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PRAISE FOR WANDERLUST








“You’ve heard of going around the world in 80 days? You can do that in less time with Karen Gershowitz’s new book, Wanderlust. From Marrakesh to Malaysia to Montana, Gershowitz mines her memories, notebooks, and photos to take you places you’ll want to visit and introduce you to food you may or may not want to eat. Oh, and she’ll explain why accepting a cup of tea from an Istanbul carpet salesman isn’t always a good idea.”


—Rudy Maxa, travel journalist & broadcaster







“For someone who’s been stubbornly holding out for teleportation before undertaking any extensive travel (that would be me), Wanderlust is a Godsend. Karen Gershowitz offers what amounts to a virtual reality tour, including the smells, tastes, and personalities she’s experienced on her many trips to the plethora of countries and cities she’s visited over the years. Great book for the armchair traveler and by the time you’re finished reading, I wouldn’t be surprised if your first call (maybe even mine) isn’t to your travel agent.”


—Charles Salzberg, award-winning author of the Henry Swann series and Second Story Man







“With an eye for the unique and a penchant for trying everything, Gershowitz is the best kind of traveler. A master of sharing the essence of place, she makes us laugh, nod our heads, want to try new things. She inspires us to travel and learn about the world.”


—Jessie Voigts, PhD, publisher at Wandering Educators







“Karen’s globetrotting tale celebrates a truly inspiring lifetime worth of journey. Her voyage demonstrates that adventure and transformation begin with you - and how you can make it happen for yourself. An exhilarating story that is a must-read.”


—Shebs Alom, travel professional, founder of Shebs The Wanderer & member of the British Guild of Travel Writers







“In Wanderlust, Karen Gershowitz once again transports us across the globe, and this time her whirlwind digest includes, well, digestion! From sipping lulada in Colombia to nibbling ugali in Tanzania, her tongue remains intrepid, her curiosity unquenchable, her storytelling delectable. “All artists are driven by a need to try something new, push the medium a bit further,” she writes, and these pages prove that with a cherry on top. All puns aside, Gershowitz reminds us that travel’s truest feast comes from the connections we make across the tablecloth, across perceived borders of state, and taste, and fear. This is a guidebook to breaking bread.”


—Marc Nieson, author of Schoolhouse: Lessons on Love & Landscape







“As a fellow Travel Addict, I love to read stories about adventure travel, and Wanderlust didn’t disappoint. Karen ventures to places where most humans would never consider. Just read about her camping escapades in Tanzania to admire her bravery, tolerance and quest to push the envelope of a quirky travel experience, including the consumption of scary looking food. Wanderlust is full of surprises and unforgettable experiences. Furthermore, Karen now has something that many of us do not: memories of a lifetime from her travels. Get the book everyone, and you never know, you might be adding some trips to your ‘Bucket List.’ Great stuff.”


—Malcolm Teasdale, host of The Travel Addict Podcast







“Karen Gershowitz’s second travel book, Wanderlust, is a tasting menu of travel. Vignettes from her decades of travel to dozens of countries are tempting morsels and a pleasurable read.”


—Margo Weinstein, author of Jalan-Jalan: A Journey of Wanderlust and Motherhood















PRAISE FOR TRAVEL MANIA








“The book reflects the author’s love of globe-trotting adventure and describes how she built her whole life around it by getting a job in which she effectively got paid to travel. Her recollections take readers to many places around the world, from Southeast Asia to the Galápagos Islands to the American West, as she trekked for business and pleasure. These stories are also, in some ways, about the passage of time, reflecting on how travel has changed, for better and worse, over the decades.”


—Kirkus Reviews







“Travel Mania is a godsend. It’s the perfect way to imagine I’m a seasoned traveler, without having to leave the comfort of my living room couch. Gershowitz who responds to the suggestion ‘let’s go’ by packing her bags, hasn’t quite turned me into a travel junkie, but she has hooked me on reading about a woman who just can’t sit still.”


—Charles Salzberg, two-time Shamus Award nominee and author of Second Story Man







“Prepare to be swept around the world in the capable and enthusiastic company of KG. You will climb Mt. Kilimanjaro, ‘poli-poli’, eat the famous-for-its-revolting-smell durian in Malaysia, trek through a scirocco in the Sahara, watch bribes being passed on Moscow sidewalks, ride a felucca on the Nile, and spend New Year’s Eve in Saigon. Wherever she goes, Karen is an astute observer and willing experimenter. You are in for a treat.”


—Christine Lehner, author of What to Wear to See the Pope and Absent a Miracle







“Alone or in the company of others, Gershowitz navigates the world with an open heart and a sense of adventure. This collection covers impressive ground, and whether she’s rocking out with Moroccans to the Blind Boys of Alabama, struggling up the slopes of Kilimanjaro, or doing business in Asia, her sharp eye brings the wonders of the world in focus.”


—Marilyn Johnson, author of Lives in Ruins and This Book Is Overdue!







“No ‘guided’ tour here. The only fitting description is: page-turner. Karen gives us wondrous—whether white-knuckled or resplendent— nuggets. Her own growth as a global citizen winds through the decades and essays and leaves me wishing I might have trailed along at least a few times. I’m already looking forward to dipping in repeatedly, and without booking a single flight.”


