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

         
             

         

         ‘Poet of the appetites.’ – John Updike

         
             

         

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

         
             

         

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

         
             

         

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

         
             

         

         ‘Unique among the classics of gastronomic writing … The Gastronomical Me is a book about adult loss, survival, and love.’ – New York Review of Books
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            To be happy you must have taken the measure of your powers, tasted the fruits of your passion, and learnt your place in the world.

            Santayana

         

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Foreword

         

         The problem with most food writing is that it is too much about ingredients and not enough about appetite. Every time I return to M.F.K. Fisher – and she is the most re-readable of all prose stylists – I am struck that she tells you all the vital stuff that other food writers leave out. Her books are full of private cravings.

         Many writers will give you a fine description of dinner but forget to tell you what it meant to the people at the table. Not Fisher. Meals, for her, are not just about what was served, but who ate it and how it made them feel. Her dinners are about disappointments, the passing of time and the thrill of laughing uncontrollably over gin and toast and caviar with a secret lover. She can be so bracingly personal that other food writing seems euphemistic by comparison. When she writes of hunger, as she famously explains at the start of this book, she is ‘really writing about love and the hunger for it and warmth and the love of it and the hunger for it … and it is all one’. 

         Mary Frances Kennedy Fisher (1908–1992), whose work has never been as well known in Britain as it deserves, was the opposite of those gourmand restaurant critics for whom food is to be coldly appraised on aesthetic grounds. The American writer Clifton Fadiman once said that what made her great was that she wrote ‘not as a specialist but a whole human being, spiky with prejudices’. The only downside of this wonderful book, for a modern audience, is its title. The word ‘gastronomical’ has not worn well since the 1940s and to anyone who has read Harry Potter, it sounds a bit like Magical Me by Gilderoy Lockhart. You fear that you are going to be given lectures about pretentious meals by a tedious snob who only cares about her own stomach. In fact, this is a series of wise, funny and profound interludes showing how food is woven into the texture of a person’s life, from a picnic of peach pie eaten with a beloved father to the champagne a man drinks with abandon when he knows he will soon die.

         Fisher first learned to write from her father Rex Kennedy, who ran The Whittier News in California. As a teenager, Mary Frances worked as a stringer for Rex, sometimes writing up as many as fifteen human interest stories a day on an old Remington typewriter. Her newspaper experience taught her to write fast and not to be boring. To the end of her long writing career, she never rewrote or edited her own prose, according to her biographer Anne Zimmerman.

         But she only fully found her food voice – which is like no other – in her twenties.

         It was the result of France and of love. With her first husband, Al Fisher, an academic, she lived in Dijon for three years and discovered ways of eating she had never imagined, from dark glossy sauces to pungent cheeses and small, succulent cauliflowers which she cooked with heavy cream. When she and Al returned from France to live in Laguna, California, she met someone whom she loved even more than Al, to whom she wanted to confide, and with whom she wanted eventually to share, all the joys and secrets of French eating. He was a married artist called Dillwyn ‘Tim’ Parrish, who became her great love. Tim was memorialised in her books – including this one – as ‘Chexbres’.

         Fisher’s first book, published in 1937, was Serve it Forth. It was a collection of food essays, on mostly historic themes, many of which had been written as amuses-bouches to read out loud to Tim for his amusement. This partly explains the thrilling candour of her tone. In that first book, she wrote as if to a lover, with whom she could be free and frank. There’s also an air of trying to impress us with her precocious wit. ‘There are two questions which can easily be asked about a potato: What is it and Why is it?’ starts one of the essays. She continued with this candid and scholarly voice in Consider the Oyster (1941) and How to Cook a Wolf (1942). The latter was a book about how to eat well in wartime, with tips not just on frugal vegetable cookery but ‘How to Rise Up Like New Bread’ and ‘How to Comfort Sorrow’.

         By the time she wrote The Gastronomical Me, in 1943, everything had changed and Fisher was franker still. Two years earlier, her beloved Tim had shot himself at the age of 47, after suffering from three years of debilitating pain from Buerger’s disease. The Gastronomical Me was written in a white heat during ten weeks holed up in a boarding house in Altadena, California while she was pregnant with her daughter Anne (whose father’s identity she never revealed). According to Zimmerman’s biography of Fisher, she told her friend, the critic Larry Powell, that she was worried because it was ‘the first thing I’ve ever written, really, without Tim’s cold judicial ear to listen’.

         As a result, this collection of reminiscences – of her life with Al in Dijon and with Tim in Switzerland and much else besides – was more personal than anything she’d written. She is no longer trying to impress anyone. We are being addressed by a grieving pregnant woman in a hurry who doesn’t give a damn about the social niceties any more, insofar as she ever did. She tells us of mad Ora, a cook who uses her kitchen knife to slice her wrists and throat. The astonishing final essay, ‘Feminine Ending’, recounts the life of Juanito/Juanita, a Mexican mariachi singer, who sings ‘wild, cracked’ songs and wears dresses and hungers after Fisher’s brother David.

         On reading The Gastronomical Me, one of Fisher’s friends remarked that she ought not to have written so much about herself. It’s a stupid comment to make about an autobiography, but you can see why some in the 1940s might have been shocked at the way she lays herself bare. In one of the chapters, she tells how she swallowed her first raw oyster at a school dance before dancing in the arms of the most intelligent girl in the school, Olmstead. Her shock at the oyster and her wondrous lesbian flirtation with Olmstead are presented as two equally new experiences, the one neither more nor less startling than the other.

