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To Julia Child’s alma mater, Smith College, an institution capable of transforming the lives of its students and faculty, including my own and that of my husband, Daniel Horowitz.






INTRODUCTION

Julia Child was a person of great intelligence, drive, and accomplishment, but she did not work and achieve alone. This is a book about friendship and collaboration. It is a study of Julia and her relationships with those who assisted and enabled her work—and ultimately her enduring fame. Julia Child had a great capacity for friendship. She also possessed a keen business sense that carried an understanding of the importance of working with others and appreciating their help in achieving her goals.

Julia Child made friends easily. Vivacious and warm, she drew others to her, and by the early 1950s, as her culinary ambitions developed, she began to gather those who stimulated, nurtured, aided, and championed her. She and Paul, the man she married in 1946, were already partners, supporting each other through life’s many challenges. He not only encouraged Julia as she became an accomplished home cook, teacher, cookbook writer, and television presenter, he aided her work as her photographer and man-of-all-work. In Paris in 1951, Julia met and formed an alliance with Simone (Simca) Beck, who first taught with Julia in their cooking school and then brought her into collaboration on a French cookbook for Americans. Simca supplied recipes, shared with Julia responsibilities for testing each one, and provided all recipe titles. A letter in 1952 led Julia to a close friendship with Avis DeVoto, who encouraged her and opened the door to Houghton Mifflin and a book contract. In 1959, when that publisher rejected the manuscript, Avis saw that it was immediately sent to William Koshland, the unofficial general manager of the publishing house, Alfred A. Knopf. Koshland carefully shepherded the cookbook manuscript through the publishing process, seeing that, from that point on, it was in expert hands and, in the many years that followed, that Julia was treated with every courtesy. Koshland put the manuscript in the hands of Judith Jones, who read and supported it and, with Knopf’s acceptance, served as its careful and tactful editor. These key allies aided and abetted Julia on her path to Mastering the Art of French Cooking. With that achievement behind her and its promotion in mind, in 1962 Julia began to work at WGBH with Ruth Lockwood, a staff member of the educational TV station who became Julia’s right arm in the production of The French Chef.

These six people helped Julia Child develop her gifts between 1952, when she began teaching at the cooking school and working on the cookbook, and 1966, when her fame was sealed by an Emmy Award for The French Chef and her portrait on the cover of TIME magazine. Without these six, Julia Child would not have become the “Julia” of fame and memory, and Americans would have lost an important new way to understand and enjoy food and the pleasures of the dining table.

Of course, there were many others in the background who made Julia Child’s career possible. There were her prosperous parents, a loving mother and a financially generous father, who saw that their energetic and friendly daughter received the excellent education that fostered her organizational skills and lucid writing—first at the Polytechnic School, a private day school in Pasadena, California, then the Katharine Branson School, a boarding school north of San Francisco, and finally, Smith College in Massachusetts.

These parents implicitly contributed an awareness of business and its values as part of Julia Child’s heritage. Her father, John McWilliams, Jr., was a real estate manager who became vice president of J. G. Boswell Company, a major land owner and developer of Southern California land during that region’s growth years. 1 Active in civic affairs, in 1934 he became president of the Pasadenda Chamber of Commerce. Julia’s mother, also Julia, held wealth from her own family’s paper manufacturing company in Grafton, Massachusetts; her death when Julia was in her mid-twenties left Julia grieving, but also with a bequest that gave her independent means.

In early adulthood, although ambitious to become a novelist, Julia worked in advertising. Producing copy was unfulfilling, but the work fostered her self-discipline, developed her organizational skills, and enabled her to understand the important role of promotion. World War II offered the chance of meaningful service, and Julia joined the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), working first in Washington and then abroad. In that work she learned the importance of accuracy and proved to be extremely efficient and organized. In Ceylon and China she arranged and kept the agency’s files, ultimately processing top-secret papers as head of the Registry.

This experience served her well in her later career, as in like manner she meticulously dated and filed recipes for the future cookbook.

During her World War II service, Julia met the most important person in her life, Paul Cushing Child. They met in Ceylon and then were separately transferred to China. There the two often escaped army food to eat in small nearby restaurants and enjoy each other’s company. Their relationship deepened, and by the time of their return to the United States at the war’s end, they were a romantic couple. After joining up in Pasadena, they traveled by car across country to Maine and the summer place of Paul’s twin brother Charlie and his wife Freddie, where they announced their intention to marry. An auto accident failed to delay their wedding on September 1, 1946.
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“Julia and Paul at Their Wedding,” Schlesinger Library, Harvard Radcliffe Institute.



Paul got a job at the State Department, and they settled in Washington, D.C. Charlie, too, was in government service and lived with his wife nearby. This allowed Freddie to try to help Julia learn to cook. The shared life of the brothers and their wives in Washington wasn’t to last, as both men soon learned that their jobs would be ending. Charlie decided to become an artist full time; Paul began to negotiate with the United States Information Service about a posting abroad. He got lucky, and in 1948, Paul and Julia departed for Paris, where Paul was assigned to the American embassy to be in charge of exhibits.

Making their way from Le Havre, where their ship landed, to Paris, Julia and Paul stopped to have lunch at a restaurant in Rouen. Once she took her first bite of a sole meunière, Julia was hooked on French food.



It was fortunate that Paul’s work brought Julia to Paris. In the years following the Second World War, Paris was a mecca for many Americans. The great city attracted leading figures in the arts and letters, and they, in turn, gave Paris a special luster. This inspired many Americans to venture there, most simply to visit, but some to live. Interest in French cuisine had been growing for some time in the United States. Le Pavillon had opened in 1941 in New York City, to join the esteemed French restaurant nearby at the famed Waldorf-Astoria Hotel. American writers on food brought new attention to the quality of French cuisine and wine, and it became “at that moment synonymous with luxury food and wine.” 2 This led to greater interest in French restaurant food in the U.S. and enhanced the desire to enjoy it in Paris.

Some Americans residing in Paris sought to reproduce restaurant dishes in their own kitchens. Among them was Julia Child. After she and Paul settled in their roomy Paris apartment on the Rue de l’Université and Julia had worked on her French enough to be able to converse with others, she set about exploring the city’s food markets. With Julia’s inheritance from her mother, she and Paul were able to enjoy many restaurants in Paris, from simple bistros to luxurious establishments. These meals helped inspire her to want to learn to cook well and reproduce such French flavors in her own kitchen. Since her service during the war, she had been missing a focus for her energies. She knew, however, that it would never again be an office job (or even hatmaking, after she looked at the results of her efforts). On learning about Le Cordon Bleu, the famed Paris cooking school, Julia signed up for its course of study and practical work.

