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IN THE 1950s, America was a land of overdone roast beef and canned green beans—a gastronomic wasteland. most restaurants relied on frozen, second-rate ingredients and served bogus “Continental” cuisine. Authentic French, Italian, and Chinese foods were virtually unknown. There was no such thing as food criticism at the time, and no such thing as a restaurant critic. Cooking at home wasn’t thought of as a source of pleasure. Guests didn’t chat around the kitchen. Professional equipment and cookware were used only in restaurants. One man changed all that.


From the bestselling author of Alice Waters and Chez Panisse comes the first biography of the passionate gastronome and troubled genius who became the most powerful force in the history of American food—the founding father of the American food revolution. From his first day in 1957 as the food editor of the New York Times, Craig Claiborne was going to take his readers where they had never been before. Claiborne extolled the pleasures of exotic cuisines from all around the world, and with his inspiration, restaurants of every ethnicity blossomed. So many things we take for granted now were introduced to us by Craig Claiborne—crème fraîche, arugula, balsamic vinegar, the Cuisinart, chef’s knives, even the salad spinner.


He would give Julia Child her first major book review. He brought Paul Bocuse, the Troisgros brothers, Paul Prudhomme, and Jacques Pépin to national acclaim. His $4,000 dinner for two in Paris was a front-page story in the Times and scandalized the world. And while he defended the true French nouvelle cuisine against bastardization, he also reveled in a well-made stew or a good hot dog. He made home cooks into stars—Marcella Hazan, Madhur Jaffrey, Diana Kennedy, and many others. And Craig Claiborne made dinner an event—whether dining out, delighting your friends, or simply cooking for your family. His own dinner parties were legendary.


Craig Claiborne was the perfect Mississippi gentleman, but his inner life was one of conflict and self-doubt. Constrained by his position to mask his sexuality, he was imprisoned in solitude, never able to find a stable and lasting love. Through Thomas McNamee’s painstaking research and eloquent storytelling, The Man Who Changed the Way We Eat unfolds a history that is largely unknown and also tells the full, deep story of a great man who until now has never been truly known at all.






PRAISE FOR


THE MAN WHO CHANGED THE WAY WE EAT
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“The Man Who Changed the Way We Eat assures that a poignant life whose meaning so impacted the restaurant world will not be permitted to fade from our collective memories. Bravo, Thomas McNamee for illuminating the erudite gentleman who paved the way for today’s legion of professional restaurant reviewers, as well as for an entire generation of amateur critics who now daily express their judgments on every platform the Internet provides. This must-read book profiles Claiborne’s turbulent, brilliant, and unscripted life—which had such a profound and enduring impact on a huge swath of American culture.”


—Danny Meyer, author of Setting the Table: The Transforming Power of Hospitality in Business







[image: images]


 


THOMAS McNAMEE’S essays, poems, reporting, and reviews have appeared in Audubon, The New Yorker, Natural History, and the New York Times. He wrote the PBS documentary Alexander Calder, which won a Peabody Award and an Emmy.
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The Man
Who Changed
the Way We Eat




1

A Sensation


Putting a piece about food on the front page of the New York Times was unheard of, but on April 13, 1959, they did it.


ELEGANCE OF CUISINE IS ON WANE IN U.S.


 


Two time-honored symbols of the good life—great cuisine in the French tradition and elegant table service—are passing from the American scene. . . . Cost control cramps the enthusiasm and inventiveness of master chefs. . . . Training facilities for cooks and waiters are virtually nonexistent. Management and union officials are apathetic. . . . Menus soon will be as stereotyped as those of a hamburger haven. . . . Americans seem always to be in a hurry. . . .


Humbert Gatti, executive chef of the Plaza Hotel, predicts: “Within five years kitchens à la minute will replace haute cuisine in America’s major cities. The public will be offered broiled steak, broiled chicken or broiled fish. Or only sautéed dishes. No more sauce Champagne. No more sauce Robert, no more filet of beef Wellington. Even today, you walk into kitchens that don’t have a stockpot. . . . I know places with a big business where they don’t use ten pounds of butter a day.”


 


The New York restaurant world was stunned. You didn’t come right out and say things like this. It wasn’t just New York, either. Restaurateurs across the country were outraged. There was no such thing as food criticism in those days, no such thing as a restaurant critic. Newspaper pieces about restaurants were written to please the advertisers. Food articles usually relied on recipes sent in by readers or on corporate press releases. And food writers? A few did exist, but M. F. K. Fisher, good as she was, never complained, and James Beard’s judgment was for hire.


This was something entirely new. The writer, Craig Claiborne, had been the food editor of the New York Times for a year and a half, but until this moment he had been largely ignored by the brass. Their concerns were more serious than the decorators and couturiers and casseroles touted in the small section headed “Food Fashions Family Furnishings,” commonly known as the women’s page, where Craig’s work had till now always rather obscurely appeared.


What nobody realized was that Craig Claiborne was going to become the most powerful force American food had ever known.
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The editor of the women’s page had always been a woman, and it had always been the custom at the Times to speak only sparingly of restaurants, and always politely. What had been noticed, vaguely, of the new, male editor was that he was a somewhat foppish Southerner with a distinctly literary style and an air of scholarly authority, but nobody high up had paid much attention to him till he pressed forward quite aggressively with his idea for this piece.


This was Craig Claiborne’s dream job. New York was where he was meant to be; his element, he’d felt it from his first moment; the glamour and the gaiety, so many chic women, so many such good-looking men, the dark hum of power unceasing under it all. The voice of the New York Times, the ultimate voice of authority, was now his. And he had more than a dream; he had a plan. He was going to teach America what good food was, and bad. With his intelligent and sympathetic criticism, a new excellence would arise.


He had looked forward to an exploration of fine dining in America’s leading fine-dining city, but New York’s supposedly best restaurants were proving quite a disappointment. Craig had been classically trained in cooking and in service at the best hotel school in the world, in Lausanne, Switzerland, and he had learned there just how fine the degrees of excellence were that could be discerned by a well-trained palate and a discriminating sense of taste. He expected to find in the serious restaurants of New York a more than ample arena in which to exercise his critical faculties. The city had, after all, attracted a plethora of French and other European chefs brought up in the rigorous traditions of their homelands. The farms of northeastern America were capable of growing fruits and vegetables as good as those of Europe. The region’s pastures were rich and abundant. The Atlantic and its bays, sounds, and estuaries teemed with fish and shellfish. Jet planes could now bring to these shores fresh European wild mushrooms, truffles, Normandy butter, sole fresh from the Strait of Dover, even the matchless fishes of the Mediterranean—turbot, Saint-Pierre, loup de mer. Money was no constraint in the postwar boom years, and the topmost restaurants of New York charged accordingly.