         Had Fisher wanted to, she could surely have left all these personal details out and stuck to writing about food. No one was better at pure, sensuous food description. This book will make you hungry for the ‘greyish-pink fuzz’ on Fisher’s grandmother’s strawberry jam (the first thing she remembers tasting and wanting to taste again) and the way she cooks peas in a heavy casserole ‘swirling them in butter and their own steam’. It’s a mark of Fisher’s genius that she can even make something remarkable out of the first potato chips she ever eats in Europe, on her way from France to Germany in the 1930s. These crisps are not ‘uniformly golden’ like the American ones in bags, but ‘light and dark, thick and paper-thin, fried in real butter and then salted casually with the gros sal served in the country’.

         But to Fisher, it would be dull to focus too much on the potato chips without also talking about the appetite of the woman who eats them – herself – in a ‘strange, private orgy’, like a pregnant woman craving ‘chocolate-cake-at-three-in-the-morning’ (which, at the time of writing, she was). Those of us who love her above all other food writers must be grateful that she ignored her friend’s advice. There is a liberating generosity to the way she exposes those private appetites that most of us struggle to hide. No one was ever so confident in her own hungers or so determined in her quest to satisfy them. To read her is to feel that we, too, should be a little bolder in feeding ourselves. After Chexbres dies, she tells us she sometimes goes ‘to the best restaurant I knew and [orders] dishes and good wine as if I were a guest of myself, to be treated with infinite courtesy’.

         Hunger is something deep, Fisher shows, and it can’t just be satisfied by dainty morsels. One of the great themes of the book is that food nourishes more or less depending on the frame of mind you are in when you eat it. You might eat the most delicious tamale pie – as cooked by Fisher’s husband Al – and burst into tears because you are lonely and scared and living in a freezing cold apartment in Strasbourg. Or you could be on a train in Italy and eat the most unexpectedly lovely meal of ‘bread and salami’ and ‘those big white beans, the kind Italians peel and eat with salt when they are fresh and tender’. What seasons the meal, however, is the presence of Chexbres, who is already ill but still mercifully hungry, for food and Fisher’s company. ‘It was good to be eating and drinking there on that train, free forever from the trouble of life, surrounded with a kind of insulation of love.’

         Reading M.F.K. Fisher often makes me shiver and the reason, I finally worked out, is that she has as strong a sense of memento mori as a Dutch still-life master. She is alive to the way that at the end of every meal, there is a wistfulness, because we will never get it back again. Very few food writers have ever been so honest about death. She shows us that to have hungers and the means to satisfy them is how we can tell we are fully alive. She reminds us that in the midst of peach pie, we are in death, which is all the more reason to enjoy the pie while we can.

         
             

         

         Bee Wilson 2017

      

   


   
      
         

            Preface

         

         People ask me: Why do you write about food, and eating and drinking? Why don’t you write about the struggle for power and security, and about love, the way others do?

         They ask it accusingly, as if I were somehow gross, unfaithful to the honour of my craft.

         The easiest answer is to say that, like most other humans, I am hungry. But there is more than that. It seems to me that our three basic needs, for food and security and love, are so mixed and mingled and entwined that we cannot straightly think of one without the others. So it happens 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 … and then the warmth and richness and fine reality of hunger satisfied … and it is all one.

         I tell about myself, and how I ate bread on a lasting hillside, or drank red wine in a room now blown to bits, and it happens without my willing it that I am telling too about the people with me then, and their other deeper needs for love and happiness.

         There is food in the bowl, and more often than not, because of what honesty I have, there is nourishment in the heart, to feed the wilder, more insistent hungers. We must eat. If, in the face of that dread fact, we can find other nourishment, and tolerance and compassion for it, we’ll be no less full of human dignity.

         There is a communion of more than our bodies when bread is broken and wine drunk. And that is my answer, when people ask me: Why do you write about hunger, and not wars or love?

         
             

         

         M.F.K. Fisher
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            The Measure of My Powers

            1912

         

         The first thing I remember tasting and then wanting to taste again is the greyish-pink fuzz my grandmother skimmed from a spitting kettle of strawberry jam. I suppose I was about four.

         Women in those days made much more of a ritual of their household duties than they do now. Sometimes it was indistinguishable from a dogged if unconscious martyrdom. There were times for This, and other equally definite times for That. There was one set week a year for ‘the sewing woman’. Of course, there was Spring Cleaning. And there were other periods, almost like festivals in that they disrupted normal life, which were observed no matter what the weather, finances or health of the family.

         Many of them seem odd or even foolish to me now, but probably the whole staid rhythm lent a kind of rich excitement to the housebound flight of time. 

         With us, for the first years of my life, there was a series, every summer, of short but violently active cannings. Crates and baskets and lug-boxes of fruits bought in their prime and at their cheapest would lie waiting with opulent fragrance on the screened porch, and a whole battery of enamelled pots and ladles and wide-mouthed funnels would appear from some dark cupboard.

         All I knew then about the actual procedure was that we had delightful picnic meals while Grandmother and Mother and the cook worked with a kind of drugged concentration in our big dark kitchen, and were tired and cross and at the same time oddly triumphant in their race against summer heat and the processes of rot.

         Now I know that strawberries came first, mostly for jam. Sour red cherries for pies and darker ones for preserves were a little later, and then came the apricots. They were for jam if they were very ripe, and the solid ones were simply ‘put up’. That, in my grandmother’s language, meant cooking with little sugar, to eat for breakfast or dessert in the winter which she still thought of in terms of northern Iowa.

         She was a grim woman, as if she had decided long ago that she could thus most safely get to Heaven. I have a feeling that my father might have liked to help with the cannings, just as I longed to. But Grandmother, with that almost joyfully stern bowing to duty typical of religious women, made it clear that helping in the kitchen was a bitter heavy business forbidden certainly to men, and generally to children. Sometimes she let me pull stems off the cherries, and one year when I was almost nine I stirred the pots a little now and then, silent and making myself as small as possible. 