Julia was fortunate in having Max Bugnard as her teacher, not only at the school but also in her home, where he gave her private lessons. Bugnard was a chef able to teach the living tradition of French cooking. As a restaurateur and chef in London before World War II, he worked for several years under Auguste Escoffier. Thus, Julia was only a single degree of separation from one of the greatest names in French cuisine.
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“Julia Child and Chef Bugnard,” Schlesinger Library, Harvard Radcliffe Institute.



In time, Julia absorbed additional knowledge as she acquired and read texts from the masters of French cooking, such as Marie-Antoine Carême, the eighteenth-century chef who codified grande cuisine in his many books. She studied reference works, including Larousse Gastronomique, the comprehensive encyclopedia of French cuisine. The work that was likely the most important to her was La Bonne Cuisine de Madame E. Saint-Ange, as it was designed for the home cook that she was determined to be.

But it was a long journey from a cooking student with a desire to be a compentent home chef to bestselling cookbook author and cultural icon. One she did not make alone. As Julia Child made her way to co-authoring Mastering the Art of French Cooking and teaching culinary techniques and recipes on The French Chef, she acquired a remarkable set of close friends and co-workers. As each entered her world, Julia Child gained someone important in her life. And in distinct ways, each joined in enabling her culinary ambitions to grow beyond her own kitchen. I see them as forming Julia’s team.

Julia appreciated the friendships that members of her team offered, while at the same time she understood each person’s value as an ally in her work. She was also clearheaded, taking appropriate action when she understood that a potential alliance wasn’t working. With her savvy business sense, Julia knew that in developing a product in a competitive market—in her case a cookbook—it was important to protect the work from theft. As she sent out recipes to others to try them out, she often used the words “Top Secret” in her correspondence, and she warned them not to let the recipe out of their hands or disclose their contents.

Julia’s understanding of promotion was a key element in generating sales for Mastering the Art of French Cooking. She developed her own “launch” after its 1961 publication, traveling the U.S. from coast to coast with Paul and Simca. Following this book tour, she accepted invitations to give demonstrations to nonprofit organizations. All the while she tracked sales and the accompanying royalties. Then in 1963 came her most important promotional step. In what might today be called “branding,” she created her own television cooking show, The French Chef, on Boston’s WGBH. This came at a fortunate time, as educational television was coming into its own, ultimately uniting nationally into PBS, thus putting Julia’s cooking methods and comedic talents in households across the United States. As each broadcast featured a recipe from Mastering the Art of French Cooking, the show boosted book purchases by its widening audience, causing sales to take off exponentially. By 1966, she was famous across the U.S. As the cover story in TIME magazine declared, she was on a “first name basis” with her American readers and audience. Julia Child was now “Julia.”



There have been many books on Julia Child. Mine differs, for the story I have to tell focuses on the interactions between Julia and her team of six. It explores her deepening relations with each of them and their efforts for and support of her, and also sheds light on the extraordinary people they were. William Koshland and Ruth Lockwood in particular are two lesser known collaborators in my narrative, and I dwell on their biographies at some length, as each in turn offers insight into the inner workings of an important institution, publishing and educational television.

I have sought to develop this narrative in a special way, made possible by the rich archival record of correspondence in collections at the Schlesinger Library of the Harvard Radcliffe Institute and the Harry Ransom Center on the campus of the University of Texas. The letters between Julia Child and members of her team in these important archives have enabled me to offer a series of “conversations” via the written words exchanged between Julia and each of them during the critical years between 1952, when Julia began work on a French cookbook for Americans, and 1966, when she reached national renown. These conversations give Julia Child and her team members agency and allow entry into their specific interactions over time as relationships developed and changed. These written words evidence the substanial aid each collaborator gave, and they open as well an important window into Julia Child’s own astounding personal and professional growth.






Chapter One Assembling the Initial Team


In the beginning, there was Paul. He was a key player in everything that Julia became. He loved her dearly, and an important way he manifested his love was to champion Julia in everything she chose to do. He was a remarkable human being. In addition to being a supportive husband, he was a gifted photographer, a determined artist, an amateur poet, and a great letter-writer. Much of what can be known about Julia’s development as a cookbook writer and television host comes from his pen.

PAUL

Paul Cushing Child was born in New Jersey in 1902. He and his twin brother, Charles, were the second and third children of achievers in very different realms. Their father, Charles Tripler Child, was an electrical engineer, then working at the Smithsonian’s Astrophysical Observatory; their mother, Bertha Cushing Child, had enjoyed an earlier career as a concert singer. When the twin boys were six months old, their father suddenly died. Bertha Child returned with the two boys and their older sister to the Boston area, where she successfully resumed her musical career. Paul and the brother he always called Charlie were close, although sometimes rivalry supplanted supportiveness. At age seven, Charles accidently blinded Paul in his left eye. Characteristically, Paul never blamed him.

Both boys were talented and became unusually cultured adolescents; but they had very different personalities. Paul was shy and seemingly pessimistic, while Charles was gregarious and appeared optimistic. 1 Charles, remembered by his grandson as “brawnier, louder, more charismatic, and less sensitive than Paul,” got favored treatment that included the payment by Edward Filene, Bertha’s lover at the time, of his full tuition at Harvard. In contrast, Paul was supported for one year at Columbia, likely in the School of General Studies. 2 In the years that followed, Paul found work in many places in the U.S. and abroad.

By 1930, he was in Cambridge, Massachusetts, teaching in private schools. He lived then with his first great love, Edith Kennedy, the mother of one of his students. Older and more established than Paul, she brought him into the broader intellectual world of Cambridge. She suffered a weak heart and edema, however, and died in 1942. 3 With the coming of war, Paul joined the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), and working abroad, he met and fell in love with Julia Child.

Paul found that the pleasures of life in Paris compensated for whatever frustrations were posed by his bureaucratic office work at the American embassy. Life there offered the right balance between his job’s duties and his artistic work—painting and photography. As the years passed, bringing moves to different postings abroad and at home, that balance would cease to be possible, causing him much distress.

In Paris, Paul also relished the fruits of Julia’s developing culinary skills. Writing to Charlie in early 1951, Paul told him of a dinner Julia prepared for their guests, “performing with her usual mastery on two pheasants.” 4 Julia enlisted Paul to add artwork to certain of her food preparations. For a cocktail party on January 11, 1951, in honor of Ivan Cousins, the fiancé of Julia’s sister Dorothy, Julia sought Paul’s efforts in designing the galantine decorative surface. 5

That party may have been the most important moment in Julia’s professional life. It is where Julia met Simone Beck Fischbacher—Simca. That is, if one believes the origin story of meeting Julia that Simca told.