—Carolyn Lieberg, author of West with Hopeless and Calling the Midwest Home







“Karen Gershowitz suffers from the only traveler’s disease that’s fun to have and be around: the compulsion toward travel itself. This book is full of terrific stories, revealing with richness and particularity not just places and people, but the traveler herself—complicated and often conflicted, comforted by certain traveling companions and people met on the road, driven to distraction by others, but never daunted, never able to resist the pull of another journey. This book was a delight to me during these times of shutdown and is an inspiration for the times to come.”


—Lon Otto, author of A Nest of Hooks, Cover Me, and A Man in Trouble







“A witty, insightful romp through a lifetime of travel that reads like a sit-down with a friend. You’ll want to curl up and greedily gulp down Travel Mania in a single sitting—then read it again and feel like you are catching up with a dear old friend. If you like your wisdom laced with humor, look no further than this collection of tales from a traveler who has visited over ninety countries.”


—Amanda Burgess, editor of JourneyWoman Magazine







“As a travel-industry professional, I’ve watched the world shrink as access has grown. Gershowitz’s lovely travel memoir is a look back at a time when faraway places really were far away, distant cultures were very different, single women travelling alone were an unusual sight, and travelers with open hearts had extraordinary experiences. Travel Mania made me appreciate current travel opportunities even more.”


—Sue Shapiro, former president of NY Skal, former president and CEO of GIANTS consortium







“Buckle up! Travel Mania is pure adventure and passion, circling and crisscrossing our exotic globe, ever eager for the next horizon. From those pre safety-belt days in the back seat of a DeSoto to the uncertain risks of traveling during our present-day pandemic, each leg of Karen Gershowitz’ life-long voyage is fueled with insights and intimacy, humor and poignancy. This is no mere itinerary or travelogue, but an inside passage.”


—Marc Nieson, author of Schoolhouse: Lessons on Love & Landscape







“The author’s depictions of exotic, international locations and experiences are spot-on! Reading Travel Mania really made me feel like I was right back in these destinations that I too have visited. It’s a very fun read with a great message. Anyone reading will certainly get in touch with their adventurous side and be inspired to see the world for themselves!”


—Dr. Evan Antin, author of World Wild Vet and host of Animal Planet’s “Evan Goes Wild”







“Karen Gershowitz is to be applauded for her sheer verve, which is on delightful display in this rollicking travelogue: Travel Mania. From the beginning one senses that Gershowitz is experiencing a kind of undeniable, enthralling need—the near-manic need to go somewhere else then somewhere else again. We—as safer, armchair travelers—get the unexpected benefits of that addiction, learning so much more than if we had just stayed home.”


—Tim Bascom, author of Chameleon Days and Running to the Fire







“I loved the vignettes of Gershowitz’s life in far-flung places: Cairo, Singapore, a rodeo in Wyoming, climbing Kilimanjaro, on an elephant in Thailand. I was there with her, as she struggled with misadventures, found unexpected friends, or tested herself in places so utterly foreign that she needed to find something new within her to survive and thrive. That’s what I valued most of all about this book: Gershowitz is a wonderful companion and excellent storyteller. Travel Mania will help you appreciate how traveling the world is one of the best ways to find out who you really are.”


—Sergio Troncoso, author of A Peculiar Kind of Immigrant’s Son
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To my many travel companions and the wonderful people I’ve met in far-off corners of the globe









“Traveling—it leaves you speechless, then turns you into a storyteller.”


—IBN BATTUTA












FOREWORD






When my first book, Travel Mania, was released, I was writing my next book on an entirely different topic: entrepreneurship. Friends, members of my writing group, and readers all encouraged me to shelve the business book and again share stories of my myriad travels. I promised to consider it.


I thought about the number of people who told me Travel Mania had inspired them to get out of their comfort zone and explore. Some traveled solo for the first time. Others journeyed to places they’d always been curious about but hadn’t been brave enough to visit. One friend was motivated by this thought: “If Karen can do it, so can I.”


Perhaps a second book would inspire more people to see the world. I began a list of the unusual destinations, exotic food, and interesting individuals I encountered during my travels. It included an excursion to a remote Australian opal mining area, a trek through a jungle in Borneo, and an unexpected opportunity to see the world’s largest potato chip in Blackfoot, Idaho.


Memories of meals I’d eaten, wonderful and horrible, bubbled up. I could almost taste the boozy fondue I ate in Zurich fifty years ago. After three pages of story ideas, it was clear I had more than enough material for another travel book.


My memory, aided by detailed journals and thousands of photos, holds a seemingly endless supply of travel experiences that have been intriguing, illuminating, and just plain fun. The exposure to new people, places, and food changed my understanding of the world and expanded my appreciation for both the similarities and differences between cultures. And it made for fantastic stories.


This book begins and ends in New York City. I was born in Manhattan, and New York has been my home off and on for most of my life.