By the end of his first year and a half at the Times, however, Craig was fed up. His experience of the city’s restaurants—with one exception—had ranged from dispiriting down. Though he longed to celebrate the greatness that he knew a serious restaurant could achieve, time and again he found himself stymied. He really believed in his mother’s old Southern maxim that if you can’t say something nice, you shouldn’t say anything. If a place displeased him extremely, his preference was not to write about it at all. When pressed by his editors, he would comment only with his native strained reticence. Of Maud Chez Elle his faint praise was that “It is to this establishment’s special credit that the beans were cooked properly.”1 One can picture him blinking in prim dismay at Trader Vic’s “Scorpion, a gardenia-bedecked potion served to four persons from one container equipped with four straws.” It seemed to pain him even to mention the Trader’s “Queen’s Park Swizzle and the Doctor Funk of Tahiti.”2 One easily deduces his thrill at covering the opening of a new branch of the Stouffer’s chain in Garden City, Long Island, of which he managed to observe that it had “a capacity for 586,”3 or the Continental Restaurant, in a shopping center in Paramus, New Jersey, where the closest he could come to saying anything nice was that “Opulence and a long menu are very much in evidence.”4


The great exception was Le Pavillon, a grand French restaurant in Midtown Manhattan descended from the French government pavilion at the 1939 World’s Fair in Queens and now ruled by the tyrannical Henri Soulé. Soulé was a snob to the public and a despot to his staff, but when it came to the classic haute cuisine of France he was an exacting perfectionist, and the food that emerged from his kitchen was superb. Le Pavillon was not only the best restaurant in New York; it was considered among the best in the world. Craig loved everything about the place.


In early 1959, he had persuaded his editors that the extreme contrast between his standards, as embodied in Le Pavillon, and the reality of dining in New York anywhere else was a story he ought to spend some time on. Once he got the go-ahead, his reporting for the piece was exhaustive. Interviewing classically trained chefs, he found nearly all of them institutionally thwarted. They were bitterly angry over union rules, cheapskate owners, arrogant waiters. Some of the restaurateurs, chefs, and dining room staff he talked to were long since hardened to sloth and corruption. But at Le Pavillon he found precision, excellence, devotion, and cooking nothing short of sublime.


Having had so many bad experiences as a diner, and so sharing the anger of the willing but frustrated workers behind the scenes, he concluded that the only proper course for his piece was to indict New York’s restaurants across the board, to identify the non-inevitable causes of their mediocrity, and to show in the example of Le Pavillon that excellence was possible. Back in the newsroom he couldn’t stop typing. The piece got longer and longer. Craig might have expected his editors to tell him to throttle back—this was only a piece about food, after all—but they didn’t. He also wanted a big photo spread, mainly of the kitchen at Le Pavillon, and they agreed to that, too.


This was a quite surprising request to make of a restaurant. One did not look into restaurant kitchens, and one did not photograph chefs. Too many kitchens were greasy, grimy workplaces, too many chefs growly old bloody-aproned laborers. The legendarily intractable Henri Soulé, however, told Craig that the New York Times would be most welcome in the kitchen of Le Pavillon.


The kitchen was spotless, and the chef, Pierre Franey, in his starched white apron and tall toque blanche, was startlingly young for a chef of such prestige—thirty-eight, Craig’s own age—and strikingly good-looking. The distance between the excellence of Le Pavillon and the absence of it in all the rest would be illustrated by a step-by-step series of photographs, adjacent to Craig’s piece, showing Franey preparing a whole fish stuffed with a mousse of sole and then covered with a Champagne sauce and garnished with a skewer of fluted mushrooms and black truffles. In another photograph, obviously of another restaurant, trays of tired, preheated food populate a steam table.


The headline type was small, and below the fold, but still it was on Page One, and the continuation inside took up most of a page: The piece was twenty-four hundred words long, a length the Times granted only to articles the editors deemed to be of real significance. It was a public sensation, but it would prove significant for Craig in another, entirely unanticipated, and personal way: He and Pierre Franey would become friends, and then professional partners; and they would work together for the next almost thirty years.


As for Craig’s criticism, “Elegance of Cuisine Is on Wane in U.S.” was just the beginning. It wasn’t just New York restaurants that he had it in for, and it wasn’t just high-end restaurants. It was nearly everything about food in America.


What Craig Claiborne saw when he looked out across the vast expanse of the United States was a gastronomic landscape blighted by ignorance and apathy, a drearily insular domain of overdone roast beef and canned green beans. The more he learned of it, the bleaker it looked. American food was terrible, and it was getting worse.


Household after household was losing its connection to the past. Old family recipes were consigned to attics, even tossed out with the trash. Canned-soup casseroles, Reddi-Wip, Swanson’s TV Dinners, instant coffee, Cheez Whiz, and a host of other abominations—reinforced by relentless advertising of unprecedented effectiveness via the suddenly ubiquitous medium of television—were freeing the American housewife from drudgery, and lulling American households into culinary torpor.


World War II had given American women a taste for employment and the sense of autonomy that it engendered, so much so that the prospect of “going to work”—out of the house, and collecting a paycheck of one’s own—had become a powerful social force. Making fresh coconut cake with vanilla boiled frosting and braising a mushroom-stuffed shoulder of lamb all afternoon really didn’t fit the picture anymore. Slapping together some dehydrated onion soup, a can of tuna, and some Miracle Whip, however, with a layer of nice crunchy Fritos on top and half an hour in a hot oven, while you, exhausted, and your equally wornout husband put your feet up and watched the news (and the commercials)—well, that was not too bad. Add in some kids, and it wasn’t only not too bad, it was, or soon came to seem, indispensable.


Peg Bracken’s I Hate to Cook Book was widely popular, and genuinely funny, in part because it was so embarrassingly true to the psychological reality of the home cook of the day:


 


Just shut your eyes and go on opening those cans.5


 


When you hate to cook, you owe it to yourself never to pass the canned Welsh Rabbit shelf in your supermarket without adding a few cans to your collection.6


 


Speaking of this, recipe books are always telling you to get a can of a ready-prepared dish and spike it with something, as though the product isn’t quite good enough for you as is. . . . But my own feeling is that you should give the prepared thing the benefit of the doubt and taste it before you start spiking. After all, those manufacturers have worked themselves loop-legged in their sunny test kitchens perfecting a formula that a lot of people like.7


 


The people of the United States had little connection to the great cuisines of the world. With the exception of the isolated pockets of recent immigrant groups who had maintained their cultural traditions, Americans just didn’t know what was possible. Chinese food was chop suey and chow mein, and did not even remotely resemble what real Chinese people ate. Italian food was pizza (Chef Boy-Ar-Dee from a box!) or spaghetti and meatballs. French? Something that called itself cuisine française could be had only in the biggest cities, and even there it was bastardized beyond anything anyone French could have recognized.


The United States had no equivalent of the great hotel schools of Europe, or of the rigorous apprenticeship system of Europe’s restaurants. Most restaurant cooks learned their trade from existing restaurant cooks who themselves were barely competent. In his front-page jeremiad Craig had pointed with some relief to the “one person making a valiant effort to perpetuate classic cookery in this country . . . Mrs. Frances Roth . . . administrative director of the nonprofit Culinary Institute of America.”8 The CIA was literally the only fully developed professional cooking school in the nation, and, at the time, frankly not a very good one.