SIMCA

In 1951, Simca was in her mid-forties and, unlike Julia, had many years of a cooking life. By her own account, she received her first culinary lesson at age seven when she escaped from her nanny and watched the family cook make a roux for a boeuf bourguignon. Toward the end of her life, Simca published Food & Friends, a book that combined autobiography and recipes. 6 It is a revealing work offering insights into not only her privilege and experience, but also her personal resilience. Baptized Simone Suzanne Renée Madeleine Beck soon after her birth in 1904, Simca was the daughter of a well-to-do family in Normandy. Their wealth originated with Alexandre Le Grande, her mother’s father, the creator and manufacturer of Benedictine liqueur. Her father was an engineer who, at the time of the cook’s roux lesson, was the owner of a factory that made a silicate powder used in the production of ceramic tiles. The large family house in Rainfreville, 24 kilometers [15 miles] from Dieppe on the Normandy coast, was surrounded by a stable, greenhouse, garden, and farmyard. The house alone was serviced by a staff of six. The English nanny was there not only to keep Simone and her older brother Maurice in line, but also to give them lessons and to enable them to be bilingual. 7

With the coming of World War I, Simone’s father entered military service, and her mother moved the family to Rouen. There, she and her brother entered a boarding school as day students. Later, when conditions required that she be a boarding student, she suffered from malnutrition that she later believed caused her scoliosis. With the influenza epidemic, she returned home, as did her father, ravaged after suffering from the poison gas used by the Germans at Verdun. 8

In the years that followed, Simone was close to her father, who taught her to drive a car and to dance, even the tango. She accompanied him and Maurice on hunting expeditions. She, in turn, helped out, once even in the kitchen. At a time when the family cook was away, she prepared the meal for unexpected Americans, who had traveled to Rainfreville on business. 9

Simone grew to be tall like her father, in her case 5 feet, 8 inches, a height unusual for a French woman. And she assumed the posture and something of the hauteur of a privileged bourgeois daughter. It was expected that she would live a conventional life, centered around family. With that vision before her, she married a man she hardly knew, Jacques Jarlauld. She wrote that he had come to stay as “one of our shooting guests,” and after a few days, he asked her father for her hand. This took her by surprise. Her adolescence had been devoid of beaux, and she was unaware of her own needs. Her grandmother on her mother’s side, living with the family at the time, urged Simone to accept. The desire to leave home overcame Simone’s hesitations: Jacques Jarlauld lived in Paris.

The wedding came in June 1923, complete with a five-hour catered wedding banquet for forty guests in the Beck dining room. What followed was a wedding night on the train to Paris that was, in Simca’s words, “a nightmare… a disaster.” After the couple settled in Paris, Jacques spent his days at work and essentially left her alone. They gave cocktail parties, and she played bridge, went to lunch with her women friends, and had them over as well. 10 Once Jacques learned from medical tests that he was sterile, he no longer sought sexual relations. In retrospect, Simca wrote, “I realize that those ten years I spent with Jacques were dreary and fruitless but not desperately unhappy.” A turning point came when she visited her dying father. He told her that she deserved a better life and persuaded her to leave her husband. She decided to file for divorce. 11

Simone had tried bookbinding and mastered it, but at this point she chose to refine her cooking skills at the Cordon Bleu. The formal course was not satisfying, but it led her to the instructor, the great chef Henri-Paul Pellaprat, who agreed to teach her privately in her home. 12

In 1936, with her divorce final, she took on salaried work for her father’s company, now in the hands of her brother Maurice. Her job was to visit bathroom-supply manufacturers to tell them about the value of silicate for their products. And that is how, on a business call, she met Jean Fischbacher, a slightly younger man who was the assistant to the director of such a manufacturing company. He was from an Alsatian family and Protestant, then something of a bar for a French Catholic woman, but two months later, she agreed to dine with him at a restaurant. When afterwards he escorted her to her car, he gave her its name, Simca. With Jean came romance and passion. The two wed in 1937 and sustained a long, love-filled marriage. 13 They established themselves in an apartment in Neuilly, a commune at the western edge of Paris.

Their good life began to unravel with the coming of World War II. Jean entered the military as a second lieutenant. Initially, Simca was able to visit him, but once the fighting between the French and the Germans began in earnest, she retreated with her in-laws to their home in Chinon. When she learned that Jean had been taken prisoner, she rushed to Paris first to gather food for him and then to the convent where he was interred. Even after he was moved to Germany, she managed to provide him with sustenance.

She retreated with her mother to Rainfreville, forced to share the house with Nazi occupiers. She became “an indirect résitant” after she was “cajoled” by a wealthy contact to lend her Neuilly apartment “as an occasional meeting place for resistance people.” She ultimately learned that it had been “a drop-off point for letters” and likely as a place for “printing false passports and identity papers.” 14

The end of the war brought Jean’s return, after five years, “his eyes and cheeks sunken, his clothes in tatters.” His imprisonment had been long and difficult, with life-threatening days, and he arrived in Paris weighing “not more than a hundred pounds.” Jean’s conduct during his long internment merited him the Legion of Honor. 15

As Simca and Jean resumed their life in Paris, he returned to his work as a chemical engineer at the perfume company that had continued his salary during his service and internment. And new possibilities opened for Simca. One of Jean’s work colleagues secured a sponsor for Simca to become a member of Cercle des Gourmettes, a luncheon club founded in 1929. Simca described it as an “assemblage of women from a certain social class, to the manner born,” who met to enjoy good food, wine, conversation, and handsome table settings. While the club hired professional chefs for the luncheons, its members were encouraged to venture into the kitchen as the food was being prepared—and even help out with some of the cooking chores. Simca became a “devoted member” and was given the responsibility of overseeing the woman who helped the chef choose the menus for the club’s gatherings. Occasionally, she worked with the chef in preparing the luncheon meals. 16



Simca had known Louisette Bertholle prior to the war. When meeting later at a cocktail party, Louisette told her of a visit to the United States on a business trip with her husband during which she spent time with an American friend, Lucille Tyree. After Louisette helped Lucille prepare dinner, her host suggested that Louisette write a cookbook about cooking the French way. Encouraged by Jean, Simca began to collaborate on “a small book for recipes for America, What’s Cooking in France,” actually more a pamphlet than a book, published by Putnam in the United States. Subsequently, during a period in which Louisette was preoccupied with family, Simca recalled that she “forged ahead” on her own. One result was Simca’s authorship of a brochure in France regarding prunes and prune liqueurs.