My mother inspired curiosity about the world by exposing me to it while never leaving the city. We visited museums, ate at ethnic restaurants, and saw international performances. I often joke that I was one of the few American kids in the 1950s who loved sushi. Back then, eating raw fish was considered instant death—or, at a minimum, the source of severe stomach problems. My mother, unconcerned, insisted that if the Japanese safely ate it, so could we. Those early, positive introductions to cultures and cuisines far different from my own became central to my life. I was determined to see as much of the world as possible.


I retired in December 2019. My plan was to publish Travel Mania and resume traveling as much as possible. Then came Covid. Grounded in New York City, I explored the hidden corners of the city and surrounding areas. My goal was to see familiar places as if I were a tourist, with fresh eyes and an open mind.


Given the multiplicity of cultures and the vast number of creative people who reside here—alongside the natural and man-made beauty of the city—I was happily occupied for many months. I even developed a new passion, street art.




[image: ]


Once the world began to open up, and the threat of Covid had lessened, I started traveling where I’d left off. Things were different; I wore masks, always had hand sanitizer at the ready, and stayed away from crowds. Despite those inconveniences and the looming specter of Covid, the joy at being able to board a plane and fly to an unfamiliar place was undiminished.


My first overseas trip was to France, a country I’ve traveled in many times. But as with my explorations of New York, I experienced the country with a new perspective.


Since completing the writing of this book, I have returned to traveling often, filling my insatiable need for new experiences. As always, I’m creating and stockpiling the stories about my experiences.


My life, from my teens until now, has revolved around travel. It is my greatest passion, an itch that cannot be quelled. I’m now thinking about a third travel book. The entrepreneurship book will have to wait a bit longer.












TRAVELING THE WORLD WITHOUT LEAVING HOME: NEW YORK CITY, 1950S AND 1960S
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My mother in 1958.


In 1961, I may have been one of the few ten-year-olds in New York City who was proficient with chopsticks and mad for tempura. Other kids loved burgers and fries, macaroni and cheese, and spaghetti with meatballs, but I craved tacos, gnocchi, samosas, and blini. I’d even tried, and almost liked, escargot and kimchi. My mother led the way on our culinary adventures; I was an eager companion.


Mom had always wanted to travel the World. When she was in her twenties, she dreamed of sailing across the Atlantic and exploring or even living overseas for a year or two. But the late 1930s weren’t a time for a young woman to be frolicking in Europe, even an adventurous one and especially a Jew. Instead, she studied architecture at Cooper Union at a time when that was a profession all but closed to women. When she reached her twenty-fifth birthday and was still single, her parents feared she would become an old maid. So, she gave up her dreams, at least temporarily, caved into the familial mandate, and married.


After the war, she had babies to care for, and money was tight. Adventures would have to wait a little longer. Then, before I was born in 1951, she was diagnosed with type 1 diabetes. Her health became a further obstacle to travel. But none of that squelched her sense of adventure or desire to experience the world. If she couldn’t go across the sea, at least New York was a large and diverse city. She’d poke around and see what she could find close to home.


After two boys, I was the daughter she’d always wanted. A girl, she thought, could be taught to like all the things she liked. She had, of course, tried to persuade my dad and brothers to explore with her, but that didn’t work out very well. Meat and potatoes and the opera were what my father wanted. Mickey had been the brainy child, intense and focused. He was a whiz at baseball stats and fanatically followed the New York teams. If Mickey was given a choice between listening to a Brooklyn Dodgers game or seeing a Broadway show, theater didn’t stand a chance. Roy was a picky eater. Our dad once offered to pay him a dollar to try a peach; Roy refused because he couldn’t stand the fuzzy skin. There was no way he’d get excited about any food he hadn’t eaten a hundred times before. I was her last chance.


Mom and I started to sample the cultural diversity of the city when I was so young that I can’t remember a time when it wasn’t an established routine. Once or twice each month, we’d dress up and take the subway from the far northern end of Manhattan down to Central Park, Times Square, Little Italy, or even Brooklyn.


Often our first stop was a museum. New York City is home to some of the finest art, history, and cultural museums in the world. We visited them all, but our favorite was the American Museum of Natural History. Other kids my age would go right for the dinosaurs. Not me. I always grabbed Mom’s hand and headed for the African masks. The masks stirred strong feelings in me. I may have first loved them because my birthday is near Halloween, and I associated costumes with getting lots of gifts. But it quickly went beyond that. I would stare at the carved and painted ceremonial masks and know there was magic in them.


Mom would ask me to imagine the people who wore the masks. When I’d say something like, “They must have been really scary!” she’d challenge me to dig deeper.


“They probably were a little frightening. When do you think they wore the masks?”


“On holidays,” I’d confidently reply, thinking of Halloween.


“Maybe, but maybe they also used them at ceremonies. They probably sang and danced, and everyone liked to watch them, like we do at the theater.”


She often helped me see the parallels between the truly exotic and my own life. This brought the world at large closer. She also instilled deep within me a desire to see the places where these wonderful objects had come from. If the masks were great to see hanging on the wall, it would be even more fun to see them in action.


