall, praised the unusual intimacy of her style: Fisher wasn’t afraid to be subjective, partisan, at times highly personal in an age when most food writing, even allowing for the privations of war, was almost antiseptic in its brisk practicality. Her easy, generous prose makes her contemporary Elizabeth David read like cold hard academia: whereas David’s notoriously interesting private life is wholly absent from her work Fisher isn’t afraid to bare all, to expose the soft flesh of her humanity to the point of her pen – and, on occasion, to rewrite history in the service of art.

         Though Consider the Oyster is a jeu d’esprit in comparison with Fisher’s more overtly autobiographical pieces, leaping lightly from one anecdote to the next as she opens that infamous beast to our scrutiny, it contains as much Mary Frances as it does oyster. It’s hard to imagine David confiding that, ‘I have had Pouilly-Fuissé, various kinds of champagnes nature, a pink Peau d’Onion and both bottled and open wines of Anjou with oysters in France, and whether they were correctly drunk or not, I was’, or admitting to the pleasure she takes in the image of ‘a beautiful, gently rounded woman’ wolfing down a peach.

         Indeed, though she was born in the first decade of the twentieth century, Fisher has a distinctly modern sensibility – it’s still refreshing to hear a woman be so direct and unapologetic about her appetites, to celebrate ‘frank gastronomic pleasures’ in such ‘blatantly sensual’ terms, as she puts it in the essay ‘As Luscious as Locusts’. Though Auden called her the best prose writer in the States, she was better described by John Updike as America’s ‘poet of the appetites’ – and the plural is exactly right. Her subject is, ostensibly at least, food, yet so much more besides – she herself saw her work as ‘humanistic-gastronomic writing’.

         With Fisher, the ‘cosy pleasure of Sunday night supper in wintertime, when crackers and the biggest tureen of steaming buttery creamy oyster stew stood on the table, and were plenty’, is as much a nostalgic paean to the simplicity and certainties of childhood as to the dish itself, just as the tales of oyster loaf fed to her on her mother’s knee, ‘will always be, in my mental gastronomy, on my spiritual taste-buds, the most delicious oysters I never ate’. The numerous recipes she unearths can never match up to the quiet satisfaction of this long-cherished and chewed over ‘childhood dream’ because, really, the dream has very little do with oysters: in fact, ‘you might say that oyster is not right for what I mean’.

         ‘Often the place and the time help make a certain food what it becomes, even more than the food itself,’ she muses here, adding in her next work, The Gastronomical Me, that ‘when I write of hunger, I am really writing about love and the hunger for it, and warmth and the love of it and the hunger for it’. Thankfully for her readers, she’s as unembarrassed to admit her own hungers as she is to share their gratification, and there’s as little coyness about her as there is in a platter of naked natives on the half shell. I’m not sure I will ever read a more perfect account of food poisoning than in the essay ‘R is for Oyster’; the dreadful thirst, the surging bowels, the cold fingers ‘whuddering’ over the unhappy sufferer’s skin.

         Words – whuddering, bindlestiff, ‘the pearl grounds off the Malabar, on the south shores of Coromandel’ – were another pleasure to be rolled around in the mouth and savoured. Fisher liked to describe herself as a fifth-generation journalist, but Updike’s poet feels more accurate. Consider the perfectly weighted beauty of ‘a little plate of thin-sliced nicely buttered good dark bread’, a line that begs to be read out loud for full effect, or her description of the clean, spare dining room at the Doylestown Inn: pure verbal Vermeer. Her sentences slip down as easily as a ‘chilly delicate grey body … alive down a red throat’ – ‘a paragraph’ she told her editor, should have ‘the balance and bouquet of a vintage wine’.

         And though her best work is, theoretically at least, non-fiction, Fisher was also a born storyteller, writing to a friend: ‘Since the beginning of my talking years, my family has teasingly warned me and gullible listeners that I never spoil a story by sticking to the truth. This is a plain lie, because I do not lie. But I have never seen any reason to be dull, and since I was less than four I have enjoyed entertaining and occasionally startling anyone who may be listening.’

         In other words, she never lets facts get in the way of a good fable, peppering her narrative with fantastical tales of ‘a man named Mussolini who lives near Biloxi in Mississippi, who swears that he has cured seven frigid virgins by the judicious feeding of long brownish buck-oysters from nearby bayous’. So frank is her prose, so well-seasoned with personal reminiscence and confession, names and places, that the incautious reader, devouring all that Fisher throws at them, hardly troubles to distinguish fact from fiction.