In many parts of the country, there were few restaurants of any kind. In others, there might be a diner here or there, or a simple town café, or a boarding house, or a hotel dining room. When Craig was growing up in the Mississippi Delta, the nearest decent restaurant to his home was hundreds of miles away, in New Orleans (and it would have been pretty good, too). His mother served delicious Southern and Creole food in her boarding house—which meant that young Craig’s exposure to good food was truly exceptional.


Now at last from his high promontory at the New York Times, looking out across the whole dreary landscape of American food, he knew his challenge, and his great opportunity. If, bringing all his skill and all his knowledge to bear, he could elevate food, cooking, and dining to the level of significance he believed they should occupy in American life, he could be a cultural critic on a par with the paper’s critics of art, music, books, and the theater. He could change the way Americans ate, the way they thought about food, the way they lived. He could bring a realm of pleasure into their lives of whose existence they had previously not even known.




2

Beyond the Delta Horizon


Craig Claiborne spent much of his childhood in fear. Any child in the Mississippi Delta had good reason to be afraid. There were poisonous snakes everywhere, wasps that stung like fire, hookworms that bored in through the soles of your bare feet and ate up your insides, dogs on short chains that when they howled their masters beat them and when they got loose might bite a child just for smelling of fear. Ordinary punishment at school could be a paddling mean enough to raise blisters.


Craig had more reason for fear than the other children did. His junior high athletics coach was also a teacher, and on the first day of the term he asked everybody in arithmetic class to write down the sport they’d be playing. Craig wrote his name but no sport. “I see we’ve got a sissy in the class,” said the coach.


In his memoir, A Feast Made for Laughter, Craig wrote: “From that day on in junior high and high school, I became the victim of a bunch of childish thugs who took delight in tormenting me.”1


The disparity between Craig’s mother’s airs of aristocracy and the family’s all too apparent poverty didn’t help. They tormented him often enough that his terror of the next ambush was constant.


No adults came to Craig’s defense, no teacher, no friend, neither his mother nor his father. But there was nothing notable in this situation. The Delta was hard country. Since the time when Andrew Jackson brutally cleansed the forests of Chickasaw and Choctaw Indians and set them on the Trail of Tears to Oklahoma in the middle 1830s and on into the present day, agriculture has been the only way of life the Delta has known. That life has always been very rich for some and very poor for others, and rich and poor in violent fluctuations—violent, and hard.


The Mississippi Delta is not to be confused with the estuary at the great river’s mouth, three hundred miles to the south. A flood plain bounded by the Yazoo and Mississippi rivers, the Delta stretches from its northern extremity just below Memphis, Tennessee, two hundred miles to its southernmost reach. It is seventy miles wide at its widest and roughly a pointed oval in shape. It is virtually all dead flat, and when the rain comes—and rain there is frequent and heavy—it is mostly either mud or under water. For tens of thousands of years, the Mississippi’s silt-laden floodwaters had poured across the Delta every spring, leaving behind layer on layer of the powder-fine soil known as loess. Then came revetments and levees, measures of heroic ambition and magnificent expense, the twentieth century’s concrete dreams of containing the river’s feral course. They will without question be defeated someday, as so many other of the Delta’s illusory dreams already have been.


In the first years of settlement and for generations thereafter, before the advent of modern engineering and hydrology, human attempts to convert the Delta’s swamps to agriculture were a never-ending nightmare. The Delta’s forests were mephitic jungles. The mud sucked down whole mule trains. Malaria and yellow fever struck again and again. By the turn of the twentieth century, only a third of the land had been cleared.2 But what soil! All topsoil, all the way down, the richest soil in the world—capable of sustaining astounding yields of one of the world’s most demanding and most lucrative crops: cotton.


Cotton made the people of the Delta hard—black and white, slave and free, sharecropper and planter, janitor and banker, housemaid and housewife—for the economy of cotton required cheap, abundant labor, not only in the fields but in sweeping your floors and fixing your dinner. Slavery, the War, Reconstruction, yellow fever, depressions in 1873 and 1893, the merciless racism of the Jim Crow laws, the World War—each of these, too, had made the people of the Delta harder. Big fortunes came to the hard and lucky.


Lewis Edmond “Luke” Claiborne came to the Delta from Tennessee in 1892 in search of one of these fortunes. Three brothers, William, Samuel, and Augustus Craig, along with their sister, Mary Kathleen Craig, arrived from Alabama the same year with the same idea. In 1898 Luke Claiborne and Augustus Craig joined forces to establish the firm of Craig and Claiborne. Three generations later, Mary Kathleen would write:
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Lewis Edmond “Luke” Claiborne, Craig’s father.





The county was undeveloped, no roads as there was no drainage so most of the year the few roads were impassable. One small railroad known as the “Yellow Dawg” ran in the morning from Yazoo City to Clarksdale & back at night. You had to grasp the seat in front of you every little while to keep from being jostled into the aisle . . . as the road bed was so rough.


There were only three white families in the town, many negroes, no school, no church. Rev. Stevenson Archer held services every few months here coming from Greenville on the train when possible or in a canoe if the train couldn’t run. . . . Malaria was quite prevalent, having no doctor they would send a hand car nine miles to Moorhead Miss. for Dr. J. W. Lucas. . . .


 


Over the next thirty-odd years Craig and Claiborne acquired interests in a mercantile business, a construction company, a grist mill, a cotton gin, and—always most important in the Delta—land, farm land, a great deal thereof. In 1907, Luke Claiborne married Mary Kathleen Craig. He was thirty-two years old, she seventeen. Luke and Augustus built new houses across the street from each other in the hamlet of Sunflower, Mississippi. By 1919 Luke was president of the bank of Sunflower.


The people of the Delta did not see far beyond its hazy horizons. Luke Claiborne believed that he was growing rich during and after the Great War. Cotton prices, indeed all crop prices, were rising spectacularly, first as the farms of Europe were soaked in blood and their farmers died in the millions, and then, in the postwar recovery, as mills were built and demand grew still greater. Cotton doubled in price between 1916 and 1919, with prices outrunning demand in a quintessential bubble. When agricultural markets collapsed worldwide in 1920, the price of cotton fell by half, and Luke Claiborne was ruined. He was not a hard man. For the rest of his life, he remained quiet, prayerful, and withdrawn: stunned to immobility.


The poverty that ensued for his family was therefore ineradicable, and it was into that fixed position that Raymond Craig Claiborne was born on September 4, 1920.


Against all the evidence, the baby’s mother deemed the family to be aristocrats only temporarily indisposed and herself an unbowed grande dame. Reduced to keeping a boardinghouse, Miss Kathleen, as she was known to all, maintained her illusion with long white dresses, monogrammed silver, fine china, and crystal. The family may have been harried from house to rented house by debt, but she set the most formal and immaculate of tables, and the elegance of the service was known throughout the Delta. She, like her mother, had gone to college, Judson College, in Judson, Alabama. What was more, she had studied music at the conservatory in Birmingham.