After getting my fill of Africa, I’d drag Mom to see the totem poles and masks in the hall of the Northwest Coast Indians or the diora mas of the Pacific Peoples. We’d be ready for a break after a couple of hours of walking around the exhibits. The cafeteria at the museum was an absolute last resort. We ate there only if it was drenching rain or freezing cold; Mom wanted lunch somewhere more in the spirit of what we’d just seen.


With its huge immigrant population, Manhattan was home to cuisines from around the world. Mom wanted to taste it all and, with only a little encouragement, so did I. We’d seek out inexpensive hole-in-the-wall eateries that served foods with names and flavors that were new to us. Compared to now, when there’s a sushi place or two on many blocks in Manhattan and Thai is considered mundane, back then, our choices were limited. But we managed to find taquerias for spicy empanadas and cooling guacamole. We ate even spicier Indian food, learning to alternate bites of chili-laden curries with naan bread or creamy yogurt raita. Italian, French, and Greek foods became commonplace to us. By the time my age was in the double digits, I knew the difference between southern and northern Italian entrees.


On West 55th Street, across from the City Center theater, there was a Japanese restaurant that became one of our favorites. We loved going there for sukiyaki, teriyaki, and yakisoba noodles. Sushi may not have made it to New York yet, at least not to the places we frequented, but tempura had arrived, and I loved it.


Going to City Center was one of our favorite excursions, both because of the Japanese restaurant and the performances. In the ‘50s and ‘60s it was home to the New York City Ballet, hosted revivals of Broadway hits like South Pacific, and offered a variety of other performances. I loved the interior, which looked like it had been magically transported from tales of the Arabian Nights. I remember it as having bright, elaborately painted tiles decorating the lobby, dark red velvet seats, marble pillars, all manner of filigree carved into the walls, and, best of all, an enormous chandelier that glittered spectacularly in the domed ceiling. At some point, my mom told me it had been built as a meeting place for the Shriners. I had no idea who the Shriners were, but it made the theater seem especially mysterious. The theater was huge, with many tiers of seating. We usually climbed flight after flight to the topmost section, jokingly referred to as the nosebleed seats.


I would run ahead, impatient to get my first glimpse of the curtain and chandelier and the audience filing in. Mom would stop at each landing to catch her breath. When she finally caught up with me at the top, a white-gloved usher would look at our ticket stubs and lead us to our seats. I always held my breath until I saw our location. At that time, broad columns supported the tiers. If we were unlucky, we’d be seated in a place where they partially blocked our view, but that only happened once or twice. If we had a clear sightline, I didn’t care that we were far from the stage. Looking through binoculars, the performers seemed close enough.


I loved hearing the orchestra tune up and watching everyone in their finery. In those days any theater outing required suits for men and dresses for women—even in the cheap seats. The real excitement began when the lights dimmed and the theater grew quiet with anticipation. When the curtain rose, I would be mesmerized, no matter what the performance. Perfect snapshots remain in my memory: the Christmas tree in The Nutcracker; the dancing cowboys in Oklahoma wearing boots, hats, and bandanas; Martha Graham with raised leg striking a pose; Marcel Marceau, in white face, silently miming his way out of a box.


We saw a lot of Broadway musicals. To this day I can remember the lyrics to my childhood favorites—My Fair Lady, Brigadoon, The Music Man, and Camelot. We alternated those mainstream productions with global dance and music. Sol Hurok, always referred to as “the impresario,” brought performers from around the world to New York. My mother favored dance, though sometimes we’d go to a concert. I loved seeing Cossack dancers leap and kick in their flowing, brilliantly colored outfits. The gorgeous ballerinas of the Bolshoi Ballet Company, in their stiff pink tutus, made me swoon. I’d go home to demonstrate pirouettes for my father, usually ending up in a tangled heap on the floor. Grace and balance have never been my strong suits.


Though my introduction to New York’s diverse culture was usually led by my mom, there were a few New York City neighborhoods that my entire family liked. The Lower East Side, home to waves of Eastern European immigrants, offered shopping at bargain-basement prices, which my father loved, and the kind of food he had grown up on. We often went to Katz’s delicatessen for knishes and pastrami sandwiches, accompanied by sour kosher pickles and washed down by bottles of Dr. Brown’s Cel-Ray soda. This was in my family’s traditions. Compared to the bland food most Americans ate at the time, it was like a journey to the Old World.


More exotic was Chinatown, where we also frequently went as a family. It was the one foreign cuisine we all enjoyed. While my father and brothers ordered wonton soup, chop suey, lo mein, and egg foo yung, my mom would grab the waiter, point to the next table where a Chinese family was seated.


“What is that?” she’d ask, pointing to a glistening plate of food.


“For Chinese people. You use menu.”


“But what is it?” she’d persist. “It looks delicious.”


The waiter would continue to insist she should order from the menu, but Mom would finally wear him down. Then, listening carefully, she’d try to understand what was being described, then place the order. (However, even she would balk at some fare, such as chicken feet or hundred-year-old eggs.) Often the food was fabulous, with sauces and combinations of ingredients we’d never even imagined. Sometimes she didn’t correctly translate the waiter’s English and there’d be a disaster. I remember a plate of slimy goop that everyone except my mother refused to even consider trying. A woman at the next table told us they were sea cucumbers, and said, “They’re delicious,” smacking her lips. My mom valiantly tried a forkful, smiled at the woman who’d explained what they were, but didn’t eat more than one bite.