Describing her life during this period, Simca wrote, “I went wild, becoming a workaholic as I frantically wrote down recipe after recipe to create a valid cookbook for Americans.” She gathered from all the sources she knew, including her “mother’s black recipe notebooks,… tips from chefs in restaurants,” her memories of food cooked in her family’s Normandy kitchen, and recipes from Aimée Cassiot, the female chef of the Gourmettes luncheons. 17

After working on her recipe collection for a year or more, she used a powerful contact she had through Jean’s family and sent a large batch of the recipes to Dorothy Canfield Fisher, a noted American author on the selection committee of the Book of the Month Club. The response was deeply discouraging. This respected authority candidly wrote back to Simca: “This is just a dry bunch of recipes, with not much background on French food attitudes and ways of doing things.” Because Americans were used to much simpler cooking, the recipe collection needed to explain to Americans “the whole way the French do things in the kitchen.” She followed, however, with the valuable suggestion: “Get an American who is crazy about French cooking to collaborate with you; somebody who both knows French food and can still see and explain things with an American viewpoint in mind.” 18

In Food & Friends, Simca related how these words led her to arrange a meeting with Julia Child in 1949. Not knowing such a woman, Simca got the advice and assistance of a knowledgeable friend who went to George Artamonoff for help. He was an American businessman who was in Paris at that time as the director of the Marshall Plan in Asia. Artamonoff told this friend that Simca should meet Mrs. Paul Child, and kindly issued an invitation to Simca to attend a large cocktail party where Julia would be one of the guests. Artamonoff let Simca know that at the party he would be too busy circulating with his one hundred guests to introduce the two. Simca should be able to spot her, however: “She’s over six feet tall.”

Spying a possibility at that party, Simca positioned herself behind a seated “handsome, curly-headed woman.” Once she stood (and thus revealed her height), Simca introduced herself. “Mrs. Child? I’ve been looking for you… please call me Simca.” With that, she told Julia of her hope to teach “French cooking to Americans through a cookbook and perhaps by giving lessons in Paris.” Julia immediately invited her to come over to her apartment the next day. 19 In Simca’s telling, their meeting happened because she had prearranged it for the specific purpose of furthering the cookbook.



Julia, however, told a different story of their meeting. It was part of the unpublished “Cooking Biography” that over a decade later, she prepared for her publisher, Alfred A. Knopf, Inc. The document was designed to be used for publicity purposes the following year when Mastering the Art of French Cooking reached publication. Julia wrote that she met Simca in Paris “at a lunch with mutual friends. We immediately began to talk cooking, and she asked me to attend a luncheon cooking session at ‘Le Cercle des Gourmettes.’ ” Julia described this as “a group of French women who meet twice a month in Paris and work with a chef to prepare a grand lunch for the rest of the members of the circle.” Julia continued that she later “met Louise Bertholle, and learned about the two French women’s collaboration on a book of French cooking for the United States. We soon became good friends, and kept toying with the idea of starting a joint cooking school for Americans in Paris. In January 1952, our idle talk of a cooking school suddenly became serious when two friends of mine from California arrived to stay in Paris for several months, and demanded cooking lessons. We started up within a week.” 20

Julia’s appointment book establishes the date of the Artamonoff party as January 11, 1951. She was certain to attend, for the event was held in honor of one of Artamonoff’s assistants, Ivan Cousins, who was departing the next day for the United States with his fiancé Dorothy McWilliams, Julia’s sister. Julia noted in her appointment book that she had prepared as her food offering for the party that elaborate galantine de volaille that Paul helped design. It consisted of cold chicken, pressed and served in aspic, and took over three days to make. Julia hoped it would have “magnificent results.” 21 Later in her appointment book she added that the party was a “mad success.” There was no mention of meeting the woman who would change her life. And, on the following day, she wrote only “See Dort & Ivan off on Liberté Boat Train. Buy pheasants.” It reported nothing about a visit from Simca Beck. 22

Julia’s first mention of Simca appears in an undated reference in her 1951 appointment book, in an early section of the book where she jotted down notes to herself. In this case, the subject was a restaurant: “W. M Perronica ami de Fishbacher; Simca—Au Petit Peu.” Perhaps the conflicting evidence about meeting Simca is only a matter of Julia’s ignorance of Simca’s effort to meet her for the purpose of enlisting her in the cookbook project. The two may well have first encountered each other at Artamonoff’s party, with the restaurant lunch following. Julia’s 1951 appointment book does state that on January 30, 1951, she was to “Meet French women cook—‘Gourmette Club,’ ” and this may well have occurred at Simca’s invitation.

In thinking about the divergent information on their first meeting, there may, however, have been something more afoot. In Simca’s case, when her book Food & Friends was published four decades after the event of the two’s first acquaintance, Julia Child had become famous as an American television host and instructor. Reading Simca’s narrative, I see her as wanting to put on record her agency. The diverging accounts also suggest an important difference between the two women. Simca suggests her motivation was to wrangle an American collaborator for a French cookbook for Americans. By contrast, Julia put friendship at the center—both in her early relation with Simca and in the instigation for their cooking school’s startup.

The important element is that when they met, Julia found a person who shared her passionate interest in French cooking. Simca Beck was rooted in the women’s gastronomic world of Paris and was an important member of the Gourmettes. And most important for what would become their collaboration, Simca had lived French cuisine her entire life and brought a heritage of recipes from her wealthy, established family. The gain was on both sides. Simca found in Julia Child not only an American woman interested in French cooking, but a person who brought to their joint project, a French cookbook for Americans, a logical mind, well-honed organizational skills, advertising experience, and the ability to write fluidly and clearly. In addition, both women proved to be energetic, strong, and ambitious.
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“Simca, close up,” Schlesinger Library, Harvard Radcliffe Institute.



Almost a year later, at the end of December 1952, Julia wrote out a somewhat different sequence regarding the evolution of the cookbook. It was a careful narrative, and, as a former worker in the OSS, Julia was precise about facts and dates. It was written to set the groundwork for a legal document regarding what would become her cookbook with Simca and Louisette, and both of her co-authors signed it. In this account, both Simca and Louisette were active from roughly 1948 in “writing their big book on French cooking.” Visiting New York in 1951, Louisette had taken their joint manuscript (likely the one that Simca sent to Fisher). “It interested Sumner Putnam,” head of the New York publishing company Ives Washburn. The publishing house put out the pamphlet “What’s Cooking in France” as a “teaser” to test the waters for the book. The two women lost control of this small collection of their recipes, as selection, translation, and editing was placed in the hands of Helmut Ripperger, a writer on food. Based on an understanding with Putnam, but no contract from the firm of Ives Washburn, the two women continued to develop their comprehensive cookbook. It thus seems likely Simca shared Dorothy Canfield Fisher’s judgment with Louisette, and both French women realized they needed an American partner for this enterprise.

From Simca’s perspective, Julia Child must have seemed perfect for the task. She was clearly an energetic and enthusiastic American, deep into learning French cooking. In contrast to Simca’s telling in which she put all the cards on the table at Artamonoff’s party, I see Simca working a bit more slowly—fishing in a stream, sizing Julia up, testing her, and then reeling her in.

