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For Peter, of course

And for David, Annabel, and Michael, who had to put up with us
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Introduction

There are many people like other people, but there was no one like Peter Buckley.

—Simon Michael Bessie, publisher

Being married to Peter Buckley was not always easy—living with larger-than-life personalities seldom is—but it was never boring. After Peter departed this mortal coil in 1997, our eye doctor mused one day: “I miss Mr. Buckley,” he said. “You know, when he came into the office, it was like being at a play. You never knew what was going to happen next!”

For twenty-five years I shared my life with this fascinating, lovable, brilliant, funny, sweet, outsized, outspoken, outrageous, and sometimes impossible man. And for all of those years, food played a big role—finding it, cooking it, eating it, reading about it, writing about it, traveling for it.

As in all lives and all marriages, there were good times and hard times. This book is about the good times, when eating with Peter was always an adventure.
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IN THE BEGINNING

Once, as a child, I made the startling announcement that I wanted to be either a foreign correspondent or a missionary when I grew up. Aspirations to be a glamorous journalist made perfect sense, but a missionary? Why on earth would I have wanted to be a missionary? Clearly, travel was the operative theme.

Travel! In the world I inhabited in the 1950s, going to Europe for the summer was a new and enticing opportunity. Every summer my mother’s teacher friends in New Jersey took off to explore Western Europe. But my mother and I were committed to going back to the small town in Louisiana where we’d both grown up. That had its own deep appeal, but it wasn’t the romantic world I envisioned as a teenager. An omnivorous reader, I wanted to be an archeologist uncovering Mayan ruins or Schliemann at Troy. By the time I was in college, I wanted to go to Paris in the twenties, to Saint Petersburg and the court of Nicolas and Alexandra, to Venice with Henry James.

In the summer of 1963, a newly minted Middlebury graduate, I went to Europe at last. Having grown up in Southwest Louisiana, where delicious food was central to life, I was a good eater, but food was not my holy grail on that trip. It was all about the past. I’d spent four years reading the canon of English literature and studying European history. It was Tennyson, not truffles, that I was after.

Before I finally took off, however, my mother insisted that I learn how to do something with my new degree in English literature. So, she enrolled me in the Radcliffe Summer Secretarial course, designed to give young ladies the skills they would need (typing, something arcane called “speed writing,” and general office skills that would make up for our majoring in English, art history, and other unemployable subjects). It is hard to imagine now that Radcliffe would have thought it appropriate to teach a few hundred girls how to type faster so they could get jobs, but that was the world of 1963—just before it was turned on its ear. It might have been 1963, but “the Sixties” hadn’t started yet in my universe.

At last, on a late summer day, I flew to Europe on an eighteen-hour, transatlantic flight on Icelandic Airlines, the successor to the student ships of the past. Excited but nervous, I landed in Luxembourg (Icelandic’s only European destination), on my way to Paris to meet three friends who had been traveling all summer. (Their mothers did not make them go to Radcliffe.) In short order, I was installed in a European hotel from another century, rococo and very grand.

I am sure I didn’t wear a hat to dinner but I’ll bet I carried gloves. After making my way to the enormous dining room, which resembled something out of The Merry Widow, I soon found myself faced with a waiter in formal dress, looking like no other waiter I had ever encountered—and speaking French, a language I yearned to speak but was appallingly unable to even after years of high school and college classes. I smiled shyly and looked down at the menu. Quickly I spotted the word “entrée.” Ah, the main course, I thought, like the good American that I am. I figured out the listing for smoked trout and ordered that. Did I not want something more, the waiter inquired? “Non, merci,” I answered, trying to look very confident. Shortly, the bemused man arrived with a very small piece of smoked trout on a very large plate.
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Not until later would I realize that “entrée” in French meant your entrance to the meal, what I would have called an appetizer. I was far too proud to admit my mistake, however. Given the years of eating with Peter that were to come—the meals savored at farmhouse tables and three-star restaurants, the markets and kitchens and menus explored—my very first meal in Europe was ironically unsatisfying.