At the restaurant we usually went to, one kind waiter taught me how to eat with chopsticks. I couldn’t have been more than six or seven. When I could use them reasonably well, he brought over the other waiters to watch; I guess I was something of a novelty. That made me feel especially proud, and I insisted on eating with chopsticks whenever we were in Chinatown. I even brought a pair home and demonstrated to my friends how well I could pick up morsels of food and pop them into my mouth, rarely dropping a thing. My friends were duly impressed.


In the early 1960s, a Hunanese restaurant opened (until then, all the restaurants were Cantonese), and we were among the first non-Chinese to try it. I immediately fell in love with the fiery hot foods.


Outside of food, Mom tried to stretch the cultural boundaries at home. I owned a complete set of “Fairy Tales from around the World.” Together we read tales from India about how the tiger got its stripes. In another volume were stories of fearsome Chinese dragons and brave princesses. We’d pore over the illustrations, marveling at the fantastical landscapes and buildings and the unusual clothing people wore.


She asked everyone we knew who traveled overseas to bring me back a doll in native costume. Now I’d consider the small plastic dolls cheesy, but then I loved the little wooden clogs on the doll from Holland and the shamrock print dress on the teensy Irish girl. Never mind that no one wore those kinds of clothes in the modern world—to me, they were accurate representations of the people I’d meet when I finally got to travel across the ocean.


As a kid I thought my childhood was pretty normal. Yes, I did go to theater shows, dance performances, and museums more than my friends, but it didn’t strike me as anything exceptional. Other families went camping or to football games or bicycle riding, things we never did. As an adult looking back, I am amazed by how much of the world I’d experienced as a child, without ever leaving New York City.


I also realize that though she never said it to me directly, my mom was grooming me for the life she envisioned for herself. Through me, she would travel vicariously, have exciting adventures, and sample all the world had to offer. I was happy to take on that role.












THE GREAT AMERICAN DISASTER: LONDON, 1970–1972
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I lived in London for three years and never liked British cooking— either at home or in restaurants. When I ate out, it was always ethnic food, Indian or Italian. It was clear I’d never eat the kinds of food I ate in New York, but I longed for variety, colorful and appetizing meals.


Breakfast at the Princes Square Hotel, my first lodgings in London, was the same every morning. There was a choice of corn flakes or greasy fried eggs, bacon rashers—undercooked by American standards—broiled tomatoes, beans, and toast accompanied by tea or the worst coffee ever. I ate a lifetime’s worth of cornflakes. In my room, I had an immersion heater and boiled water for instant coffee. Bad as that was, it was an improvement over what passed for coffee in the hotel.


A year later, I moved into a house I shared with four British medical students. The first morning there, one of them asked, “I’m making eggs, want some?”


“That would be great, thanks.”


We chatted as he poured a half inch of vegetable oil into a pan. While it heated, he placed slices of white bread into an ancient toaster. When the oil started to bubble, he dropped in two eggs and spooned the hot oil over them until they were drenched. This was a new cooking technique to me, and I watched in horror. The toaster popped out the slices; he cut each in half and put them onto a rack to cool. By that point, the eggs looked like plastic, the whites and yolks glistening in their oily coat. With a deft turn of the spatula, he transferred the eggs to a plate, rivulets of oil dripping from them. Greasy eggs and cold toast yet again. Corn flakes at the Princes Square Hotel started to look pretty good. I never let anyone in the house cook for me again.


Lunch was often at the Polytechnic Institute, where I was enrolled in a fine arts program. The first time in the canteen (cafeteria) confirmed the generally held belief among Americans that British food was bland and heavy on carbs. There were never raw fruits or vegetables. A typical meal was beans on toast accompanied by chips (French fries) or mashed potatoes. Bangers and mash were another favorite. Bangers were overcooked sausages, which came with a side of mashed peas, with no seasoning of any kind. Sandwiches were two slices of white bread covered with a smear of butter about the depth of a sheet of plastic wrap, with cucumber rounds or one thin slice of ham. On rare occasions, there were colorful foods, like carrots or broccoli, that were boiled until mushy. The only fruit I ever saw there were tinned pineapples or peaches drowning in sweet syrup. Mystery meat at my college in New York seemed pretty good compared to what they offered in the Polytechnic’s canteen. Still, it was cheap and convenient.


Dinner varied. I was on a tight budget, so I couldn’t afford to eat out often. For the year I lived in the hotel, there were no cooking facilities. Prepared foods from Sainsbury’s or Tesco, the local supermarkets, were edible if not tasty. But their selection of English cheese, crackers, and fruit was great. I tried every cheese they offered, buying the smallest quantity possible since I had nowhere to keep it cool. Stilton, cheddar, Cheshire, Wensleydale, and Cornish blue became favorites, quite a change from the Swiss and Muenster at home. My palette for cheese improved, even as it longed for a decent salad, sandwich, or home-cooked meal.