         But there was no nonsense anyway, no foolish chitchat. Mother was still young and often gay, and the cook too … and with Grandmother directing operations they all worked in a harried muteness … stir, sweat, hurry. It was a pity. Such a beautifully smelly task should be fun, I thought.

         In spite of any Late Victorian asceticism, though, the hot kitchen sent out tantalising clouds, and the fruit on the porch lay rotting in its crates, or readied for the pots and the wooden spoons, in fair glowing piles upon the juice-stained tables. Grandmother, saving always, stood like a sacrificial priestess in the steam, ‘skimming’ into a thick white saucer, and I, sometimes permitted and more often not, put my finger into the cooling froth and licked it. Warm and sweet and odorous. I loved it, then.

      

   


   
      
         

            A Thing Shared

            1918

         

         Now you can drive from Los Angeles to my Great-Aunt Maggie’s ranch on the other side of the mountains in a couple of hours or so, but the first time I went there it took most of a day.

         Now the roads are worthy of even the All-Year-Round Club’s boasts, but twenty-five years ago, in the September before people thought peace had come again, you could hardly call them roads at all. Down near the city they were oiled, all right, but as you went farther into the hills towards the wild desert around Palmdale, they turned into rough dirt. Finally they were two wheel-marks skittering every which way through the Joshua trees.

         It was very exciting: the first time my little round brown sister Anne and I had ever been away from home. Father drove us up from home with Mother in the Ford, so that she could help some cousins can fruit. 

         We carried beer for the parents (it exploded in the heat), and water for the car and Anne and me. We had four blowouts, but that was lucky, Father said as he patched the tyres philosophically in the hot sun; he’d expected twice as many on such a long hard trip.

         The ranch was wonderful, with wartime crews of old men and loud-voiced boys picking the peaches and early pears all day, and singing and rowing at night in the bunkhouses. We couldn’t go near them or near the pen in the middle of a green alfalfa field where a new prize bull, black as thunder, pawed at the pale sand.

         We spent most of our time in a stream under the cottonwoods, or with Old Mary the cook, watching her make butter in a great churn between her mountainous knees. She slapped it into pats, and put them down in the stream where it ran hurriedly through the darkness of the butter-house.

         She put stone jars of cream there, too, and wire baskets of eggs and lettuces, and when she drew them up, like netted fish, she would shake the cold water onto us and laugh almost as much as we did.

         Then Father had to go back to work. It was decided that Mother would stay at the ranch and help put up more fruit, and Anne and I would go home with him. That was as exciting as leaving it had been, to be alone with Father for the first time.

         He says now that he was scared daft at the thought of it, even though our grandmother was at home as always to watch over us. He says he actually shook as he drove away from the ranch, with us like two suddenly strange small monsters on the hot seat beside him. 

         Probably he made small talk. I don’t remember. And he didn’t drink any beer, sensing that it would be improper before two unchaperoned young ladies.

         We were out of the desert and into deep winding canyons before the sun went down. The road was a little smoother, following streambeds under the live oaks that grow in all the gentle creases of the dry tawny hills of that part of California. We came to a shack where there was water for sale, and a table under the dark wide trees.

         Father told me to take Anne down the dry streambed a little way. That made me feel delightfully grown-up. When we came back we held our hands under the water faucet and dried them on our panties, which Mother would never have let us do.

         Then we sat on a rough bench at the table, the three of us in the deep green twilight, and had one of the nicest suppers I have ever eaten.

         The strange thing about it is that all three of us have told other people that same thing, without ever talking of it among ourselves until lately. Father says that all his nervousness went away, and he saw us for the first time as two little brown humans who were fun. Anne and I both felt a subtle excitement at being alone for the first time with the only man in the world we loved.

         (We loved Mother too, completely, but we were finding out, as Father was too, that it is good for parents and for children to be alone now and then with one another … the man alone or the woman, to sound new notes in the mysterious music of parenthood and childhood.) 

         That night I not only saw my Father for the first time as a person. I saw the golden hills and the live oaks as clearly as I have ever seen them since; and I saw the dimples in my little sister’s fat hands in a way that still moves me because of that first time; and I saw food as something beautiful to be shared with people instead of as a thrice daily necessity.

         I forget what we ate, except for the end of the meal. It was a big round peach pie, still warm from Old Mary’s oven and the ride over the desert. It was deep, with lots of juice, and bursting with ripe peaches picked that noon. Royal Albertas, Father said they were. The crust was the most perfect I have ever tasted, except perhaps once upstairs at Simpson’s in London, on a hot plum tart.

         And there was a quart Mason jar, the old-fashioned bluish kind like Mexican glass, full of cream. It was still cold, probably because we all knew the stream it had lain in, Old Mary’s stream.

         Father cut the pie in three pieces and put them on white soup plates in front of us, and then spooned out the thick cream. We ate with spoons too, blissful after the forks we were learning to use with Mother.

         And we ate the whole pie, and all the cream … we can’t remember if we gave any to the shadowy old man who sold water … and then drove on sleepily towards Los Angeles, and none of us said anything about it for many years, but it was one of the best meals we ever ate.

         Perhaps that is because it was the first conscious one, for me at least; but the fact that we remember it with such queer clarity must mean that it had other reasons for being important. I suppose that happens at least once to every human. I hope so.

         Now the hills are cut through with superhighways, and I can’t say whether we sat that night in Mint Canyon or Bouquet, and the three of us are in some ways even more than twenty-five years older than we were then. And still the warm round peach pie and the cool yellow cream we ate together that August night live in our hearts’ palates, succulent, secret, delicious.