The next morning, still hungry, I took the train to Paris, where Michele and Charlotte and Penny swept me up in the end of their summer-long trip. As we careened around in our tiny Volkswagen Beetle, there it was—Paris, the “real live, truly Paris.” Paris, my dream of what Europe was supposed to look and feel like. En route to a hotel where our room was almost out of our budget—five dollars a day just for the room at a time when Europe on $5 a Day was the guide for all young travelers!—I kept up a steady stream of squeals and sighs, for Paris looked just the way Paris had looked in my dreams. It was gray and beautiful and of course unlike anything I had ever experienced before, with its wide boulevards and Belle Époque buildings. Did I really see a man on a bike with a baguette under his arm, or was I just imagining that Doisneau photograph? And all of those small children speaking French so skillfully! How did they do it?

For the next three months I made the 1960s version of the college girl’s Grand Tour—sometimes with friends and sometimes alone. I made some valiant efforts to find a job and stay, but I wasn’t quite brave enough to take the chances that would have required. It would be ten years before I returned to Europe with Peter, but the romance of that first trip has stayed in my heart forever. It was all a dream to me. I imagined myself cavorting with Hemingway and Fitzgerald or walking into Forster’s room with a view. A deeply committed novel reader since childhood, I had long years of practice in inhabiting other worlds. And here were worlds that I wanted to be part of—even if only in my imagination. It was an experience that changed my life, for it prepared the way for the seduction of eating with Peter.

By November, Northern Europe had turned cold and rainy, and I was eager to get home to “real life as a grown-up.” What was being grown-up to my naïve twenty-two-year-old self? Moving to Manhattan, getting a job in publishing, and meeting the man of my dreams—as simple as that (which, of course, turned out not to be simple at all). It may have been 1963, but I was a child of the fifties. Looking back at it all now, I am amazed that I wasn’t more calculating in deciding how to shape my life. Shouldn’t I have followed the advice of the English professor who wanted me to go to graduate school? Shouldn’t I have followed my dream of being a newspaper reporter, which in those days meant working in Peoria for ten years before you could get a job as a copy girl at any of New York’s six or seven daily papers?

But Manhattan was the place I wanted to be, just like those lucky college interns at Seventeen Magazine whom I’d envied for years. With a speed unimaginable today, I found an apartment on the Upper East Side with a beloved cousin, also fresh out of college, and a job as an editorial secretary at a venerable publisher, Holt, Rinehart & Winston (surely that speed writing certificate was the key, Radcliffe would have claimed, but in reality it was all about the contacts of a family friend).

The Feminine Mystique came out that year, and the rumblings of something called “the Women’s Movement” were beginning. “Consciousness raising” groups were being formed. But I was a funny combination of already-raised consciousness and not. My Louisiana grandmother had graduated from Northwestern University in 1902, determined to have a career as an elocutionist. And she did. My mother had a graduate degree from Columbia University and had worked since I was five. So professional women were part of my DNA. On the other hand, that “child of the fifties” mentality made me not notice for many months that young women were hired as editorial secretaries and their male counterparts were hired as editorial assistants, one rung higher. I was so excited to have a job at a Madison Avenue publishing company that—to a degree that shocks me now—equality was not on my radar.

With my salary of eighty dollars a week and a measly two weeks of vacation a year, another trip to Europe was not in my immediate future, but dreams were. Just about the time I stepped onto the stage of Manhattan, Scribner published Hemingway’s posthumous memoir, A Moveable Feast. Today, it’s hard to imagine the impact of A Moveable Feast on impressionable young dreamers like me in 1964. The memoir really was a work of fiction, but it pulled you into what purported to be the paradigm of a Bohemian life in Paris in the twenties. I know a lot more about Ernest Hemingway now, a lot more about what really was going on in his early Paris years. But I took him at his word in 1964—and what romantic words they were. Hemingway is out of fashion these days, but then he still personified a time when young Americans from the “New World” were discovering the “Old World”—sipping absinthe at the Select, sitting at the knee of Gertrude Stein, carousing with bullfighters in Pamplona, and later dying for a cause on a Spanish hillside.

I was not alone in my dreams of Paris in the twenties, either. My good friend Molly couldn’t wait to tell me about her interview for a job at Scribner. Waiting in the reception room, she overheard one editor calling out to another: “Jim, just when is Zelda’s birthday?” For us, those Paris days seemed somehow touchable, a place and time we could transport ourselves back to. When I saw Woody Allen’s Midnight in Paris, almost fifty years later, I knew just what it was all about.