Chip shops, serving fish and chips wrapped in day-old newspaper, were a treat. The fish was fresh, the batter tasty, and the chips crispy. Friends taught me to liberally pour malt vinegar into the packet. To this day, I like a lot of malt vinegar when I eat fish and chips. But even in my youth, I wasn’t overly fond of fried food. Or, to be more accurate, it wasn’t fond of me. I took a dose of Pepto-Bismol prior to tucking in and didn’t indulge very often.


A friend once took me to a Chinese takeaway that offered fish accompanied by a bowl of chips and rice drowning in sweet and sour sauce. I took one look at the “half and half” and insisted we go to a traditional “chippy.”


Pizza and pasta places were everywhere. I never ate a decent meal at one of them. Then again, I was eating at the cheapest of the cheap restaurants. The strange thing was that there seemed to be authentic Italians working at restaurants that served totally inauthentic Italian foods. How did they manage not to snicker as they served pasta cooked so long it congealed? Or pizza with sauce so sweet it made my teeth ache? I thought that if I snuck into the staff room in the back, there would be luscious eggplant parmigiana or perfectly cooked spaghetti aglio e olio.


On one memorable long weekend, I took a cheap student flight to Rome. I’m sure I saw the Colosseum, Vatican, and Trevi Foun tain, but what I remember most vividly and fondly were the mouthwatering scents wafting from pizza places. The temptation was so strong I bought a slice a couple of times each day. I licked gelato while walking through the streets. At dinner I savored al dente pasta with pesto, Bolognese, funghi (mushroom), and a slew of other sauces. With each bite I tried to memorize the taste so I could conjure it up when I returned to London.


Flying Alitalia from Rome to Frankfurt, the flight attendant set the tray with a red and white checkered place mat. Lunch included a fresh salad, antipasto, and well-prepared pasta, accompanied by a glass of wine. On the connecting flight from Frankfurt to London on BOAC, I was handed a white cardboard box containing a cold pork pie and a plastic knife and fork. As I sliced through the doughy crust, there was a thick layer of what appeared to be lard. I closed the box. Then closed my eyes and tried to imagine myself back in Rome.


Indian was the one uniformly tasty cuisine in every corner of London. The range of Indian dining establishments went from hole-in-the-wall eateries offering curries and kabobs to elegant high-end restaurants. Usually, I got takeaway. As I waited for my curry, I studied the other customers. How was it that the British, with their bland, colorless meals, had fallen in love with fiery foods? Yes, India was part of the Empire, but so were Australia, Canada, and Ireland—countries with foods more similar to the British palette. I never could reconcile the love of the two cuisines. No matter the reason, I was grateful for inexpensive food that had some zip to it.


Back in New York, I had often eaten burgers and fries. Living in London, I longed for a thick, juicy medium-rare burger on a toasted bun, with onions, lettuce, and ketchup with a sour pickle on the side. I scoured London for something that would approximate my ideal burger.


On every shopping street, there was at least one Wimpy burger outlet. It was the original fast food in London, long before McDonald’s arrived. Their burgers were fast and cheap. They were also nearly inedible. The buns were soggy, almost gluey. The burgers were small, gray, and overcooked to the point where they were stiff as cardboard. They reminded me of the Charlie Chaplin scene in The Gold Rush, where he is so hungry he eats his shoe.


I was about to declare defeat in my quest for a decent burger when The Great American Disaster opened. I stood in a queue breathing in a scent that made me salivate and my brain go to a place of pure joy.


The restaurant was small, the walls covered in photos of American disasters like the Great Chicago Fire, the explosion of the Hindenburg dirigible, and the San Francisco earthquake. Chuck Berry singing “Johnny B. Goode” blasted from speakers.


“Medium-rare burger, fries, and a chocolate shake,” I said to the waiter.


“You’re American,” he stated as he jotted my order on a small pad.


“So are you,” I returned.


“I knew there were a lot of Americans in London, but until I started working here, I had no idea how many.” He shook his head. “It amazes me.”


“Hey, you’re probably serving every American in London. We’re all desperate for a decent burger.”


“Where you from?” he asked me.


“New York.”


“The city?”


“Yep. You must also be from the East Coast.” I was loving his accent and talkative, brash manner. I had two American friends in London, but neither had this guy’s particular energy. It felt familiar and made me homesick.


“I’m from Jersey.”


“I knew it.”


With that, he turned and headed for the kitchen.


The burger was the best I’d had in London, but far from the best I’d had in New York. The fries weren’t even close. I didn’t care. This felt like a piece of home. It became a regular haunt where I brought British and continental friends. They liked the food and atmosphere. To them, this was an exotic foreign experience.


Perhaps restaurants weren’t the best gauge of British food. It delighted me when a friend invited me to his parents’ home in the Midlands. His family was friendly and gracious, with none of the stiff reserve often attributed to Brits. Their Sunday dinner, however, only deepened my longing for a decent meal. Because this was a festive meal, there was an appetizer of tomato aspic with a few corn niblets (from a can) floating in the blood-red gelatin. For the main course, each plate had two thin slices from the roast, boiled potatoes without salt, pepper, or butter, and watery Brussels sprouts. For dessert, there was a special treat—ice cream. His mother doled out generous portions into fancy crystal bowls. One spoonful, and I’d eaten enough. The ice cream was so chemical-laden, that’s all I could taste. So much for home cooking.