      

   


   
      
         

            The Measure of My Powers

            1919

         

         I know a beautiful honey-coloured actress who is a gourmand, in a pleasant way. She loves to cook rich hot lavish meals. She does it well, too.

         She is slender, fragile, with a mute otherworldly pathos in her large azure eyes, and she likes to invite a lot of oddly assorted and usually famous people to a long table crowded with flowers, glasses, dishes of nuts, bowls of Armenian jelly and Russian relishes and Indian chutney, and beer and wine and even water, and then bring in a huge bowl of oxtail stew with dumplings. She has spent days making it, with special spices she found in Bombay or Soho or Honolulu, and she sits watching happily while it disappears. Then she disappears herself, and in a few minutes staggers to the table with a baked Alaska as big as a washtub, a thing of beauty, and a joy for about fifteen minutes. 

         But this star-eyed slender gourmand has a daughter about eight or nine, and the daughter hates her mother’s sensuous dishes. In fact, she grows spindly on them. The only way to put meat on her bones is to send her to stay for a week or two with her grandmother, where she eats store ice cream for lunch, mashed potatoes for supper, hot white pap for breakfast.

         ‘My daughter!’ the actress cries in despair and horror. I tell her there is still hope, with the passage of time. But she, perhaps because of her beauty, pretends Time is not.

         The truth is, I think, that small children have very sensitive palates. A little pepper is to them what a highly spiced curry is to us. They can stand sweetness best, perhaps, but anything sour or spiced is actually painful to them.

         The ability of an adult to enjoy a subtle goulash or a red-hot enchilada or even a well-hung bird is due partly to his dulled taste buds, callused by other such delightful ordeals and the constant stupefaction of alcohol and cigarette smoke. Young humans, not yet tough, can taste bland delight in dishes that would sicken older men.

         On the other hand, it is wrong to think that children with any spirit and intelligence welcome complete monotony. I know that, because I remember most clearly a cook we had when I was about nine, named Ora.

         My grandmother, who oddly seems to have been connected with whatever infantine gastronomy I knew, spent the last thirty years of her life dying of some obscure internal ailment until a paralytic stroke finished her in four days. She was a vigorous woman, tight with repressed emotions, and probably had a ‘nervous stomach’. She spent a lot of time at sanatoria, often genuinely ill, and when she was with us we had to follow her dietary rules, probably to our benefit: no fried things or pastries, no oils, no seasonings.

         Grandmother, a handsome dignified old lady, had been told by her doctors to belch whenever she felt like it, which she did … long voluptuous gargantuan belches, anywhere and any time at all, which unless you knew Grandmother would have led you to believe that our table was one of fabulous delights. And once, for a few weeks, it was. That was during Ora’s sojourn in our kitchen.

         Ora was a spare grey-haired woman, who kept herself to herself in a firm containment. She took her afternoons and Sundays off without incident or comment, and kept her small hot room as neat as her person. The rest of the time she spent in a kind of ecstasy in the kitchen.

         She loved to cook, the way some people love to pray, or dance, or fight. She preferred to be let alone, even for the ordering of food, and made it clear that the meals were her business. They were among the best I have ever eaten … all the things we had always accepted as food, but presented in ways that baffled and delighted us.

         Grandmother hated her. I don’t know any real reasons, of course, after such a long time, but I think it was because Ora was not like the friendly stupid hired girls she thought were proper for middle-class kitchens. And then Ora did things to ‘plain good food’ that made it exciting and new and delightful, which in my poor grandmother’s stern asceticism meant that Ora was wrong. 

         ‘Eat what’s set before you, and be thankful for it,’ Grandmother said often; or in other words, ‘Take what God has created and eat it humbly and without sinful pleasure.’

         Most of the things Ora brought to the table Grandmother professed to be unable to touch. Her belches grew uncompromisingly louder, and she lived on rice water and tomatoes stewed with white bread.

         ‘The girl is ruining you,’ she would say to Mother when Monday’s hash appeared in some new delicious camouflage. But the bills were no larger, Mother must confess.

         ‘The children will be bilious before another week,’ Grandmother would remark dourly. But we were healthier than ever.

         ‘Their table manners are getting worse,’ Grandmother observed between belches. And that was true, if you believed as she and unhappy millions of Anglo-Saxons have been taught to believe, that food should be consumed without comment of any kind but above all without sign of praise or enjoyment.

         My little sister Anne and I had come in Ora’s few weeks with us to watch every plate she served, and to speculate with excitement on what it would taste like. ‘Oh, Mother,’ we would exclaim in a kind of anguish of delight. ‘There are little stars, all made of pie crust! They have seeds on them! Oh, how beautiful! How good!’

         Mother grew embarrassed, and finally stern; after all, she had been raised by Grandmother. She talked to us privately, and told us how unseemly it was for little children to make comments about food, especially when the cook could hear them. ‘You’ve never behaved this way before,’ she said, thereby admitting the lack of any reason to, until then. 

         We contented ourselves with silent glances of mutual bliss and, I really think, an increased consciousness of the possibilities of the table.

         I was very young, but I can remember observing, privately of course, that meat hashed with a knife is better than meat mauled in a food-chopper; that freshly minced herbs make almost any good thing better; that chopped celery tastes different from celery in the stalk, just as carrots in thin curls and toast in crescents are infinitely more appetising than in thick chunks and squares.

         There were other less obvious things I decided, about using condiments besides salt and pepper, about the danger of monotony … things like that. But it is plain that most of my observations were connected in some way with Ora’s knife.

         She did almost everything with it, cut, and carved, and minced, and chopped, and even used it to turn things in the oven, as if it were part of her hand. It was a long one, with a bright curved point. She brought it with her to our house, and called it her French knife. That was one more thing Grandmother disliked about her; it was a wicked affectation to have a ‘French’ knife, and take it everywhere as if it were alive, and spend all the spare time polishing and sharpening it.