Although I was deep into A Moveable Feast, my young single life in Manhattan was far more prosaic. Then one day as I sat typing away, who filled up my office door but a handsome bear of a man, six foot four, with a booming voice and an alluring reputation. I had seen him striding down the corridors of Holt, Rinehart & Winston. “That’s Peter Buckley,” I was told. “He was a friend of Ernest Hemingway.” A writer and photographer, Peter had just returned after months traveling from Mexico to the tip of South America, building a photo collection for Holt’s foreign language department. Now he was coming to see my boss, who wanted him to create something radical: a truly integrated textbook series, based on photographs of real kids in New York City (it’s hard to believe now, but in those days all textbooks were lily white). For the next five years, Peter became a fixture of the Holt School Department, appearing in the office like a gruff but endearing Pied Piper, trailed by the fascinated children whose stories he was telling in the Holt Urban Social Studies series.

At the start of all this, Peter was married, and I was on again/off again in love with Mike Swanson, the boyfriend du jour. My friends called him “Mr. Swansong,” because we were always breaking up. For a few years Peter was a fascinating character, viewed from afar. Then we became friends when I began working on his books. By this time, I was a budding young editor, thrilled to have my very first real author. Looking back, I realize that Peter—fifteen years older than I—was gently amused by my youthful enthusiasm, but in fact let me edit very little. He took to calling me Trixie, for “editrix.” At first I was a little shy and more than a little overwhelmed. But Peter, underneath that sophisticated veneer, was a generous soul who swept any willing participants into his adventures. As I would come to learn, enjoying life was at the core of how he structured everything he did. Soon he’d created a whole scenario around the children and the school on which the Urban series centered. He was serving lunch in the school cafeteria, where the children called him Mr. Peanut Butter. He was finding schools and jobs for the families he featured in his books.

When A. E. Hotchner’s book Papa Hemingway came out around this time, there was much buzzing about its photos and anecdotes of Peter and Ernest and the exotic world of Spanish bullfighting, which Peter had been part of in the 1950s. Those were the days when Peter would come into the office to talk to me, his then editor, after which he would swoop up all of the BYGs in the department to go to the Russian Tea Room or the Oak Room bar or some other place that seemed totally foreign and glamorous (the BYGs were the “bright young girls” as the older staff members wryly called us). Peter would romance us all with stories about the old days when he hung out at the Russian Tea Room with his friends in the ballet world or when he met Sinclair Lewis at the Oak Room bar.

The more I worked with Peter, the closer friends we became. Unpredictably, I—always too worried about what other people think of me—was drawn to this larger-than-life character who marched to his own drummer more than anyone I’d ever known, who was so intensely curious about everything and everyone, who could be totally outrageous but also generous and kind. Was it because he was so smart? An intellectual who was an even more voracious reader than I was? A writer as I’d always dreamt of being? Or was it because he was funny and playful and turned everything into an adventure?

Then of course there was that whole backstory. Peter took for granted a world and a life that were both foreign and attractive to me, dreamer of Parisian dreams. Taken to Europe as an infant by his mother, Elinor (who decided, for reasons she took to the grave, that she did not want to be married to his father any longer), Peter grew up in Paris, Rome, London, Geneva, and Vienna. With a French governess and an array of steamer trunks, Elinor and Peter traipsed from one European capital to another between 1926 to 1938, until the threat of war forced them to return to New York. An elegant and intellectual woman, Elinor was part of the whole “Paris in the twenties” world. It was through her friendship with Ernest Hemingway, his first wife, Hadley, and their son Jack—called “Bumby”—that Peter first knew Ernest. While Elinor occupied herself with everything from the League of Nations to an affair with an Italian count, Peter went to the French Lycée, where if you were on page ten in Paris on Monday, you were on page eleven in Geneva on Tuesday—schooling designed for diplomats and peripatetic souls like Elinor Buckley, who moved their children without great thought for the consequences. One consequence for Peter was that he was bilingual in French and English, more French than American in his manners and his proclivities.