Craig’s father could not bring himself to play along with his wife’s great-lady act, and so kept to the shadows. “There was a sadness about him in my early childhood,” Craig wrote, “that I believe transmitted itself to me,”3 while Craig’s sister, Augusta, eight years older than he, and his brother, a second Luke, four years older than Craig, both “seemed to have been in emotional control, unfazed and undaunted by the Depression.”4


“I suffered in silence in my family’s poverty,” Craig remembered. “I had an extremely delicate nature and I was often on the verge of tears. . . . engulfed with childhood feelings of self-doubt and inadequacy.”5


Craig’s mother apparently reinforced his sense of delicacy. When the boy had been diagnosed with “a slight heart murmur,” “she started to treat me with excessive concern, reminding me relentlessly that I was ‘fragile.’”6 He sought warmth in the arms of his nurse, “Aunt Catherine,” but when the family moved from Sunflower to the larger town of Indianola, Aunt Catherine was left behind forever.


Craig remembered his father with a certain dark sexual strangeness, a subject to which this narrative will return. In A Feast Made for Laughter, the language of his memory is so opaque as to seem at times to fuse with dream—a danger to which he was attentive: “There is a condition that is known as childhood amnesia,” he wrote, “that stems from feelings of desolation, loneliness, and deprivation in the formative years of life, and . . . I am confused as to the precise dates of certain acts that caused uneradicable scars on my spirit and well-being.”7 To find the shape of the actual events of his childhood in the mists that shrouded them would be the largely fruitless work of years of psychotherapy, a source of bitter frustration for the rest of his life.
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Craig Claiborne, 1923.





Miss Kathleen was a species of grande dame who might have been expected to keep her distance from the kitchen, but Craig’s mother did know food and was proud of it. At the boarding house she served her gentlemen a fare of considerable refinement—not only old-time Southern dishes like cornbread, hushpuppies, greens, sweet potatoes, hominy, okra, field peas, fried chicken, country ham, Brunswick stew, fruit pies, layer cakes, ambrosia, and homemade ice cream, all executed with finesse, but also Creole cuisine, which she had learned in New Orleans and had taught to her cooks: jambalaya, grillades and grits, gumbos of every sort, oysters Rockefeller, shrimp rémoulade, crawfish étouffée, red snapper en papillote. It took some doing to get that fresh seafood to Indianola, Mississippi, but she did it.


Working in a kitchen like this was one of the best jobs an uneducated black person could find in the Delta. It didn’t pay well, but then nothing did. You got plenty to eat, however, and there were always people around to talk and laugh with, and once you got the cooking and the serving to suit the lady of the house, the white folks pretty much left you alone. Miss Kathleen was a battle axe, no question about it, but she didn’t holler and scream, she didn’t dock people’s pay, she didn’t fire people unless they rightly deserved it, and when she said such a dish needed such and such, she was nearly always right. Mr. Luke never stuck his head in the door, nor the two older children either. Just that sweet little sissy boy Craig.


The kitchen was where Craig found refuge. He would sit in the lap of the head cook, Blanche, and lean into her soft bosom as they waited for something baking in the oven, and together they would flip through the pages of a picture book (Blanche was probably illiterate). Just for him she made coconut cake, ambrosia, fried chicken gizzards. Sometime she would let him stir a gravy or baste a roast. In the kitchen he could be quiet and calm.


Craig also finally managed to find friends—two. David Sanders was a poetic, erudite, not-of-this-world young man of such perfect self-assurance that none of the sort of eccentricity-phobic opprobrium that rained down on young Craig and himself meant the slightest to him. From David, Craig learned that simply ignoring contempt could be a sufficiently effective defense against it.
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Craig on the lap of “Aunt Catherine,” with his sister, Augusta, and brother, Luke Jr.





Gordon Lyon was Craig’s other close friend in their teenage years. He was a bluff and hearty regular guy who, Craig would write, “liked girls and comic books. . . . On Saturday nights, we would sometimes go to nearby roadhouses with a couple of girls and dance to a jukebox.” Craig also wrote that his “great joy was spending weekends in his home, innocently sharing his bed.” Though Craig’s mother found Gordon’s mother “a bit common, a good deal beneath her”—quite the opposite of the actual case—Gordon’s father was wealthy and also the mayor. His mother played golf and smoked cigarettes, “then a far-out thing for a woman to do.”8 Gordon’s friendship showed Craig that he needn’t be nearly the misfit he had felt himself to be.


By fits and starts—often compelled by his interest in food—Craig widened his sphere of acquaintance, and his sense of the larger world. Through Mr. Colotta, the fish dealer, Craig discovered that in little Indianola there was a real Italian community. Craig came to idolize a Jewish girl and, invited to her family’s seder, was initiated into the mysteries of matzoh ball soup, matzoh brei, and gefilte fish. A Mexican pushed a cart through the town hawking hot tamales. Craig’s father’s sister Elizabeth Claiborne came home from years of service at a Methodist mission in China with dragon-figured porcelain bowls, ivory carvings, and fascinating stories of delicate children, the classification of Chinese flora, and the massacre of missionaries. Aunt Elizabeth taught him to use chopsticks, which “to this day I prefer . . . to knives and forks.”9


As Craig’s interest in the world beyond Mississippi made him a rare child, it was a rare inhabitant of that wider world who took an interest in Mississippi. So when Professor John Dollard, of Yale University, came to Indianola to conduct the sociological field work that would lead to his epochal Caste and Class in a Southern Town, he arrived with more local knowledge than the natives expected. Such was the renown of Kathleen Claiborne’s board, said Dollard, that there was no question of where he should lodge.


The book vividly portrays Dollard’s discomfort in the exotic, isolated, rigidly stratified, and racist society of the Delta. He lived, he wrote, with an unceasing “sense of torsion, willing but unable to conform to the conflicting elements in the social pattern.”10 But in the Claiborne house he also lived comfortably, and ate well.


Craig by then was in high school, and he still sought refuge in the kitchen, where he drew comfort not only from the staff’s kindness but also, now, from his unambiguously higher social rank. His father had fallen from a foothold in what Dollard called the lower upper class, and although Miss Kathleen fancied herself entitled to membership in the Mississippi aristocracy, her values and behavior showed her to be firmly anchored in the upper middle class, where church, respectability, dignity, order, and rules were paramount. The upper class of the Delta—and they were few—got drunk, raised hell, and had affairs. Church was for weddings, funerals, and Easter, and that was all. They lived in houses with names, their farms had names too, they were all kin to one another, and they knew who they were and who wasn’t them, and though the Claibornes on both sides had the ancestry, they didn’t have the wealth or at least a sphere of wealthy acquaintance, and even if their ancestors may have known how to behave, they didn’t. Which is to say, badly.
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Miss Kathleen: Mary Kathleen Craig Claiborne, Craig’s mother.