         We had an old woman named Mrs Kemp come to the house every Saturday morning, to wash Grandmother’s beautiful white hair and sometimes ours, and she and Grandmother must have talked together about Ora. Mrs Kemp announced that she would no longer come through the kitchen to keep her appointments. She didn’t like ‘that girl’, she said. Ora scared her, always sitting so haughty sharpening that wicked knife. 

         So Mrs Kemp came in the front door, and Anne and I kept our tongues politely silent and our mouths open like little starved birds at every meal, and Grandmother belched rebelliously, and I don’t remember what Mother and Father did, except eat of course.

         Then, one Sunday, Ora didn’t come back with her usual remote severity from her day off. Mother was going to have a baby fairly soon, and Grandmother said, ‘You see? That girl is way above herself! She simply doesn’t want to be in the house with a nurse!’

         Grandmother was pleased as Punch, and that night for supper we probably had her favourite dish, steamed soda crackers with hot milk.

         The next day, though, we found that Ora, instead of leaving her mother after a quiet pleasant Sunday in which the two elderly women had gone to church and then rested, had cut her into several neat pieces with the French knife.

         Then she ripped a tent thoroughly to ribbons. I don’t know how the tent came in … maybe she and her mother were resting in it. Anyway, it was a good thing to rip.

         Then Ora cut her wrists and her own throat, expertly. The police told Father there wasn’t a scratch or a nick in the knife.

         Mrs Kemp, and probably Grandmother too, felt righteous. ‘I just felt something,’ Mrs. Kemp would say, for a long time after Ora left.

         I don’t know about Father and Mother, but Anne and I were depressed. The way of dying was of only passing interest to us at our ages, but our inevitable return to ordinary sensible plain food was something to regret. We were helpless then, but we both learnt from mad Ora, and now we know what to do about it, because of her.

      

   


   
      
         

            The Measure of My Powers

            1919–1927

         

         The first thing I cooked was pure poison. I made it for Mother, after my little brother David was born, and within twenty minutes of the first swallow she was covered with great itching red welts. The doctor came, soda compresses were laid on, sedatives and mild physic were scattered about, and all subsided safely … except my feeling of deep shock and hurt professional pride. As the nurse, Miss Faulck, pointed out, I should have been content to let well enough alone.

         The pudding was safe enough: a little round white shuddering milky thing I had made that morning under the stern eye of Miss Faulck and whoever it was that succeeded mad Ora in the kitchen. It had ‘set’ correctly. It was made according to the directions for Invalid Cookery in Mother’s best recipe book, and I had cleaned my fingernails until tears filled my eyes before I touched so much as the box of cornstarch. 

         Then, in the middle of the afternoon, when the pudding slid with a chill plop into the saucer, I knew that I could not stand to present it, my first culinary triumph, in its naked state. It was obscenely pure, obscenely colourless.

         A kind of loyalty to Ora rose in me, and without telling Miss Faulck I ran into the back yard and picked ten soft ripe blackberries. I blew off the alley-dust, and placed them gently in a perfect circle around the little pudding. Its cool perfection leaped into sudden prettiness, like Miss America when the winning ribbon is hung across her high-breasted symmetry.

         And even a little while later, when Mother lay covered with compresses and Miss Faulck pursed her lips and David howled for a meal he couldn’t have because he might drink hive-juice, Mother smiled at my shocked anxious confusion, and said, ‘Don’t worry, sweet … it was the loveliest pudding I have ever seen.’

         I agreed with her in spite of the despair.

         I can’t remember ever learning anything, that is, I don’t hear Mother’s voice saying to me, ‘Now this is a teaspoon, and this is the way you sift flour, and warm eggs won’t make mayonnaise …’ But evidently I loved to cook, and she taught me several things without making them into lessons, because in the next few years I knew how to make white sauce, and cup cakes with grated orange rind in them. (Father was always very complimentary about them, and Anne and I loved to save ours until the rest of the family had left the table, and then cover them with cream and sugar and eat them with a spoon.)

         I could make jelly rolls, too, which seems odd now; I don’t think I’ve even tasted one since I was about ten, much less had any interest in putting one together. 

         I loved to read cookbooks (unlike my feeling for jelly roll that passion has grown stronger with the years), and inevitably I soon started to improve on what I had read. Once I made poor Anne share my proud misery with something I called Hindu Eggs. I was sure I had read about it in Fanny Farmer; all you did was add curry powder to a white sauce and pour it over sliced hard-boiled eggs.

         When Mother said she and Father would be away one night, and I might get supper alone, I hid the gleam in my eye when she told me to put the sauce and the eggs in a casserole, and be sure to drink milk, and open a jar of plums or something for dessert.

         ‘Yes, Mother, I know I can do it,’ I said smoothly, and the word Hindu danced sensuously in my mind, safely unsaid until Mother was out of the house.

         The casserole was handsome, too, when Anne and I sat down to it in exciting solitude at the big table. Anne admired me, there was no doubt of it … and I admired myself. The rich brown sauce bubbled and sent out puffs of purely Oriental splendour. I sat in Father’s place, and served each of us generously.

         The first bite, and perhaps the next two or three, were all right; we were hungry, and in a hurry to feel the first warmth in our little bellies. Then Anne put down her fork. She beat me to it, so I continued to hold mine, determined like any honest cook to support my product.

         ‘It’s too hot, it burns,’ my little sister said, and gulped at her milk.

         ‘Blow on it,’ I instructed. ‘Mother’s not here.’ 