By the time I met him, Peter had been in World War II, plucked out of his first year at Princeton when he turned eighteen in September of 1943. He used to say the only time his parents cooperated after his conception was when they pulled many strings to get him out of the infantry and into counterintelligence school. After spending the rest of the war “at home” in France, catching escaping Nazis, he came back to the United States, graduated from Princeton, and returned to France to get a PhD at the Sorbonne under the great philosopher Gaston Bachelard. Given the horrors of World War II, his thesis topic was to be “The Auto-Destructive Instincts of Man.” After a year or so, however, he decided that everything to be said on this heavy topic had been said—both in writing and in two world wars. Ça suffit, he decided. So being Peter, he did two things: first, without agonizing, he decided to give up the musty, fusty philosophy classes at the Sorbonne, and then he went to Spain to follow the bullfights, in the process of which, he renewed the friendship with Hemingway begun in his childhood, became a filmmaker, and then became the writer and photographer he would be for the rest of his life.

At first, I didn’t realize how drawn to Peter I was. Once, in an on-again moment with Mr. Swansong, I took him to Peter’s apartment. Peter was shooting photographs for the filmstrips to go along with the Holt Urban series, and Mike and I were to play the parents of the children in the scenario. It was fun to see Peter at home and to meet David, Annabel, and Michael, his rambunctious young children, who were cavorting around the house dancing to the Beatles’ latest album, Yellow Submarine. But when we left, Mike was clearly angry. “What in the world is the matter?” I asked. “Why aren’t you with me like you are with that Peter Buckley?” he retorted bitterly. I was completely startled, but when I brooded over what Mike had said, I realized that he was right; by this time, I was totally myself with Peter, and I was not with him.

By 1970, Peter was divorced and setting up a new apartment for himself and the children, who divided their time between their mother’s and their father’s abodes. Like everything else about Peter, the new apartment was bold and colorful and European. There were French bowls and Italian plates, Danish utensils and Marimekko shades, walls covered with tapestries and African masks and Goya etchings and endless shelves of books.

It was at this point that Peter became a cook. I’m not sure who cooked in the East 84th Street apartment he’d lived in before, but the new apartment—on East 83rd Street—quickly became a cook’s home. Not only were there all of those beautiful plates and bowls, but there were copper pans Elinor had brought back from France in the thirties and French cookbooks and a big wooden spoon from Spain for serving paella. There were gallons of fabulous olive oil and cases of wine (I, who was just emerging from the world of too-sweet Mateus in those funny bottles, found the idea of buying wine by the case ultra-sophisticated!). There were cookbooks like Je Sais Cuisiner—the French version of The Joy of Cooking. And pots and pans of every shape and size—mostly really large. (Peter, so large himself, believed that if really big was good, then really enormous was even better.)

By now, Peter was inviting me for dinner at his apartment, and although we were “just friends,” there was an element of seduction in those dinners at the long counter in the kitchen. For one thing, there were dishes I’d never had before. Braised endive, for example. I’d never even heard of endive in those days, much less cooked in something strange called Bovril (brought from trips to visit Elinor, who lived in London) and topped with grated Parmesan. Or discovering that Camembert—which I’d tasted but thought dull—was totally unctuous and delicious. It turned out, of course, that I had never had good Camembert—and that was an important life lesson: you can’t judge anything until/unless you know it at its best, Peter counseled, one of many wise lessons he preached.
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And then there were the menus. In a corner of that kitchen counter was a pile of menus from Peter’s favorite restaurants: the Madonna in Venice, Marty’s and Chez Georges in Paris, Wheelers in London. These were beloved spots he went to every year. For me, they evoked that magical world I craved. Long before I ever set foot in the Madonna, I dreamt of eating Tagliatelle al nero di seppia, pasta with squid ink. Or whitebait—miniscule fried fish that melted in your mouth—at Wheelers. Or boudin—blood sausage—at Chez Georges. Remember, this was long before “foodie New York,” long before the New York Times announced the opening of every trendy new restaurant serving rarified plates on Smith Street or Bedford Avenue. It was a time when French restaurants either served formal old-fashioned classic cuisine à la Escoffier or were tiny bistros whose repertoire centered on coq au vin. It was a time when good bread was just barely beginning to make its appearance. It was a time when the majority of Italian restaurants were red-sauce emporiums. Most Americans had never heard of balsamic vinegar, and cilantro was a rare herb you had to search for. Pesto—what was that? And Whole Foods and Trader Joe’s were not a twinkle in anyone’s eye. It was a very different time.