Years later, when I returned to London for business and to visit friends, I still ate a lot of Indian food. But I wasn’t going to the local curry house. I ate at extravagantly decorated restaurants with extensive menus.


Britain had elevated its status in the culinary world, and Lon don was awash in terrific ethnic restaurants. And, I was traveling for business on an expense account, which meant that I ate in high-end restaurants. That changed my perception of British food. With clients, I dined on classic meals in club-like surroundings with polished wood walls and leather club chairs. We ate Dover sole, chops, or shepherd’s pie. With fresh trifle, sticky toffee pudding, or strawberry fool for dessert.


Still, the memory of three years of awful meals stayed with me. I remember reading and enthusiastically agreeing with an article about food in 1970s Britain. The author described it as “the decade that good food forgot.”












FONDUE, FOLLY, AND FEMINISM: SWITZERLAND, 1971
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While living in London, I was determined to see as much of Europe as possible, although my finances were limited. Whenever I saw an inexpensive flight or rail deal, I jumped on it. When an ad for a cheap student airfare got my attention, I left London for a weekend in Zurich, my first time in Switzerland.


My student ID allowed me to book a bargain flight and my Youth Hostel Card got me into affordable center-city lodging. As in most youth hostels, the clientele was young, international travelers more interested in seeing the world and partying than in ambience. The sterile looking room was dormitory-style, lined with bunk beds and a shared bathroom down the hall. Separate dorms for women and men.


While checking in late morning, I met a group of five Swedish students, three women and two men, also in town for the weekend. Tall, blond, blue-eyed, and athletic looking, they were Nordic archetypes. We chatted briefly, and they took me in as part of their group. After securing our things in the dorms, we left to explore. All of them spoke fluent English and were willing to abandon their native language to accommodate me.


We walked for miles and many hours in Old Town and on Bahnhofstrasse, the main commercial thoroughfare. The streets were a mix of quaint and ultra-modern. There were high-end luxury retailers where we window shopped, looking at clothing, shoes, jewelry, and other goods with prices far exceeding anything any of us could afford. In the few shops we entered, the automatic, self-opening doors impressed me; it was the first time I’d experienced them.


At a park fronting Lake Zurich, we ate a picnic lunch we’d purchased at a grocery store. An adventurous group, we’d chosen a selection of unfamiliar (to them or me) cheeses, breads, and crackers. I’d expected we’d find the “Swiss” cheese I’d eaten in New York, but none of the cheese had holes. The names were unfamiliar; Sbrinz, Gruyere, Vacherin Fribourgeois, Tete de Moine, Schabziger. We passed around and ripped off hunks from brown bread and knotted loaves and took handfuls of seeded crackers.


The cheeses were flavorful and made me think about the pallid varieties we ate in the States. While my mother never, ever bought Wonder bread, a staple in the homes of all of my childhood friends, she purchased Velveeta, individually wrapped slices of American cheese and mild cheddar. Most cheese we ate at home more closely resembled plastic than food. These Swiss cheeses were pungent, each with a unique taste—buttery, tangy, salty, laced with herbs, and as far from American cheese as freshly squeezed orange juice is from Tang.


While we ate, I learned more about my new Swedish companions. They’d been classmates and friends for years and had started taking weekend jaunts together whenever they had time and money. Their goal was to visit every European country, then explore Asia.


When we’d had our fill, our group left together to explore the far reaches of Zurich.


“There’s a tram. Let’s catch it,” said one of my new Swedish friends.


“Where’s it headed?” I asked.


“No idea.”


“But don’t you want to know?” I was puzzled. Why would anyone board a tram randomly?


“That’s part of the fun.” Her bright blue eyes shone with delight. “It will be an adventure.”


Another of my new Swedish friends explained that, when traveling, they made it a practice to visit the outer reaches of a city, never knowing what they might discover. It allowed them to see how ordinary people lived.


We all scrambled onto the tram.


One of our group called out, “Sit at a window. Yell if you see something interesting.”


Glued to the passing view, when anything caught someone’s eye, they’d call out, “Here!” and we’d scurry off to our next adventure.


Usually what attracted us was an interesting-looking cafe or bar. We began some serious midafternoon drinking. Wine, beer, brandy—we wanted to try it all. I couldn’t tell you specifically what we drank, only that we drank a lot of it. I also don’t remember how we found our way back to Old Town, an area with restaurants and bars on almost every block.


We agreed that fondue was a must for dinner. It was the one Swiss food with which I was familiar. In the 1960s, fondue pots and parties were popular. Restaurants specializing in fondue had opened in New York City. Here, in Zurich, I’d get to eat an authentic version.


As with our earlier tram ride, we selected a restaurant in an arbitrary way. A cheery young woman in a bright blue and white dirndl, the traditional Swiss dress with a full skirt and laced bodice, led us to a round table. The room was designed to look like a Tyrolean hut, with wooden tables, small-paned windows, checkerboard tablecloths, and paintings of the Alps.