         And why bother, when the ride is so fun, and there’s so much to see along the way. Painting herself as a worldly woman much older than her 33 years, Fisher hops easily between Suzhou markets and London pubs, the old port in Marseille and Antoine’s in New Orleans with the careless air of having seen and tasted it all. Her prose hums with a constant hunger for experience, for travel, for life: in these all too brief pages we range across time and space, but always return to the States, as she and her ailing second husband Dillwyn ‘Timmy’ Parrish had done two years previously, sensing the clouds of war gathering over Europe.

         In fact, Consider the Oyster, as witty and light as cocktail party chatter, was partly written to entertain and distract Parrish from the increasing agonies of Buerger’s disease, an inflammation of the blood vessels which had already cost him one leg during their time in Switzerland. He committed suicide weeks before the book came out, Fisher complaining to her publisher, ‘I wished that I’d been notified earlier when the book would be published because neither Timmy nor I knew about it and I very mistakenly felt, for a few minutes anyway, that he might have put off dying, if he’d known the publication date.’

         As even the most cursory delve into her biography makes clear, Mary Frances was no paragon of perfection: she’s certainly not above a little showing off, and some of the attitudes in Consider the Oyster have not aged well. But her hunger – for food and for life – is as genuine and infectious now as when it was written in 1940s California, making you long to eat oysters from willow baskets in Dijon in winter or dive for them in the Chesapeake Bay, drink a Ramos gin fizz for yourself in New Orleans … or make a Hang Town Fry ‘some night, for a friend or two’.

         Indeed, I should note, not quite as an afterthought, that the book contains 27 recipes (including the aforementioned fry), all as good to read as they may well be to eat: the direction to cook oysters until they begin to ‘think of curling without really getting at it’ is a tiny masterpiece of the genre. So delicious are the images conjured by her instructions – ‘it is almost impossible to put too many oysters in a turkey dressing if you are going to put in any at all’ – that one fears mere food, however well executed, could never hope to live up to her description of it.

         It’s perhaps because she herself was more interested in eating food than cooking it – and who, deep down, could disagree – that MFK Fisher remains an underrated pleasure in comparison with more easily pigeonholed contemporaries like Julia Child and James Beard: her fan club sometimes feels more like a secret society. Yet when Fisher writes so greedily of eating, she writes greedily of life, with all its joys and sorrows, loves and losses – and, unlike the enigmatic oyster, that’s something we can all identify with.

         Felicity Cloake, 2018
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            Love and Death Among the Molluscs

         

         
            … Secret, and self-contained, and solitary as an oyster.

            A Christmas Carol, CHARLES DICKENS

         

         An oyster leads a dreadful but exciting life.

         Indeed, his chance to live at all is slim, and if he should survive the arrows of his own outrageous fortune and in the two weeks of his carefree youth find a clean smooth place to fix on, the years afterwards are full of stress, passion, and danger.

         He – but why make him a he, except for clarity? Almost any normal oyster never knows from one year to the next whether he is he or she, and may start at any moment, after the first year, to lay eggs where before he spent his sexual energies in being exceptionally masculine. If he is a she, her energies are equally feminine, so that in a single summer, if all goes well, and the temperature of the water is somewhere around or above seventy degrees, she may spawn several hundred million eggs, fifteen to one hundred million at a time, with commendable pride.

         American oysters differ as much as American people, so that the Atlantic Coast inhabitants spend their childhood and adolescence floating free and unprotected with the tides, conceived far from their mothers and their fathers too by milt let loose in the water near the eggs, while the Western oysters lie within special brood-chambers of the maternal shell, inseminated and secure, until they are some two weeks old. The Easterners seem more daring.

         A little oyster is born, then, in the water. At first, about five to ten hours after he and at least a few hundred thousand of his mother’s eggs have been fertilised by his potent and unknown sire, he is merely a larva. He is small, but he is free-swimming … and he swims thus freely for about two weeks, wherever the tides and his peculiar whims may lead him. He is called a spat.

         It is to be hoped, sentimentally at least, that the spat – our spat – enjoys himself. Those two weeks are his one taste of vagabondage, of devil-may-care free roaming. And even they are not quite free, for during all his youth he is busy growing a strong foot and a large supply of sticky cement-like stuff. If he thought, he might wonder why.

         The two weeks up, he suddenly attaches himself to the first clean hard object he bumps into. His fifty million brothers who have not been eaten by fish may or may not bump into anything clean and hard, and those who do not, die. But our spat has been lucky, and in great good spirits  he clamps himself firmly to his home, probably forever. He is by now about one-seventy-fifth of an inch long, whatever that may be … and he is an oyster.