Another Yale researcher, Hortense Powdermaker, also studied social class in Indianola, and her guide was the indubitably upper-upper-class writer William Alexander Percy. If he had happened to befall Miss Kathleen Claiborne and her aristocratic airs, the best he might have accorded her would have been a sniff. According to Percy’s standards, Indianola was


 


a town where [Powdermaker] found no genuine members of the white upper class. After she reported on an initial meeting with an edgy and suspicious group of Indianola’s leading white citizens, Percy responded with scornful laughter and told her, “Now you have just seen the flower of our Southland.” Powdermaker was struck by the openness of Percy’s contempt for the status-conscious middle-class whites in that community and by the way in which they deferred to Percy in spite of his obvious disdain for them.11


 


One of John Dollard’s findings was that the members of the upper class tended to get along very well with their servants, or at least believed that they did. The families, black and white, had often been together for generations. When one of “your people” was broke, you lent him money. When the sheriff threw one in jail, you got him out, and for good measure left the redneck cop with a flea in his ear. His mama raised me, was all you had to say to your friends, and they all understood. You and that boy—a “boy” who might be fifty years old—y’all could count on each other.


Drop down a notch on the social scale, however, and a wariness set in on both sides. A maid in a middle-class house could be out on the street in two shakes, and in Mississippi that could mean starving, and her children, too. Once, “a Negro friend” came to call on Dollard at the Claibornes’ and “knocked on the front door,” which caused “strain in the social atmosphere of the house thereafter.”12 Race relations in the Claiborne home, as in nearly every other respectable—which is to say middle-class—white household in the Delta, kept a tight grip on an uneasy peace.


But in the Claiborne kitchen, because Master Craig had grown up there and was such a sweet child, and mostly didn’t put on bossy airs, the comfort seems to have been genuinely shared. That paradox—of unexpressed hierarchy underlying overt classlessness—would forever be characteristic of Craig Claiborne’s sense of social comfort. And the fragrances of old-fashioned Southern cooking would always evoke it.
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Craig started at Mississippi State College, in Starkville, and even was tapped for the properly prestigious Pi Kappa Alpha fraternity. The raucous, back-slapping, football-rabid sheer testosteronality of the place was such anathema to him, however, that, as he had done when a child, he withdrew inside himself. His fraternity brothers, as was to be expected, abused him, and he would not react. His mother had persuaded Craig that he wanted to become a doctor, but his premedical science courses baffled him. “I got the vapors at the scent of formaldehyde, fainted at the sight of blood, and at the midpoint of my sophomore year, I did not, to my recollection, have a passing mark in any of my studies.”13


Craig insisted on remembering his time at Mississippi State as uniformly miserable, but he kept a poem for many years among his effects that reveals that he seems to have fallen in love there, with a woman at the nearby Mississippi State College for Women. The poem is dated November 16, 1943, four years after the scene it describes. The object of his affection is probably older and probably married, at least at the time of writing, and the poem also posits a formal distance between them—which might be courtly, or might be kidding—for he addresses her as


 


My dear Mrs. Wood,


September, September!


Pack the bag and grab the C.&G.—God, it’s hot,


But the nights, the Sunday nights at M.S.C.W. will be cool—


And well lit,


Good evening, Miss Kearn,


Sure, we’ll be back. Soon as the Golden Goose closes.


(The Blue Goose don’t close.)


. . . It smells of gardenias (cape jasmine),


And carnations. Gardenias


And carnations. Then reverse.


“Time on my hands, you in my—.” Oops! Dropped


Your program.


Your beautiful white program that says


“Pi Kappa Alpha Autumn Prom, __ September 193_.”


Oh, pardon me,


I didn’t mean to bump into—into—


. . . Are those eyes really yours,


Or have I suddenly stumbled eternity’s length


Toward heaven?


[The poem goes on at considerable length, liberally quoting, misquoting, and paraphrasing several popular songs of the day.]


. . . You’re drunk.


Drank too many beers


Gardenias and carnations.


But I gotta. Goodnight.


No, not another second.


I’ve got a ten minute quiz tomorrow,


Besides,


I’m sleepy—.


Besides,


we’ve got the rest of our life for this.14


Craig never said that his romance with Mrs. Wood, or its ending, had anything to do with the fact that by the midpoint of his sophomore year at State he had applied to transfer to the highly regarded journalism school of the University of Missouri. While there, he would recall, he tried to take a girl to a dance but split his borrowed formal pants right beforehand (and then “Chances are I got drunk”); wrote a musical comedy called Much Ado About Mary, which won a prize; and “Other than that, the days I spent at the University of Missouri seem highly forgettable and insignificant.”15


The Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941—the December of Craig’s senior year—and when a United States Navy recruiter came to the campus that spring in quest of volunteers for officer candidate school, Craig applied. He was turned down, however, owing to “a malocclusion of the upper and lower teeth.”16


Well, he was accustomed to embarrassment by now, more or less, and it was his custom to swallow hard and press on.




3

War and Love


Somehow Craig had managed to graduate from journalism school without having mastered the typewriter. It was June of 1942, and he was determined to defend his country in war, and perhaps also to get away from yet another place he did not care for, but the navy evidently didn’t want any even slightly buck-toothed officers. Now he found himself prohibited from enlisting even at the lowest rank, as a yeoman third class—essentially, a secretary—by his inability to type. Undaunted, he threw himself into a six-week crash course at the keyboard and was thereby enabled to join the navy’s intelligence division in July. His first posting was to Chicago, where his duties consisted primarily of sorting mail, stuffing envelopes, and—typing.


The boredom didn’t last long. It was followed, at first, by total confusion. He found himself well belowdecks of the heavy cruiser U.S.S. Augusta, steaming across the Atlantic, mission unstated (at least to yeomen third class). His baffling assignment was to write up random lists of nouns.


The Augusta was a legendary ship: She had until recently served as President Roosevelt’s flagship in his early war-planning meetings at sea with Winston Churchill; the president of the United States had also enjoyed fishing from the Augusta’s forecastle. General George S. Patton and Rear Admiral John L. Hall Jr. were now aboard, to oversee the imminent invasion of North Africa.1 Craig had not the slightest idea of any of this.