         We blew, and I ate three more bites to Anne’s dutiful one. The heat seemed to increase. My influence over Anne must have been persuasive as well as autocratic in those far days, because she ate most of what was on her plate before the tears started rolling down her round brown cheeks.

         I ate all mine, proudly, but inside I was cold with the new knowledge that I had been stupid. I had thought I remembered a recipe when I didn’t, and I had used curry without knowing anything about it, and when the sauce looked boringly white I had proceeded to make it richly darker with probably five tablespoonfuls of the exotic powder.

         I ate all I could, for fear Father would see how much we threw into the garbage pail, and then after my sweet forgiving little sister helped me straighten the kitchen we went upstairs and, with the desperate intuition of burned animals, sat on the edge of the bathtub for a long time with our mouths full of mineral oil. She never said anything more about it, either; and the next morning there were only a few blisters, just inside our lips.

         When I was eleven we all moved to the country. We had a cow, and chickens, and partly because of that and partly because Grandmother had died we began to eat more richly.

         We had chocolate puddings with chopped nuts and heavy cream. The thought of them makes me dizzy now, but we loved them. And lots of butter: I was good at churning, and learnt very well how to sterilise the wooden churn and make the butter and then roll it into fine balls and press it into moulds. I liked that. And we could have mayonnaise, rich yellow with eggs and oil, instead of the boiled dressing Grandmother’s despotic bowels and stern palate called for. 

         Mother, in an orgy of baking brought on probably by all the beautiful eggs and butter lying around, spent every Saturday morning making cakes. They were piled high with icings. They were filled with crushed almonds, chopped currants and an outrageous number of calories. They were beautiful. Saturday afternoons they sat cooling, along with Mother and the kitchen after the hectic morning, and by Sunday night they were already a pleasant if somewhat bilious memory.

         After about a year of this luscious routine, Mother retired more or less permanently to the front part of the house, perhaps with half an eye on the bathroom scales, but before she gave up cooking, I learnt a lot about cakes from her. The fact that I have never made one since then – at least, the kind with many layers and fillings and icings and all that – has little to do with the gratitude I have often felt for knowing how to measure and sift and be patient and not be daunted by disappointment.

         Mother, like all artists, was one-sided. She only cooked what she herself liked. She knew very little about meats, so I gradually learnt all that myself. She hated gravies, and any sauces but ‘white sauce’ (probably a hangover from Grandmother’s training), so I made some hideous mistakes with them. And there was always an element of surprise, if not actual danger, in my meals; the Hindu Eggs had warned me but not curbed my helpless love of anything rare or racy.

         But in spite of all that, I was the one who got dinner on the cook’s off-night. I improved, there is no doubt about it, and it was taken for granted that I would step into the kitchen at the drop of a hat. 

         Perhaps Anne would have liked a chance at having all the family’s attention for those few hours. If so she never got it. The stove, the bins, the cupboards, I had learnt forever, make an inviolable throne room. From them I ruled; temporarily I controlled. I felt powerful, and I loved that feeling.

         I am more modest now, but I still think that one of the pleasantest of all emotions is to know that I, I with my brain and my hands, have nourished my beloved few, that I have concocted a stew or a story, a rarity or a plain dish, to sustain them truly against the hungers of the world.

      

   


   
      
         

            The First Oyster

            1924

         

         The intramural complexities of the faculty at Miss Huntingdon’s School for Girls have become much clearer to me since I left there, but even at sixteen I knew that Mrs Cheever’s social position was both uncomfortable and lonely.

         She had her own office, which was certainly more than any snobbish Latin teacher could boast. She was listed as part of the school’s administration in the discreet buff and sepia catalogue; I cannot remember now just what her title was, except that it implied with high-sounding ambiguity that she was the housekeeper without, of course, using that vulgar word itself.

         She was a college graduate, even though it was from some domestic-science school instead of Smith or Mount Holyoke.

         She was, above all, a lady.

         She was almost a super-lady, mainly because it was so obvious that the rest of the faculty, administration as well as teachers, considered her a cook. When she stepped occasionally after dinner into the library, where I as an honour Sophomore was privileged to carry demitasses to the Seniors and the teachers on alternate Wednesday nights, I could see that she was snubbed almost as thoroughly as her well-fed colleagues snubbed the school nurse, one notch below the housekeeper on the social scale but also a colleague as far as the catalogue went.

         No malicious, inverted, discontented boarding-school teacher on God’s earth, however, could snub the poor nurse as much as Mrs Cheever could. Her coarsely genteel face under its Queen Mary coiffure expressed with shocking clarity the loathing she felt for that gentle ninny who dealt out pills and sticking plasters, and all the loneliness and bitter social insecurity of her own position showed in the way Mrs Cheever stood proudly alone in the crowded library, smiling with delicacy and frightful pleasure at the nurse, whose hand trembled clumsily as she sipped at her little coffee cup and tried to look like a college graduate.

         The two women studiously spoke to no one, mainly because no one spoke to them. Perhaps once or twice, long since, the nurse may have said a timid nothing to the housekeeper, but Mrs Cheever would have bitten out her own tongue before loosening it in charity towards a sister outcast.

         Once it almost looked as if she would have a friend on the faculty, when a new gym teacher came. So often athletic people were not exactly … that is, they seldom had MAs, even if they seemed really quite ladylike at times. And Mrs Cheever felt sure that the new colleague would be as scornful as she was herself of all the pretentious school ma’ams, with their airs and graces. 

         But after the first week, during which the little gym teacher stood shyly by the housekeeper for coffee, or nibbled in her room on the pink grapes and small frosted cakes that Mrs Cheever sent her, the other women discovered that not only was she from Barnard … summa cum laude, parbleu! … but that she had the most adorable little cracked voice, almost like a boy’s. It was perfect with her hair, so short and boyish too, and by the end of the second week three of the teachers were writing passionate notes to her, and Mrs Cheever once more stood magnificently alone on her occasional visits to the library after dinner.