Her first step was to bring Julia into Les Gourmettes, and as Julia’s appointment book attests, she first attended a luncheon on January 30, 1951. By April she was welcomed as an official member. For the rest of her stay in Paris, Julia attended the luncheons every other Friday, and often visited with its elderly American-born founder, Paulette Etlinger.

Simca then introduced her to Louisette, and the three women began to see each other outside the club’s biweekly luncheon gatherings. Writing of this early period of their mutual working relationship, Simca wrote, “We soon became a kind of triumvirate of cooking.” 23

Thus, much about Simca’s account rings true. After working with Louisette on a French cookbook designed for American women in American kitchens, the two Parisians needed an American partner, and Simca snagged Julia. However, in the same memoir, Simca attempted to declare her chief role in the cookbook that they had developed together. She asserted in the creation of Mastering the Art of French Cooking, she was the “prime mover.” She was, as she put it, “more of an authority on French Food, more of a ‘boss.’ ” 24

One can recognize Simca’s importance—and the absolute fact that Mastering would not have existed without her—and yet see her role somewhat differently. She was the instigator who recognized that Julia could be useful to her cookbook project and snagged her. She (and, to a lesser extent, Louisette) supplied most of the recipes that she and Julia adapted for American cooks using American ingredients and appliances in American kitchens. And for the many years of development for their two collaborative books, Simca and Julia shared the hard work of experimenting with methods, testing recipes, and checking with the many established works on French cuisine. The two worked together as partners, always in touch with each other wherever their kitchens and books happened to be.

But in taking the credit for Mastering the Art of French Cooking, Simca failed to recognize that a cookbook is a book. It has a logic and organizational structure that Julia, albeit with Simca’s help, hammered out over time. It also has a literary style. It was Julia’s logical mind, organizational skill, and writing ability that played the critical role in Mastering, drawing readers in, providing instruction, and giving them the courage to try the recipes.

Finally, thinking only of the French recipes in her repertoire, Simca forgot all the other actors who helped bring Mastering the Art of French Cooking into being, foster its success, and broadcast it to an American audience.



From Julia’s correspondence, one learns that she was beginning to hold ambitions beyond improving her domestic cooking skills. In April 1951, in a letter sent across the Atlantic Ocean to Freddie, Julia wrote of her rage after she flunked her Cordon Bleu examination. She laid that failure at the institution’s head. From Julia’s perspective, she had been treated unfairly. She had been a good student, studied hard, and learned to make complicated dishes. She had taken private lessons with Max Bugnard, her Cordon Bleu instructor. But instead of being examined on her advanced work, the head of the school demanded tasks so elementary that Julia was unprepared to be tested on them. With this rejection, Julia expressed to Freddie her growing ambition. She wrote, “The main thing, of course, is that I know how to cook. Chef Bugnard says I am pretty well qualified to be chef in a maison de la Haute Bourgeoisie. But I may need a better diploma from the CB sometime, for our restaurant or school.” 25

“Our restaurant or school”—in April 1951 Julia seemed to be referring to an aspiration that the sisters-in-law likely shared—that, once Julia was back in Washington, they might collaborate professionally. Julia continued only with the second option. Their school would be different from the Cordon Bleu. “Anyway, the Olive Avenue Cooking School [the location of Julia’s Georgetown house] will be run on quite different lines; and the main idea of the school is, anyway, to make cooks out of people, and not to make money.… the school isn’t to lose money, but it is definitely to be an establishemnt [sic] dedicated to learning and the enjoyment of cooking through friendliness and encouragement and professionalism.” 26

But then, quite soon, what seemed like a mere wisp of aspiration began to take form—not in Georgetown and not with Freddie. Reporting on a lunch, Paul wrote in mid-December 1951 of the guests, who included Louisette Bertholle. He described the latter as “an energetic and knowledgeable Gourmette (presently engaged with another gourmette named Simka [sic] Fischbacher in writing a cook book to be published in USA; both special pals of Jlie’s).… Julie & Simka & Bert[h]olle are planning to start a little cooking-school, classes to be limited to 4 students, and to be held in Bert[h]olle’s kitchen.” 27

In January 1952, Julia, Simca, and Louisette began their cooking school, soon to be named “L’École des Trois Gourmandes.” 28 Although the original plan had been for the school to be at Louisette’s residence, the renovation of her kitchen prevented it, and, for unknown reasons, Simca’s home in Neuilly was not considered. Thus the school’s location became Julia’s kitchen on the Rue de l’Université.

Paul described to Charlie the hasty start of the school: “A 55ish Californian named Martha Gibson turns up, wanting lessons in French cooking. Plenty mazuma [i.e., rich]. Also next day comes a Gibson-friend Mrs. Ward—then two days later, a third acquaintance who runs an Inn in U.S.A., whose [sic] been at Cordon Bleu & isn’t satisfied w/ same. Suddenly the leisurely plans for a ‘school’ of cookery have precipitated out into the physical world (somewhat before the girls were ready…). Well, there they were, money in fist & wanting to start. So it’s started!” 29

Working with Simca, Julia carefully planned each session. Her 1952 appointment book demonstrates that she and Simca got together on many days of the week as they prepared for the classes—only occasionally joined by Louisette. Julia’s early typed lesson plans demonstrate her orderly mind. Underneath the menu of the day, she laid out what each of the trio was to teach in sequence. Enjoying her new role, she typed “Prof.” before Julia, Simca, and Louisette. Her handwritten comments for March 18 included both “Good menu” and what Julia planned to say to the students as she demonstrated the sauce for the crepes: “Discuss—Dogmatism—‘the real bouillabaisse’… proof in eating.” 30

As time went on, Julia announced the school through the Embassy News, an informal newsletter for American embassy staff. The first page on June 20, 1952, for example, held what was essentially an advertisement: “INFORMAL LESSONS IN FRENCH CUISINE” that promised “a small, informal cooking class with emphasis on the cook-hostess angle.” 31 The cooking school was the perfect medium for Julia at that moment. It was both social and serious. As they planned it, the three women would take in a small number of students at any one time, all of them American. Beginning at ten in the morning, as the students collectively made a midday meal, the trio would teach them according to French techniques. At 1 P.M., students and teachers would then dine on their creations together, using the occasion to criticize and discuss how not to make mistakes. The location of the school in Julia’s kitchen enabled her to shape it in her own image. Envisioning it in sharp contrast to the Cordon Bleu, Julia intended her school’s atmosphere to be “homey and fun and informal, and passionate pleasure from both pupils and professeurs.” 32


[image: Image]
“Group portrait of Simone Beck, Julia Child, and Louisette Bertholle seated at a wooden table chopping vegetables,” (left to right: Louisette, Simca, Julia) Schlesinger Library, Harvard Radcliffe Institute.