Soon dinners in the kitchen had expanded to dinners with Peter’s friends—and what friends they were. There were French friends and Spanish friends and Italian friends and British friends, some famous, most not, but it was a glamorous parade of dinner guests to me. With some regularity, Mary Hemingway—Ernest’s fourth wife and now widow—swept Peter off to some fancy party or opening, and increasingly, Peter invited me along. Or we’d be asked to dinner at Mary’s penthouse apartment where you dined sitting under Miró’s painting, The Farm. It was right there above your head, familiar and touchable, not hanging on a wall in the National Gallery as it does today.

Where were the children in all of this? At first, I was still “Daddy’s friend from Holt,” encountered now and then when our paths crossed on weekends, when they were with Peter. Watching their life with Peter was fascinating to me. I had no father growing up (my parents divorced after the war and my father disappeared from the scene). So I was mesmerized by this larger-than-life father who swept his children off to art galleries every Saturday, took them to Europe in the summer one at a time, bought their clothes at Saks in scenes like something out of Auntie Mame. These were unselfconsciously sophisticated children who at eight, nine, and eleven could argue about which flavor of sorbet they most adored at Berthillon, the famed sorbetière on the Ile St. Louis. They were experienced snorkelers who could stare a barracuda in the face without flinching. They also were warm, funny, smart, affectionate kids.

It’s hard to know just when I fell in love with Peter, when realizing that I was totally myself with him turned into realizing that I didn’t want to be without him. And along the way, I fell in love with David, Annabel, and Michael, too.

About this time Peter took me on a short trip to the island of St. Barths. This was in 1972, long before St. Barths was a chichi place full of too-rich celebrities. Off-season in the early 1970s, St. Barths was paradise. Flying from St. Martin, we landed on a grass runway where someone had to shoo away the sheep before the plane could touch down. We stayed at a tiny hotel called Eden Roc—which is now very fancy but then was very plain—where the few other guests were French people who came every year. It was the first time I’d ever been with Peter in what was essentially a French world, and as I watched him, something clicked. I understood him in a way I never had before. Drinking wine at a big table on the terrace of Eden Roc, overlooking the moonlit Caribbean, seeing him so at ease, watching the banter (for I really couldn’t understand most of it), I saw Peter more comfortable, more of an insider than I had ever seen before. For Peter may have been bilingual in English and French, but he really was far more French than American. He used to say that his passport was American but his soul was French. Suddenly, I got it.

One evening back in New York, after a heavenly dinner, Peter and I were sitting in the living room—me in a sumptuous white leather beanbag chair Peter had shipped back from Paris—when Peter handed me a perfect conch shell. “Tip it,” he said. And out of its luminescent pink sliver shimmered the most beautiful gold chain I had ever beheld. As it fell into my hand like golden rain, Peter asked me to marry him. And I said yes. I knew even then that I was accepting a complex man whom many found overbearing, whom some people adored and some avoided. But I also knew that I would never be bored, that I could share my life with someone who always made me laugh, who loved to read as much as I did, and who would show me the world.
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A few months later, on May 12, 1973, I walked down the aisle of the chapel at Brick Presbyterian Church in a Mexican wedding dress. Michael was the usher. Annabel was the maid of honor. David was the best man. And my beloved cousin Dottie (she of the first apartment ten years earlier) was matron of honor. A Central Park carriage took us down Park Avenue to the reception at home. There were canapés from a now long-gone shop called Old Denmark and a bathtub filled with ice and bottles of bubbly. It was a wonderful, quirky celebration, filled with love and humor, family and friends, tradition and novelty—just like the life we were about to lead.
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Braised Endive

6–8 endives

6 Tbsp. unsalted butter or olive oil

Salt and pepper to taste

1 Tbsp. Bovril dissolved in 1 cup of boiling water

Juice of 1 lemon

Grated Parmesan to cover

Trim the endives by slicing off the base and cutting in half lengthwise.

Heat a large skillet on medium flame. Add the butter and/or olive oil and endive halves. Sprinkle with salt and pepper and sauté the endives until lightly colored (about 2 minutes on each side).
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