         Perhaps loneliness made her own food bitter to her, because Mrs Cheever was an obvious dyspeptic. The rest of us, however: Miss Huntingdon herself, remote and saint-like; Miss Blake, her shadow, devoted, bewigged, a skin-and-bone edition of Krafft-Ebing; all the white women of the school, fat, thin, frantic or calm, and all the Filipino servants, pretty little men-dolls as mercurial as monkeys, and as lewd; all the girls, who felt like victims but were really the raison d’être of this strange collection within the high walls … Mrs Cheever fed us four times a day with probably the best institutional food in America.

         She ran her kitchens with such skill that in spite of ordinary domestic troubles like flooded basements and soured cream, and even an occasional extraordinary thing like the double murder and hara-kiri committed by the head boy one Good Friday, our meals were never late and never bad.

         There were about seventy boarders and twenty-five women, and for morning-recess lunch a pack of day-girls, and most of us ate with the delicacy and appreciation of half-starved animals. It must have been sickening to Mrs Cheever to see us literally wolfing her well-planned, well-cooked, well-served dishes. For in spite of doing things wholesale, which some gastronomers say is impossible with any finesse, the things we ate at Miss Huntingdon’s were savoury and interesting.

         Mrs Cheever, for instance, would get a consignment of strange honey from the Torrey pine trees, honey which only a few people in the world were supposed to have eaten. I remember it now with some excitement, as a grainy greenish stuff like some I once ate near Adelboden in the Bernese Alps, but then it was to most of us just something sweet and rather queer to put on hot biscuits. Tinned orange marmalade would have done as well.

         At Thanksgiving she would let the Filipinos cover the breakfast tables with dozens of odd, beautiful little beasts they had made from vegetables and fruits and nuts, so that the dining room became for a while amazingly funny to us, and we were allowed to make almost as much noise as we wanted while we ate forbidden things like broiled sausage and played with the crazy toys. The boys would try not to laugh too, and even Mrs Cheever would incline her queenly topknot less scornfully than usual when spoken to.

         Saturday noons we could eat sandwiches and cocoa or pink punch on the hockey field, and have ice cream from the soda fountain in the village if we told Mrs Cheever between eight and nine that morning. I sometimes went without it, or got another girl to order for me, simply because I could not bear to go into the little office and have the housekeeper look at me. She made me feel completely unattractive, which is even worse at sixteen than later.

         She would sit stiffly at her desk, waiting for orders with an expression of such cold impersonal nausea on her face that I could hardly believe the gossip that she had made a fat sum weekly by charging us almost double what the drug store got for its cartons of ice cream and its incredibly sweet sauces.

         She would make precise notations on a sheet of paper while we mumbled our orders, and sometimes even suggested in her flat clear voice that salted pecans might be better than strawberry syrup on chocolate-ice-cream-with-butterscotch-sauce. Her expression of remote anguish never changed, even when she reminded us, with her eyes resting coldly on a bulging behind or a spotty chin, that we were limited to one pint apiece.

         It was for festivals like Easter and Old Girls’ Day, though, that she really exercised her talents. Now I can see that she must have filled many hours of snubbed isolation in plans for our pleasure, but then I only knew that parties at Miss Huntingdon’s School for Girls were really fun, mostly because the food was so good. Mrs Cheever, callously ignored by the girls except for a few minutes each Saturday morning, and smiled at condescendingly by her unwilling colleagues with university degrees, turned our rare bats into what could truly be called small gastronomic triumphs … and the more so because they were what they were within high walls.

         Old Girls’ Day, for instance, meant to all but the Seniors, who had to be nice to the returning alumnae, that we spent a long grey warm June day on the sand and the rocks, and that we could wear our full pleated gym bloomers and no stockings, and take pictures of each other with our Brownies, and, best of all, that at half past noon a procession of house-boys would come down the cliffs from the school with our lunch for us in big baskets.

         There would be various things, of course, like pickles and napkins and knives and probably sandwiches and fruit, although how Mrs Cheever managed it with the school full of hungry shrieking postgraduates is more than I can guess. Perhaps she even sent down devilled eggs to make it a real picnic.

         I don’t remember, because all that we thought about then, or could recall now if we ever dared to think at all of those days, were the hot crisp fried halves of young chickens, stiff and tempting. We could have all we wanted, even three or four, and we could eat with our fingers, and yell, and gobble. It was wonderful.

         There must have been chaperones, but they seemed not to exist down there in the warmth and the silly freedom, and when a stately figure stood for an instant on the cliff top, wrapped fussily in an afternoon gown for the Old Girls, and looked down at us with her face set in a sour chill smile, we waved our greasy drumsticks hilariously up at her, and cried,

         
            Miss-is Chee-ver

            Miss-is Chee-ver

            Miss-is Chee-ver

            Rah-ah-ah-ah,

         

         almost as if she were a whole basketball game between the Golds and the Purples. For one moment, at least, in the year, we were grateful to her for our deliciously full mouths. 

         She did her conscientious best to be sensible in her menus, and fed us better garden things and fresher cream and milk than most of us have eaten since, but there must have been a dreadful impatience in her for such pap, so that occasionally she would give us the Torrey pine-honey for breakfast, or have the Chinese cook put chives over the Friday fish instead of a cream sauce.

         Once, for the Christmas Party, she served Eastern oysters, fresh oysters, oysters still in their shells.

         Nothing could have been more exotic in the early twenties in Southern California. The climate was still considered tropical, so that shellfish imported alive from the East were part of an oil magnate’s dream, or perhaps something to be served once or twice a year at Victor Hugo’s, in a private room with pink candle shades and a canary. And of course any local molluscs were automatically deemed inedible, at least by nice people.