The trio quickly evolved into more of a duo. Julia’s appointment book in the early days of the school reveals that preparation for the classes was essentially a partnership between Julia and Simca. Day after day holds the entry “J & S work.” Initially, Julia didn’t even know how to spell Louisette’s name, and even after learning, it never evolved into “L” in the appointment book. Louisette’s name typically appears in ways that suggest she provided the social glue for the three instructors, hosting cocktails or dinners in her home. As teaching began, it was Simca who worked consistently with Julia to prepare and plan.

Energetic, precise, and knowledgeable, Simca was an excellent collaborator. Although at the time she met Julia she was enjoying the good life as the wife of a prosperous businessman in postwar Paris, she was also ambitious, seeking more than the life of a bourgeois Parisian matron. And, when the situation required, she was tough-minded, as her earlier personal history suggests. Most importantly, she was a trained, experienced, and enthusiastic cook.

Julia’s letter to her sister-in-law Freddie written in spring 1952 offers a sense of Julia’s appreciation of Simca and the duo’s working relationship. Simca is, Julia wrote admiringly, “full of ideas on cakes & pastries—and has made some of the most delicious things with powdered almonds, sugar & egg whites.” By then Simca had enlisted Julia in the cookbook project, the adaptation of French recipes for American cooks using American ingredients. Julia wrote to Freddie, “Simca and I are practicing by ourselves—which is very useful. Lately we’ve been doing pastry (pie crust). She [Simca] found, to her horror, that, using US ‘Gold Medal’ flour, all her proportions were off (fat vs flour)—so we’ve been doing the ‘operational proof.’ The French flour is much fatter & full of body, and seems to need as much as ⅓ less fat to make a nice crumbly ‘short’ crust. I suppose our flour, so that it will last indefinitely without turning, and be conveniently available at our super-markets, has to go through a lot of chemical processes which takes out some of the natural fats. And the French flour is more or less natural, & get maggoty after a while.” 33

Julia then wrote out for Freddie the measurements they were experimenting with, including many different combinations of butter, margarine, and Crisco. What was at issue for Julia in the outcome was not just texture, but taste. “The crisco gives an entirely different effect, certainly, and much more crumbly. But, me, I love the taste of butter in a crust.” 34



To Freddie, Julia assessed what the three women were bringing to their school. During this season, she wrote that Simca and Louisette brought the experience of “a lifetime in France, and having spent 3 years over writing a cookbook, and knowing nice little dishes and cakes and pastrys [sic].” Julia, however, was not modest about her own accomplishments. She stated that she had critical skills learned from “3 professional chefs,” who taught her “good methods of cutting things up, handling the knife, cleaning and carving and saucery.” In addition, she wrote, “I can also bring the practical side of being an American, and cooking with no servants anywhere.” 35 At the same time, Julia’s appointment books reveal Simca’s important role. Not only had she been engaged with cooking from early on, studied with a great chef, and built a huge repertoire of recipes, Simca proved to be as committed and as hard-working as Julia.

During these early months of the cooking school, Simca extended invitations to Julia and Paul to visit at a number of her family homes, including the one of her childhood in Normandy. For this we have only Paul’s grudging record, filled with complaints about the physical discomforts he experienced, the lack of taste in the house’s furnishings, and in Normandy, the preference of cider over wine. What Paul gradually came to enjoy, however, was the company of Jean Fischbacher, Simca’s husband.

As for the cookbook, it began to surface explicitly in Julia’s jottings in her appointment book in late August 1952, a time when the cooking school was not in session. On Thursday, August 28, Julia noted, “Louisette, Simca & Book,” and on the following day, “J & Simca work on cookbook.” 36 A full record of this survives in the daily record that Paul, using the nickname he favored, labeled his “P’ski Diary.” Paul came to write down each day his thoughts and activities, and he compiled these in a weekly letter to his brother, Charles. His entry of August 29, 1952 began by stating that the editor of “That famous cook book wh[ich] Simca & Louisette wrote for the American public, and wh[ich] was theoretically to have been published for the Christmas trade this Fall” had not happened. “So now Les Trois Gourmandes will have to do it. This means that the job of putting it into readable English will fall on Julie—and that aspect of it needs an immense amount of work—not to mention the re-writing of most of the original technical instruction (Louisette & Simca have not had professional training so, let’s face it, even that isn’t all it should be). It’s a big book—it’ll be a colossal job.… So Julie is girding-up her loins & spitting on her Underwood.” 37

Paul understood from the outset that Louisette with her “wonderfully vague temperament” was not fully on the team, and that the cookbook was really a partnership of Julia and Simca. In the days and months that followed, Julia marked almost daily “J works” or simply “works.” On a few occasions she noted that Louisette was present. But for many days of 1952, it was Julia and Simca or more simply “S & J work.” Once, a famed chef, Claude Thillmont, came to give them a lesson on cakes. 38 In these instances, it is not possible to know whether the two women were working on the cookbook or preparing for their classes. On one occasion, however, a Sunday in early December, Paul was there to observe, and wrote, “Julie and Simca are slugging away at their book.” 39 And a month later, after dining with guests on the outcome of their labors, a garlic soup, Paul wrote to Charlie, “Julie & Simca are working on Chapter no. 2 of THE book. It’s Soups.” 40

Julia shared many of Simca’s attributes and had her own contribution to make—plus her unique vantage point as an American, versus a Frenchwoman who had been imbued with French culinary traditions her entire life. Julia brought her strong desire for scientific proof to recipes, her early experience in advertising, the organizational skills she had honed in the OSS during the war, and her communication and writing abilities. Once engaged in work on the cookbook, Julia’s experience, logical mind, and literary interests enabled her to emerge as a lucid writer.

Equally important is the drive that propelled Julia, evidenced in the early days of the trio’s cooking school. As her notation of her discussion points for the March 18, 1952 class suggest, Julia had an intense desire to demystify French cooking and replicate it in her own ordinary kitchen. Julia sought clarity and logical steps. She would take French cuisine away from the magic of the man in the white toque with a whisk, break it into elements that could be mastered, and teach the specific techniques needed to attain delicious outcomes for the table.

For this work Simca was just the ally Julia needed, and together Simca and Julia would prove to be a formidable team.