         Since he is an Easterner, a Chincoteague or a Lynnhaven maybe, he has found a pleasant, moderately salty bottom, where the tides wash regularly and there is no filth to pollute him and no sand to choke him.

         There he rests, tied firmly by his left foot, which seems to have become a valve in the immutable way of all oyster feet. He devotes himself to drinking, and rapidly develops an enviable capacity, so that in good weather, when the temperature stays near seventy-eight degrees, he can easily handle twenty-six or -seven quarts an hour. He manages better than most creatures to combine business with pleasure, and from this stream of water that passes through his gills he strains out all the delicious little diatoms and peridia that are his food.

         His home – we are speaking now of domesticated oysters – is a wire bag full of old shells, or perhaps a cement-coated pole planted by a wily oyster-farmer. Or perhaps it is what the government describes winningly as ‘a particularly efficient collector’, which is made from an egg-crate partition coated with a mixture of lime and cement.

         Whatever the anchorage (and I hope, sentimentally again, that it is at least another shell, since because he is an Easterner our little spat can never know the aesthetic pleasure of finding a bamboo stick in Japan, nor a hollow tile laid out especially for him in France or Portugal), whatever the anchorage, spat-dom is over and done with. The two fine free-swimming weeks are forever gone, maturity with  all its cares has come, and an oyster, according to Richard Sheridan’s Critic, may be crossed in love.

         For about a year this oyster – our oyster – is a male, fertilising a few hundred thousand eggs as best he can without ever knowing whether they swim by or not. Then one day, maternal longings surge between his two valves in his cold guts and gills and all his crinkly fringes. Necessity, that well-known mother, makes him one. He is a she.

         From then on she, with occasional vacations of being masculine just to keep her hand in, bears her millions yearly. She is in the full bloom of womanhood when she is about seven.

         She is a fine plump figure of an oyster, plumper still in the summer when the season and her instincts get the better of her. She has travelled some, thanks to cupidinous farmers who have subjected her to this tide and that, this bed and that, for their own mean ends. She has grown into a grey-white oval shape, with shades of green or ochre or black in her gills and a rudimentary brain in the forepart of her blind deaf body. She can feel shadows as well as the urgency of milt, and her delicate muscles know danger and pull shut her shells with firmness.

         Danger is everywhere for her, and extermination lurks. (How do we know with what pains? How can we tell or not tell the sufferings of an oyster? There is a brain …) She is the prey of many enemies, and must lie immobile as a fungus while the starfish sucks her and the worm bores.

         She has eight enemies, not counting man who is the greatest, since he protects her from the others only to eat her himself. 

         The first enemy is the starfish, which floats hungrily in all the Eastern tides and at last wraps arms about the oyster like a hideous lover and forces its shells apart steadily and then thrusts his stomach into it and digests it. The picture is ugly. The oyster is left bare as any empty shell, and the starfish floats on, hungry still. (Men try to catch it with things called star-mops.)

         The second enemy, almost as dangerous, is a kind of snail called a screw-borer, or an oyster drill. It bores wee round holes in the shells, and apparently worries the poor mollusc enough to make men invent traps for it: wire bags baited with seed-oysters catch it, but none too efficiently, since it remains a menace.

         Then there is a boring sponge. It makes tiny tunnels all through the shell like honeycomb, until an oyster becomes thin and weak from trying to stop up all the holes, and then is often smothered by the sponge from the outside, so that you know what Louisa May Alcott meant when she wrote, ‘Now I am beginning to live a little, and feel less like a sick oyster at low tide.’

         There are wafers, or leeches, and ‘Black Drums’. And mussels too will smother oysters or starve them by coming to stay on their shells and eating all their food. Out on the Pacific Coast, slipper shells, which are somewhat fancily called Crepidula fornicata, will go the mussels one better. And even ducks, flying here and there as ducks must, land long enough to make themselves a disastrously good meal occasionally on an oyster bed.

         Life is hard, we say. An oyster’s life is worse. She lives motionless, soundless, her own cold ugly shape her only  dissipation, and if she escapes the menace of duck-slipper-mussel-Black-Drum-leech-sponge-borer-starfish, it is for man to eat, because of man’s own hunger.

         Men have enjoyed eating oysters since they were not much more than monkeys, according to the kitchen middens they have left behind them. And thus, in their own one-minded way, they have spent time and thought and money on the problems of how to protect oysters from the suckers and the borers and the starvers, until now it is comparatively easy to eat this two-valved mollusc anywhere, without thought of the dangers it has run in its few years. Its chilly, delicate grey body slips into a stewpan or under a broiler or alive down a red throat, and it is done. Its life has been thoughtless but no less full of danger, and now that it is over we are perhaps the better for it.
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