His random nouns turned out to be prospective names for various operations within the invasion, and when the moment came, Craig would be on deck, engaged in a bloody and terrifying battle. The Augusta anchored off Casablanca. From her bridge Patton commanded some thirty-five thousand ground troops. More than a hundred Allied ships moved in on Casablanca, including five American aircraft carriers. Vichy French submarines, German U-boats, and massive artillery defended the harbor.2 From November 8 through November 12, 1942, there was seldom a doubt that the American forces would prevail, but the shelling and extreme danger were constant. The Augusta came under heavy fire in five separate engagements, yet somehow the ship remained undamaged, and not one member of the crew was so much as wounded. Through it all Craig maintained an eerie detachment: “I was witness to an awful lot of bombardment and more than a little carnage . . . I watched ships sink, bodies fall overboard, and the gunfire was deafening . . . [but] the entire show . . . seemed more like a celluloid spectacle. . . .”3


What Craig chose to remember, and vividly, was the blissful aftermath. On the Atlantic crossing, he had forged a special friendship with his lieutenant, “which had gone beyond the ordinary course of an officer–enlisted man relationship.”4 After the battle, the lieutenant was going to go ashore with Admiral Hall himself, chief of staff of the whole naval task force, who was now going to be stationed in Casablanca. Craig asked if he could come along. The next thing he knew, he was offering himself up as the admiral’s personal secretary, and being smilingly accepted.


One of the many things Craig had not known when he joined the navy was that over centuries, on those long, long voyages far from home and mother, the navies of the world had evolved a whole subculture of men who loved men. If you knew what to look for, the evidence was all around you. The naval uniform spoke a language not difficult to understand. The swabbies’ white bell-bottoms, with their placketless crotches and bun-hugging seats, couldn’t have sent a more stylish signal of welcome to those who wished to see it as such. (One misread it at one’s peril, of course.) The officers’ dress uniforms—the buttons, the cutlasses, the aiguillettes, the symmetry, the neatness, the just-so-ness—and, oh, add a pair of MacArthurian dark glasses—and a tall, handsome admiral——


The fact was that Craig was barely getting around to admitting to himself that he was—well, this narrative will employ the term “gay,” though its usage in the contemporary sense was all but unknown then.5 It is difficult for many people now to imagine the clandestinity, the lies, and, for not a few, the shame imposed, in those years, on gay men. There was not even a word for what they were that was not either a clinical diagnosis or a term of abuse. The love that dare not speak its name? It was the love that had no name.


But the navy was a fairly safe place to be gay, as long as you avoided disastrous misidentifications. And Casablanca was famously a dandy place to be gay. Craig was “fascinated by the many soldiers and sailors who would come out of those half-dark doorways, some still buttoning their trouser fronts.”


Moreover, the food of Casablanca was like nothing he had ever tasted. He found himself invited into the home of Moroccan strangers, friends of his friends, to sit cross-legged on their fine carpets and dine on “magnificent lamb couscous with sweet dried fruits and that best of all hot sauces, harissa.”6 The admiral, the lieutenant, Craig, and their friends all ate—messily, voluptuously—with their fingers.


As death and horror continued their rampage across Europe, Craig and his officers spent the next eight months sampling the tagines, the bsteeya, the countless varieties of olives, dates, oranges, lemons, and spices of Casablanca. Craig discovered a Parisian pâtisserie and fell in love with barquettes, tartelettes, fruit pastries of every description. He found a little French restaurant in Casablanca called La Comédie, where he learned to love the simple classics of Parisian bistro cuisine—grilled chicken, roast chicken, omelettes. He could not dine there with his lieutenant, however, because “it would not have been proper, I believe, for him to have been seen dining with an enlisted man.”7 (He and the lieutenant traveled into the Moroccan hinterlands on weekends, but the subculture also knew when to lie low.) Craig’s friendship with the couple who owned La Comédie grew so close that he began to visit them at home, and to call them Maman and Papa. And at long last, it was with his commander that he had sex for the first time in his life.8
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Craig’s naval life was not, however, all crème pâtissière and trysts in the souk. Admiral Hall and his staff were now to be headquartered at Oran, Algeria, and on the rough drive overland from Casablanca, Craig was obliged to make use of an army latrine, the stench of which caused him to vomit violently. In the navy, afloat or ashore, one had proper toilets, showers, hot and cold running water. But there was still a real war on, and Craig saw plenty of it, serving under Admiral Hall in the monthlong Allied invasion of Sicily from July to August of 1943, as well as the harrowing landings at Salerno in September.


At the admiral’s office in Oran, Craig intercepted a naval directive asking superior officers to make recommendations of enlisted men for officer training back in the States. He promptly took out a clean sheet of stationery bearing the letterhead of Admiral John L. Hall Jr. and on it typed up a recommendation of Yeoman Raymond Craig Claiborne for said training. He then inserted the letter in a tall stack of correspondence which he knew the harried admiral would sign his way through without a glance.


Thus it was that in February of 1944 Yeoman Claiborne found himself back on American soil, at the University of Notre Dame. Three months later—the program produced what were known as “ninety-day wonders”—he emerged an officer.


Ensign Claiborne was promptly made executive officer of a submarine chaser, patrolling the English Channel. He did not chase any submarines, nor, fortunately, was the converse ever the case. He was sent to Okinawa for the last, horrific battle of the Pacific, and there served on another sub chaser. This was a very, very dangerous job, but the main thing Craig remembered of it was watching mildly from his deck as Japanese kamikazes howled out of the sky to smash into American aircraft carriers and explode in flame and gore. As at Casablanca, the violence seemed less than real to him: “It looked like something theatrical and somehow removed from my very own uniformed existence.” With equal sangfroid he recalled that “there were mines everywhere . . . [but] every time we launched our mine-sweeping gear, it sank.”9


Like many another veteran of World War II, Craig Claiborne chose to favor remembering the sentimental or the comical over the horrible. Wrestling a jeep across the Sahara evoked in him a “sweet surge of masculinity.”10 Nursing his leaky and understaffed sub chaser back to Hawaii after the Japanese surrender—with an uncalibrated compass, a corroded sextant, a non-transmitting radio, and no radar—he recalled not the terror of being basically lost at sea but that “old navy saying, ‘When in danger or in doubt, run in circles, scream, and shout.’”11


Somehow, in the midst of his sub chasing, mine sweeping, and staying alive, Craig had received and signed a most curious document. Apparently the flame had continued to burn between him at sea and Mrs. Wood in Mississippi—the same to whom he had written the poem in 1943—for after he had received the document, written in her hand and already signed by her, he added his own signature, thereby making it a sworn statement. He kept it for many years.


 


MARRIAGE INSURANCE


Within 6 months after September 15, 1944 the undersigned do solemnly swear to be joined in holy matrimony, with the provision that neither of the aforesaid has been theretofore married.


Signed


Mary Frances Wood


Raymond Craig Claiborne12


This was obviously serious, and it makes nearly certain that even though Craig had addressed her as “Mrs.” less than a year before, if she had been married then she certainly wasn’t now. Perhaps her husband had been killed in the war? Perhaps she was long since divorced. Impossible to know. And what happened after this solemn vow? Again, it is impossible to know.


Was he genuinely ambivalent even now about his sexual identity? Could he have been—both now and in the poem—just messing with Mary Frances Wood’s mind? That seems like more cruelty than he could have been capable of. Occam’s razor tells us to take him at his word, but on this subject Craig never said another one.
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After the war, Craig was quite sure that returning to Mississippi would be unbearable, and he was intimidated by the very thought of New York. I went to Chicago because I had met a guy who was gay in the navy. And I didn’t realize it, that there were other people who were gay besides me. He introduced me to this whole crowd of gay people. And I was wild. It was that time, when everybody was coming home from the war, from World War II. And every night there’d be another party for somebody who was gay and coming out of the navy or the army. . . .