Once Simca was on the scene, Paul had an early reason to be grateful to her. After she brought Julia into the Gourmettes, Paul got the pleasure of dining “with the Prince Consorts Abandonés.” He explained to Charlie that this group was composed of the husbands of the Gourmettes who met for a “fabulous lunch on [the] same day” that their wives were dining together. Paul described them collectively as “the group of civilized, witty, intelligent gourmets I’ve been looking for all these years.” 41 Later in the spring, Paul raved to his brother about a lunch in which the Gourmettes and their husbands ate together at the restaurant in the building housing the Chamber of Deputies: “The food was really splendid. The whole mob (about 50) was first taken on a guided tour of the building to look at the place where the Deputies speak, at their wonderful old library, the murals & statues etc.” 42

Many months later came Paul’s first description of Simca after she had come to lunch. He presented her to Charlie as “Mme. Fischbacher, a gourmette.… a flashy and charming Française of about 42.” 43 In December he told Charlie of the plans for the cooking school to be conducted by Julia, Simca, and Louisette. 44

Paul was able to see the school firsthand, because its location was in their kitchen. An astute observer, Paul came to understand the dynamics among the three women. Louisette, he wrote, had “a Romantic approach to cooking,” i.e., she did not measure ingredients but used “instinct.” By contrast, Simca and Julia were “hard workers & good organizers,” and they had “more ‘scientific’ ” and “measured quantities.” 45

Paul’s work contributed in a direct way to the school’s initial success. Not only did the American embassy’s newsletter advertise its opening, Paul’s work and wider social orbit likely helped bring in some of the women who came for lessons in Julia’s kitchen. When the small class sat down at 1 P.M. to share the luncheon meal they had prepared, Paul was typically at the table, as his lunch break was long, and his office was only a short walk from their apartment. In his “P’ski Diary” of February 5, 1952, he noted that the gathering at the table was very “merry, self-congratulatory & fun.” 46

Behind the jolly lunch atmosphere that enlivened Paul’s difficult workdays at the embassy lay a great deal of work. Julia and Simca were not playing—they were dead serious. On February 4, Julia wrote a full report on her teaching days to Freddie. The school began at 10 A.M. At 1 P.M., the teachers and students sat down to eat the meal they made, but the work did not stop. At lunch, “everybody must criticize anything, and if mistakes are made, we can discuss why and how to avoid them. And the atmosphere is just what we want it to be, homey and fun and informal, and passionate pleasure from both pupils and professeurs.”

As for Paul, Julia wrote, none “of it could happen at all without him and his interest and good business sense (wouldn’t his mother be shocked if she knew he was a good business man!). And having him for lunch lends a certain gaiety and tone to the event. Tomorrow he is going to give a little discussion on wines and the serving of. These gals have never really had good wine, and keep saying ‘Oh red wine, I don’t like it. Maybe I would like a really dry red wine.’ So we are serving a fine bottle of Medoc 1929 tomorrow, to show them the difference.” 47

Julia worked hard in preparation. As she wrote to Freddie in March 1952, now giving the enterprise a name, “Have much too little time to write lately, as ‘L’École des Trois Gourmandes’ takes most all my time—even though lessons are only 2 times a week. It is a wonderful opportunity to get my hen-scratches into typewritten order. And every recipe I do takes hours of time, but I feel I’ve gotten the meat out of it at last, and it is, for the time being, ‘definitive.’ ” 48

Paul accepted the reality that the school’s three teachers were working for love, not money. Julia explained the economic side to Freddie: “And so far we have made 7,000 francs [$20.20 or slightly less than $200 at the time of this writing] in three lessons, or 600 francs [$1.80 or slightly under $18] apiece per lesson (at about 25 francs [$.07; $0.69] per hours work). That includes everything, plus $3. wear and tear on our kitchen per lesson. As Paul puts it, per our remarks ‘So, you are in business so you won’t lose money’. But that’s about it.” 49

More generally, with Paris in the 1950s an important gathering place for Americans, Paul had the opportunity in his work at the embassy to meet many leading figures in politics and the arts and letters from the U.S. When the teaching trio decided to widen the lunchtime circle, they invited a few outsiders to enjoy what the students had prepared. A fee of 500 francs (equivalent to $1.43, or $12.58 at the time of writing) helped to defray costs. 50 It may also have helped to develop the future reputation of their teachers.

Given his design talent, Paul embellished Julia’s endeavor with what became an enduring image. In the early spring, he wrote to Charlie that he was at work “drawing a sort of ‘trade mark’ for the Trois Gourmandes to use on letter-heads, ‘and other things.’ ” And with this, he let his comic imagination fly. “Well, they can decorate a cake w/ it when their first anniversary comes ’round—not to mention its obvious utility for sky-writing, banners, television, sand-painting, posters, title-pages, seal-rings, branding-irons, and for tatooing [sic] on the chest between the bosoms.” 51 It remained a lasting contribution as what we would call today their logo, and it served to adorn their aprons and their stationery.


[image: Image]
Paul’s “trade mark,” Schlesinger Library, Harvard Radcliffe Institute.



What about the project behind the cooking school that had brought the trio together, the French cookbook for an American audience? As Paul had noted, it began to appear in August 1952. By September, Paul’s letters give a sense of what Julia’s commitment was becoming and indicate that there would be little free time to roam the streets on weekends. On Saturday, September 6, 1952, he wrote, “J. works on her cook book revision. She kept it up all day.” He, however, was busy then as well, for he was studying for an exam, a necessary step toward attaining a regular Foreign Service position. 52 But more than parallelism was at work. Paul had a genuine respect for what Julia was trying to accomplish.

Paul made up for his lack of formal classical training by intensive self-education. All of this served him well in understanding what Julia was up to. In early October 1952, as she was deep into work on sauces, Paul wrote that “Julie plugs away steadily at her cook book. Even so, Getting out of Sauces is as hard for her as it was for Christian to get out of the Slough of Despond. Everything is pretty Korzybskian.… [whose] Precepts of General Semantics are being put to practical use: ‘The word is not the thing’ was never better exemplified than Julie’s refusal to believe what the books say without subjecting the theories to operational proof. All recipes are checked & counter-checked on the stove & in the stew pot, so are Old Wives tales.” 53

Paul then expanded to discuss Julia’s work to turn French measurements of grams into the “American cooking vocabulary of spoonsful, cupsful, ‘medium-sized onions,’ etc.” In doing so, he applauded one of Julia’s discoveries: the flaw in American cookbooks, even in the American standby The Joy of Cooking. She found that the recipe for Béchamel sauce had made a mistake in translating grams to spoonfuls: the fact that butter and flour weighed the same did not translate into equal volume. The book had given equal tablespoon measures when they should have been at a ratio of one tablespoon of butter to two of flour. “This may seem an arcane triumph indeed to outsiders, but it’s an exciting discovery to our Wifelet.” 54

Paul also looked for books that might aid Julia’s work. He bought her the 1,488-page, two-volume Harrap’s French and English Dictionary, “whose sources are both England & America.” He explained the utility of these sources as Julie worked on the cookbook. There were words such as “le carrelet which in English-English is plaice, but in American-English can be sand-dab, or lemon-dab, or lemon-sole.” 55