         The people, that Christmas Party night, were indeed nice. We wore our formals: skirts not less than eight nor more than fifteen inches from the floor, dresses of light but not bright colours and of materials semi-transparent or opaque, necklines not more than three inches below the collar bone and sleeves long or elbow length. We all passed the requirements of the catalogue, but with such delectable additions as long chiffon scarves twined about our necks in the best Nita-Naldi-bronchitic manner, or great artificial flowers pinned with holiday abandon on our left shoulders. Two or three of the Seniors had fox furs slung nonchalantly about them, with the puffy tails dangling down over their firmly flattened young breasts in a most fashionable way. 

         There may even have been a certain amount of timid make-up in honour of Kris Kringle and the approaching libertinage of Christmas vacation, real or devoutly to be hoped for, but fortunately the dining room was lighted that night by candles only.

         Mrs Cheever had outdone herself, although all we thought then was that the old barn had never looked so pretty. The oblong tables, usually in ranks like dominoes in their box, were pushed into a great horseshoe, with a little table for Miss Huntingdon and Miss Blake and the minister and the president of the trustees in the middle, and a sparkling Christmas tree, and … yes! … a space for dancing! And there were candles, and the smells of pine branches and hot wax, and place cards all along the outer edge of the horseshoe so that the Freshmen would not sit in one clot and the other groups in theirs.

         We marched once around the beautiful room in the flickering odorous candlelight, singing, ‘God Rest You Merry, Gentlemen’ or some such thing to the scrapings of the assistant violin instructor and two other musicians, who in spite of their trousers had been accurately judged unable to arouse unseemly longings in our cloistered hearts.

         Then we stood by the chairs marked with our names, and waited for the music to stop and Miss Huntingdon and the minister to ask the blessings in their fluty voices. It was all very exciting.

         When I saw that I was to sit between a Senior and a Junior, with not a Freshman in sight, I felt almost uplifted with Christmas joy. It must mean that I was Somebody, to be thus honoured, that perhaps I would even be elected to the Altar Guild next semester … 

         I knew enough not to speak first, but could not help looking sideways at the enormous proud nose of Olmsted, who sat at my left. She was president of the Seniors, and moved about the school in a loose-limbed dreamy way that seemed to me seraphic. Inez, the Junior, was less impressive, but still had her own string of horses in Santa Barbara and could curse with great concentration, so many words that I only recognised damn and one or two others. Usually she had no use for me, but tonight she smiled, and the candlelight made her beady eyes look almost friendly.

         The grace done with, we pulled our chairs in under the unaccustomed silkiness of our party-dress bottoms with less noise than usual, and the orchestra flung itself into a march. The pantry doors opened, and the dapper little house-boys pranced in, their smooth faces pulled straight and their eyes snapping with excitement.

         They put a plate in front of each of us. We all looked mazily at what we saw, and waited with mixed feelings until Miss Huntingdon had picked up her fork (where, I wonder now, did Mrs Cheever even find one hundred oyster forks in a California boarding school?), before we even thought of eating. I heard Inez mutter under her breath, several more words I did not recognise except as such, and then Olmsted said casually, ‘How charming! Blue Points!’

         There was a quiet buzz … we were being extremely well-bred, all of us, for the party … and I know now that I was not the only Westerner who was scared shaky at the immediate prospect of eating her first raw oyster, and was putting it off for as long as possible. 

         I remembered hearing Mother say that it was vulgar as well as extremely unpleasant to do anything with an oyster but swallow it as quickly as possible, without thinking, but that the after-taste was rather nice. Of course it was different with tinned oysters in turkey dressing: they could be chewed with impunity, both social and hygienic, for some reason or other. But raw, they must be swallowed whole, and rapidly.

         And alive.

         With the unreasoning and terrible pernicketiness of a sixteen-year-old I knew that I would be sick if I had to swallow anything in the world alive, but especially a live oyster.

         Olmsted picked up one deftly on the prongs of her little fork, tucked it under her enormous nose, and gulped. ‘Delicious,’ she murmured.

         ‘Jesus,’ Inez said softly. ‘Well, here goes. The honour of the old school. Oi!’ And she swallowed noisily. A look of smug surprise crept into her face, and she said in my ear, ‘Try one, Baby-face. It ain’t the heat, it’s the humidity. Try one. Slip and go easy.’ She cackled suddenly, watching me with sly bright eyes.

         ‘Yes, do,’ Olmsted said.

         I laughed lightly, tinklingly, like Helen in Helen and Warren, said, ‘Oh, I love Blue Points!’ and got one with surprising neatness into my mouth.

         At that moment the orchestra began to play, with sexless abandon, a popular number called, I think, ‘Horses’. It sounded funny in Miss Huntingdon’s dining room. Olmsted laughed, and said to me, ‘Come on, Kennedy. Let’s start the ball rolling, shall we?’ 

         The fact that she, the most wonderful girl in the whole school, and the most intelligent, and the most revered, should ask me to dance when she knew very well that I was only a Sophomore, was so overwhelming that it made even the dreamlike reality that she had called me Kennedy, instead of Mary Frances, seem unimportant.

         The oyster was still in my mouth. I smiled with care, and stood up, reeling at the thought of dancing the first dance of the evening with the senior-class president.

         The oyster seemed larger. I knew that I must down it, and was equally sure that I could not. Then, as Olmsted put her thin hand on my shoulder blades, I swallowed once, and felt light and attractive and daring, to know what I had done. We danced stiffly around the room, and as soon as a few other pairs of timid girls came into the cleared space by the tree, headed towards Miss Huntingdon’s table.
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