[My friend] encouraged me to join the publicity department at ABC. . . . After I’d been there about a year, I told [my boss], I said, “[Boss], you know, I’m gay.” And he shrugged his shoulders. So the next day I told [my friend], “You know, I told [my boss] I was gay last night.” And he said, “What did he do, give you a raise?”


I decided I was going to bed with somebody at one of those parties. I said, “I’m going to take [this guy] home.” And I said, “What if you get that stuff in your mouth? What do you do, swallow it?” And [my friend] said, “Get out, girl, leave me alone.” He couldn’t believe the innocence.13


 


Chicago was not all high jinks. Craig worked hard at his public relations job, though he didn’t like it much. With a gift from his sister of The Joy of Cooking, he was making himself a popular dinner party host. He even managed to sell two short pieces on food to the Chicago Tribune. And for the first time in his life, Craig fell in love.


Somehow, however—he never did say how—his mother “fouled that affair.”14 Elsewhere he explained the end differently: “Those fires of a first passion [had] cooled to the point of extinction and no amount of heavy breathing could rekindle them.”15 Craig’s memories of stressful events involving his mother sometimes came in multiple versions, and sometimes failed altogether.


Although Miss Kathleen was not physically present in Chicago, she maintained a constant and irritating presence in Craig’s consciousness. In 1945 she had attended the Antoinette and François Pope School of Fancy Cooking there,16 and in 1948, when Craig was learning to love to cook and earning praise for it, Liberty magazine published a glowing account of Kathleen Claiborne’s boarding house cuisine—her sweet potato biscuits, her three-layer party salad, her coconut cake. She was haunting him. By 1949 he was ready to clear out of Chicago, and the United States too.
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Craig Claiborne’s Paris in 1949 and 1950 was pretty much like every other young American’s Paris, a swirl of foggy streetlights and ancient beauty, arias and trolley clatter, late-night cigarette smoke and early-morning bakeries. A drafty walkup. An orange-haired landlady out of Toulouse-Lautrec.


Thanks to the G.I. bill and a modicum of frugality, he had arrived with the minor fortune of a thousand dollars in savings at his disposal, which went a long way in those days. His visits to good restaurants were few nonetheless. Those few, however, left vivid impressions. Of scrambled eggs with tarragon he remembered, “I had never tasted such heavenly food.” Of choucroûte à l’alsacienne at the Brasserie Lipp: “[I] ached with the glory of knowing for the first time the grand heights to which sauerkraut could be elevated.” His first taste of sauce béarnaise produced an “ecstatic trancelike state.” Pommes de terre soufflées “were almost more joy than one body could contain.”17


After a brandy-soaked trip to Italy with a reckless American girl, in the course of which he was robbed of his remaining fortune, Craig set sail for home aboard the grand old liner Île de France, where he tasted what a column of his in the Times years later would headline as “The Fish Dish That Changed His Life”—turbotin à l’enfante, which translates, awkwardly enough, as small turbot in the style of the princess of Spain. He asked for the recipe and found it next morning—in French, of course—slipped under his cabin door. It was nothing more than fish baked in white wine and fish stock, sauced with a reduction of the cooking liquid enriched with egg yolk and butter, but it dazzled his young palate as nothing had before. The recipe referred to that cooking liquid as a fumet de poisson au vin blanc, which confused him, because he hadn’t tasted anything smoky in it. It was years before he learned that a fumet has nothing to do with smoke.18 It is a stock made with fish bones or flesh, white wine, and seasonings.


When Craig returned to Chicago and the doldrums of public relations, his life once again felt aimless and stale. Then in the summer of 1950 the Korean conflict broke out. He was still a member of the U.S. Naval Reserve, and he quickly volunteered for active duty. He was assigned to serve on the destroyer escort U.S.S. Alfred Naifeh as operations officer. “To this day I would be hard put to describe what an operations officer was, except it had to do vaguely with communicating from one vessel to another, plotting maneuvers, and so on and so on to the point of total ennui.”19


Craig’s recollections of this war seem almost entirely to omit that it was a war. The fact was that the Naifeh shelled holy hell out of North Korean coastal batteries, railroads, and factories, and she dodged plenty of artillery bombardment in return. Betweentimes, the Naifeh escorted an aircraft carrier, cleared floating mines, ran cover for South Korean torpedo boats and minesweepers, hunted down submarines, and blasted away with her guns as required,20 but the closest Craig came to describing all this was “maneuvers.”


He did have a lot on his mind. Foremost was the fact that he fell in love with the Naifeh’s skipper, Captain John Cornelius Smits. And in the midst of all these maneuvers, bombardments, mine-clearing, submarine-hunting, ennui, and romance, Craig began for the first time in his life to think seriously about his future. When his two-year enlistment expired, in the summer of 1952, he was going to be facing his thirty-second birthday.


So. He liked to cook. He loved good food. He believed he wrote well. Could he make a living writing about food?


It seemed unlikely. The little food columns in newspapers were just that: little. And they were always down in the middle of the women’s page. And they were always written by women. They were dumb, too—mostly dumb recipes that some reader sent in, for pound cake or tuna casserole or some damned congealed salad based on Jell-O.


What if he were to do it differently? Better, and bigger? Much better and much bigger?


First, he would have to know a lot more. He could no more prepare a turbotin à l’enfante than swim from Pyongyang to Paris. He still didn’t know why the fish fumet hadn’t made it taste like smoke. Paris, then: That was where the knowledge was. He would study at the Cordon Bleu, the most famous cooking school in the world.


He wrote to his mother to tell her what he was going to do with his life.


Of the fateful subsequent event he told two stories.


The one he wrote in A Feast Made for Laughter, published in 1982, is, “She wrote to tell me that only the night before she had met the banquet manager of the Peabody Hotel in Memphis, Tennessee . . . [who] had spoken in enthusiastic terms of . . . L’École Professionelle de la Société Suisse des Hôteliers. Or, in English, the Professional School of the Swiss Hotel Keepers Association.”


In 1992, however—ten years after that book’s publication, and, as will be seen, a long ten years—in a graduation talk at the Culinary Institute of America, he remembered it this way: “I met a fellow seaman who said, If you want to learn to cook, why don’t you go to the finest hotel school in the world? It is called the Professional School of the Swiss Hotel Keepers Association and it is [in] Lausanne, Switzerland. . . . His brother had attended the school and he was then manager of one of the largest hotels in the South, the Peabody Hotel in Memphis, Tennessee.”


The essential datum here is surely the presence of Craig’s mother in the one version and her absence in the other. “Over the years, in times of stress, my memory pulls a disappearing act,”21 he wrote—and behind the stress, very often, lay the shadow of Miss Kathleen.