On October 20, 1952, Paul announced to Charlie, “Julie is wrestling w/ multifarious butters, the final chord in her symphony of sauces.” Somehow, both Paul and Julia assumed that publication would come quickly and easily, for nine days later he wrote: “Julie just had to write the final draft of the SAUCES section of the cook book. It is shortly to be sent off to the publisher as a sample of style & method.” Julia, he stated, had plans to send copies to her twelve cooking friends to test, the ones she called her “guinea pigs.” Along with Freddie they offered “critical & helpful comments, many of which will be included in the ultimate, final-final-final draft for the printers.” 56 Right after that, in Julia’s appointment book for October 20, is an unusual entry: “S. comes at 9: work Louisette at 11:30 Do Beurre Blanc,” followed by “S for lunch & Beurre Blanc. Work P.M. (sick of butter).” 57

Julia may have been tired of butter, but for Paul there were more serious issues. In January 1953, after announcing to Charlie that Julia and Simca were now turning to soups, Paul continued, “Thank God we’re out of Sauces, is all. Now my liver can get back to normal. We had a marvellous [sic] garlic soup today.” Paul needed to be careful with what he ate, as he faced real health issues from the dysentery he suffered during his war service, and had taken medicine for it in recent years. 58

As the cooking school began its second year, Paul described it to Charlie in glowing terms: “L’Ecole des 3 Gourmandes began its winter session once again this morning, w/ Chef Thilomont [Thillmont] holding the spoon-of-office.… a fine, honest, salty technician w/ a ripe & rapid accent, and a wonderful way w/ a pie-crust. When you watch him squeeze decorations onto a cake you can appreciate that famous utterance: ‘There are only 4 great arts, Music, Painting, Sculpture, and Ornamental Pastry—architecture being perhaps the least banal derivative of the latter.’ ” After Thillmont offered Julia a modest compliment for the birthday cake she had made for Paul, “the Wifelet has been sparkling w/ pride all afternoon.” 59

In mid-January, Paul got word that he would likely be reposted to Marseilles. It meant for both of them the loss of Paris, and for Julia, the awareness that she would no longer be an active member of the teaching team Les Trois Gourmandes. But in the meantime, Avis DeVoto had come into her life, and the cookbook was beginning to loom larger in her mind.






Chapter Two Avis Comes Aboard


Simca and Julia were roaring ahead, with Paul’s constant support. But this was only the beginning. By summer 1952, only months after beginning her work with Simca, Julia found another great friend, the woman who moved Julia and Simca’s collaboration on its forward path toward the publication of their remarkable book—Avis DeVoto. On receiving the first letter from Avis, written April 3, 1952, Julia entered into a correspondence that quickly grew into a deep friendship—one that not only altered her immediate plans for the cookbook, but also reshaped her life.

AVIS

When Avis wrote to Julia, she was forty-eight years old and living in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Born Avis MacVicar in Houghton, Michigan in 1904, Avis had a freshman year at Northwestern University in Evanston, Illinois. At the end of that year, she married her English instructor, Bernard DeVoto, a man seven years her senior. Four years later, in 1927, they moved to Cambridge, where in the shadow of Harvard, Bernard’s alma mater, he sought to become established as a writer and teacher. Except for a suburban move to Lincoln and two years in New York in the 1930s, the DeVotos remained in Cambridge. By 1952, they owned a grand house on fashionable Berkeley Street, and Bernard was a very famous man. He had published many books, including the Pulitzer Prize-winning Across the Wide Missouri. He wrote pieces in magazines, and he was about to publish The Course of Empire, a work for which he would receive the National Book Award. A person knowledgeable on the American West and an outspoken conservationist, he was the voice of the Harper’s column “The Easy Chair.”

In addition to running their large house, working in the garden, caring for their younger son Mark at home, and often worrying about their elder son Gordon, Avis served as Bernard’s secretary, proofreader, and hostess of his regular Sunday cocktail hour. She was also responsible for giving the many dinner parties that formed the reciprocal rounds of Cambridge social life. For Avis, cooking was an important outlet for creative expression as well as a means to satisfy one of her primary pleasures, eating a good meal.

Living within the context of the early 1950s as the wife of a man very different from Paul Child, Avis seems to have seen herself principally as a helpmeet to her husband, sons, and friends. Understanding her place as an intellectually astute domestic woman, she used her gifts for language, precision, typing, and cooking primarily for others. Her rewards were her family, close friends, Cambridge life, and the pleasures that sprang from Bernard’s fame. She was hardly the simple happy housewife of 1952 magazine ads, however. Ambition stirred within her.

Working with her writer husband, she was aware of her proficiency with words and relished clarity and precision. Bernard, or DeVoto as she called him, published with Houghton Mifflin in Boston, and that gave her important connections. Avis knew how to work her friendships, including that with Dorothy de Santillana, Bernard’s editor. Given her good eye for talent, Avis conferred with de Santillana about prospective books, thus serving informally as a scout who steered manuscripts to Houghton Mifflin. She shared her husband’s politics on the liberal left and engaged in small-scale fundraising for the Democratic Party candidates she favored. Julia knew little of this at the time, only that Avis responded warmly, was the wife of Bernard DeVoto, and was very interested in sharp knives and good French food.

In retrospect, it seems fated, but the friendship of Avis DeVoto and Julia Child came almost by chance. Had Julia not read “The Easy Chair” in Harper’s November 1951 issue, expressing Bernard DeVoto’s frustration with American stainless steel knives (“They look wonderful, but they won’t cut anything”), had Julia not responded by sending him a “nice little French” knife as a “token of appreciation” for his words—and adding a brief description of her culinary work in Paris, and had Bernard not turned to his wife to answer such correspondence, Avis’s important presence in Julia’s life and Avis’s invaluable contribution to the development and publication of Julia’s Mastering the Art of French Cooking would not have happened.

On April 3, 1952, Avis DeVoto typed a letter to “Dear Mrs. Child.” In contrast to Julia’s short note, Avis wrote at length. After apologizing that she, not Bernard, was writing in thanks, Avis stated, “I am green with envy at your chance to study French cooking.” With this she opened the conversation that the two would sustain for as long as Avis lived. “There are two dishes served at Bossu on the Quai Bourbon that I remember in my dreams, and if by any possible chance you know how to make them I would be forever in your debt if you would let me know.” One was eggs, the other veal, both made with cream and fresh tarragon. Avis’s awareness of taste and national differences must have been immediately evident to Julia when she read, “I probably can’t get the right kind of cream for it [the egg dish] but I live in hopes.… Bossu probably has access to younger veal than I can get here.”
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