The Swedes not only spoke Swedish and English, but they were also fluent in French and German. I left the ordering to them.


First to appear was a pair of raised gas heaters to keep the fondue chafing dishes warm. Next came two bottles of wine, two pots of bubbling cheese, a basket of warm chunks of bread, and long, slender forks for skewering the bread to dip it into the melted cheese. There was a lot of laughter as bread fell irretrievably into the pot. Next, the server brought another bottle of wine and a plate of raclette (a melted cheese dish). After that, the meal is a blur. I’d guess we had chocolate fondue for dessert. Considering the quantity of alcohol I’d consumed, it’s a wonder I didn’t fall headfirst into the fondue pot. I know we were there for hours because there was a sudden screech from one of the Swedish men: “We have to get back. NOW!”


The youth hostel had strict hours. If we returned late, the doors would be locked. In our inebriated state, we tried to figure out how to get back.


The man who’d alerted us to the nearing deadline held his liquor better than the rest of us. He took it upon himself to pay the bill, then hustle us out onto the street and into a taxi. We made it back with ten minutes to spare.


In the dorm room, I stood on the ladder to the top bunk and spread my nylon sheet sleeping sack onto the mattress. The sack, a kind of sleeping bag liner, was a required item since hostels didn’t supply sheets or pillowcases. I tucked the pillow under the top of the sack and flung a heavy, scratchy blanket on top. Then, too drunk to get into pajamas, I climbed the ladder fully dressed and wriggled my way into the sack. My new friends did the same, all of us trying to be as quiet as possible since others were asleep in the room. We didn’t do well at that, whispering and giggling. I fell asleep to Swedish chatter.


“AARGHHH! “


“Vada är det där?”  I vaguely heard a disembodied voice.


“AARGHHH!”


“What’s the matter?” came another voice.


The scream was coming from me.


The light flicked on.


“Oh my God!”


I heard scrambling, but in my stupor had no idea what was going on. Then several pairs of hands were on me, shoving me back into the bunk. I’d impaled myself on the ladder and was dangling over the edge of the bunk bed. The ladder had stopped me from dropping about six feet to the floor. I rubbed my side, which felt as though someone had skewered me.


“Are you okay?”


“I think so. What? What happened?”


“You slid partway out of bed.”


“Oh.”


With that, I fell back to sleep.


In the morning, through a crushing hangover and a very sore side, I got the full story. There are bands on the sheet sleeping sack that are supposed to be tied to the bed to keep it in place. I hadn’t bothered to do that. Tossing and turning in my sleep, the slippery nylon sack had caused me to slide over the edge of the bunk.


I thanked my rescuers, who’d probably saved me from serious injury.


That day I went off on my own and kept my drinking to a minimum. I spent my time touring and tasting. Breakfast was Bircher muesli and hot chocolate. I’d tasted both at home, but they’d been pale imitations. The Swiss hot chocolate was creamy, with an intense chocolate flavor that lingered long after I’d drained the mug. No marshmallows needed. The muesli was crunchy and earthy with a hint of sweetness. The yogurt served was plain, thick, and slightly sour and, when mixed with the muesli, balanced it perfectly.


I walked, took trams, visited museums, and mentally drooled at confectionary shop windows. It seemed as though every third shop had an elegant, extravagant, and tempting display of chocolates. I resisted, deciding I’d buy some right before I returned to London.


While I sat at a cafe sipping a coffee, resting, and people watching, a smartly dressed woman a bit older than me approached my table.


“May I join you?” she asked in English, waving her hands to indicate that all the tables were occupied.


“Of course.” I was delighted to have company.


“You are American, yes?”


“I am.” I thought it must be my jeans and sneakers. I’d noticed Americans stood out from Europeans by the way we dressed. My tablemate wore a suit, pearls, and heels. “Are you from Zurich?”


“I live here now, originally from Geneva.”


We chatted for a while, sipping coffee and nibbling on pastries. It was all inconsequential small talk. Then she told me something that both astounded and stayed with me.


“Women just got the right to vote earlier this year.”


“This year?” I was incredulous. “Really?”


“Yes, this year. A few months ago. We’ve been fighting for it for a long time.”


That news saddened and angered me. How could a well-educated populace allow this to happen? I’d assumed this was a progressive country, far ahead of the U.S. in many ways. But voting was a right I took for granted, as did my mother and grandmother. My grandmother Bella, an immigrant, was very proud of her citizenship, American passport, and ability to vote. As soon as I’d become eligible, I’d registered.


“How do you feel about that?” I asked, expecting to hear anger, frustration, and something about how long it had taken.


“It’s exciting. We’ve even got a woman running for office!”


Her enthusiasm was genuine, without a tinge of bitterness or regret. It appalled me. How could she take this so lightly?


With that, my new acquaintance excused herself and left. I sat there thinking about women’s rights. The growing women’s liberation movement in the States was fighting hard for equality, though I hadn’t actively participated in it. I knew we had a very long way to go, but compared to the Swiss, we were light-years ahead.
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