Craig applied to the hotel school at Lausanne only to find it already fully enrolled for the next twelve months. The school did say, however, that it would be happy to accommodate him thereafter.


He re-upped, therefore, for another year in the navy and obtained an assignment as “chief port director” on a small Pacific island by the name of Kwajalein, in the Marshall Islands chain, which is about as far from anywhere as it is possible to be on this earth—twenty-five hundred miles of open ocean southwest of Honolulu, twenty-five hundred miles of open ocean southeast of Japan.22 In San Francisco he equipped himself with the latest in audio technology: a long-playing record player and some of the new 331/3-rpm records (Verdi and Puccini) that it required. He also bought a Bible and the complete works of Shakespeare, and was ready for war in the South Seas.


Craig assigned himself quarters with a terrace that opened directly onto the beach. On the terrace he installed a refrigerator and a small stove, where he turned out simple dishes—poached eggs in Mornay sauce, fish fresh from the lagoon. Gin was sixty-five cents a bottle. It was as quiet and contemplative a life as he could have dreamed of. As for his duties as port director, “I doubt that ten ships a year put into that magnificent harbor. . . . Each day that followed another on Kwajalein was as much like the day just past as the waves that lapped the shore. . . . ”23
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Between 1946 and 1958, sixty-seven American nuclear weapons were tested in the immediate region—high in the blue air, balls of blinding flame, burgeoning mushroom clouds, howling winds of anonymous poison—including, in 1954, a hydrogen bomb that was the most powerful weapon of any kind to have been detonated in the history of the planet. In 1956 the Marshall Islands were declared by the U.S. Atomic Energy Commission as “by far the most contaminated place in the world.”24 The people of Kwajalein were forcibly relocated to a shantytown on the islet of Ebeye, popularly known as “the slum of the Pacific,” where they continue to this day to live in poverty. Kwajalein Island remains under lease to the United States government as part of the Ronald Reagan Ballistic Missile Defense Test Site. Its only inhabitants today are American military personnel.25




4

Good at Something


His fingernails were clean and neat. His fingertips were not trembling. This being Switzerland, he had learned not to smile so readily. He was not calm, he had never been calm, but he was resolute and that was new. At the age of thirty-three, Craig Claiborne believed that he had found a means to end his adolescence: two years of study at the École Professionnelle de la Société Suisse des Hôteliers—the Professional School of the Swiss Association of Hotel Keepers—in an atmosphere of uncompromising steadfastness and devotion.


On the shore of glittering Lake Geneva, in the ancient, cosmopolitan city of Lausanne, the school was founded in 1893, when Swiss tourism and hospitality were at their most glorious—the time when young English aristocrats commonly traveled to Switzerland on their Grand Tour, often staying for weeks or even months. Mountaineering and skiing were newly popular. Artists and writers came from all over the world for the mountains’ beauty and tranquility. Swiss banking’s tradition of secrecy made the country a natural attraction to the very wealthy. Between the early nineteenth century and the outbreak of the first world war, about a hundred grand hotels were built in Switzerland, and it was to serve their needs for peerless excellence in management, cuisine, and service that the school had been founded. It was the oldest hotel school in the world, and when Craig arrived, it had long been regarded as the finest.


Nearly all other hotel schools were private, profit-making ventures; this one had always been pure of purpose and strictly nonprofit. It was housed in the Hôtel d’Angleterre, with the French-speaking and very Swiss city surrounding it and very much determining its culture, conjoining the gentility of old-fashioned French service and the punctilious discipline of Switzerland.


Study was organized into three courses, each a year long, all of which were mandatory: cuisine, service, and management. In each, you would spend six months in house, in study and practice, and six months in the field, working as an intern in hotels and restaurants chosen by the faculty for having the most exacting standards. Craig’s first interest was in cuisine, and he had no interest whatever in management. He was greatly surprised to find himself fascinated by service in all its forms—from folding bed linens to waiting at table to understanding the organization of the service corps of a hotel or restaurant.


Craig and fifty of his classmates in the cours de service stood at rigid attention in a long straight line, trying not to shiver in the freezing alpine dawn. Each wore a starched white jacket, a black bow tie, and creased black trousers. When Monsieur Michel stopped in front of him, Craig presented his clean pink hands and well-shaven pink cheeks for inspection, and huffed a little cloud of impeccably fresh breath into the professor’s face. Bad breath would have been a severe infraction.


The boys and the few girls of the service course were required to serve those of the cours de cuisine. Craig loved the precise disposition of the flatware and china on the table. He kept a notebook of meticulously geometric drawings of all the proper settings. He loved the crispness of the linen napkin that he had learned to carry just so over his left forearm. He had always loved things neat and well ordered. His fellow students struggled to get things right that were all but instinctive to him—they were so young. His years in the navy had given him many advantages, not least a sense of discipline and order so thoroughly inculcated as to be unconscious.


From a chafing dish on a bright-polished brass wagon he served escalopes de veau à la viennoise, moistening each veal cutlet with lemon juice and brown butter, ranging around it three separate little arcs of chopped hard-boiled egg whites, egg yolks, and parsley, then centering a slice of lemon on the cutlet and on that an anchovy rolled into a ring around a single fat caper. He did it all without dropping a crumb. Bending at the waist, back straight, napkin and left forearm remaining horizontal, he placed beside the veal a large, smooth dome of purée de pommes de terre. Behind him, he heard a sharp intake of breath from Monsieur Conrad Tuor, the most distinguished professor of the school, whom Craig both feared and worshiped. “Mr. Claiborne,” he said—in French; no other language was spoken here—“nothing is more vulgar than an excess of food on the plate.”1 Monsieur Claiborne’s carefully shaped serving of mashed potatoes was too large, too much; it was gross. For the rest of his life Craig would abhor immoderate servings.
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In those long, slow days on Kwajalein, Craig’s full intention for himself had gradually taken clearer form. By the time he arrived in Switzerland he was happy to accept a truly exacting discipline—something he must have expected from the military but had seen hardly a whit of in it. He was also ready to work hard. From the moment he arrived in Lausanne, he believed he knew where he was going to go when he left, and that was New York, and he believed he knew what he was going to do, and that was to write about food. In his last, languid months in the South Pacific his aim had narrowed further yet: He was going to write about food for the New York Times. It was an impossibly narrow (not to mention hubristic) goal.


For the first time in his life, Craig’s attention was fully engaged at Lausanne. His fellow students were certainly serious. Half of them were Swiss, with that particular Swiss seriousness about dedication to one’s profession; many of them were members of families that already owned old, well-known, and beautifully kept hotels in Switzerland. The other half of the student body were from countries around the world, and they also had come with a single aim in mind, either to run or to own a grand hotel, or else to climb a corporate ladder. Some of these were the ones who would turn out to be the stiff-backed Old World hôteliers mocked in Hollywood comedies but, alas, real enough. Some would be well prepared to evolve into blandly competent executives in the coming age of hotel chains.
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