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PREFACE

Here is how I cook: First I’m at the farmers’ market, buying a bunch of French breakfast radishes, the purple-fringed lettuces, the spring garlic—I’m thinking about the state of the Blenheim apricots and the Santa Rosa plums. I’m looking for fruits and vegetables that are perfectly ripe, things that just came out of the ground or were just picked. I’m not necessarily thinking about how the ingredients will go together—I’m just responding to what I’m finding. It’s a lot about aliveness, a lot about color, the smell of things, the look….I’m listening to what the farmer has to say about what’s going on in the fields. I think we forget sometimes that food is alive and that we have to follow that intuition and treat food as a living thing.

At this point, I don’t quite know what I’m going to cook, and I’m not really putting the meal together. It’s when I take the ingredients home, unpack them from my basket, and spread them out on the table in my kitchen—that’s when I start imagining how the ingredients relate to one another and how they can come together to make a menu. I’m using all my senses. I’m smelling the garlic, tasting the pungency of the radishes and the tartness of the vinaigrette, feeling the firmness of the apricots; I’m thinking about the people who are going to sit at the table and what they like to eat, the courses following one another; what kind of day it is, whether it’s cold outside and I want to light a fire in the fireplace, or whether it’s warm and I want to sit outside by the herb garden. I’m improvising, trying to capture and express that moment in time. I’m letting my senses lead me. It’s how we cook at Chez Panisse. It’s how we’ve always cooked at Chez Panisse.

People want to know how I came to open a restaurant at twenty-seven years old. I never went to culinary school, I never cooked professionally. Why a restaurant? Why this kind of restaurant? Why this kind of cooking? How did I have the courage to open it? And the truth is, I’d never really thought about it deeply until now. I’m not a reflective person by nature. My answer has always been that I was disillusioned with politics and needed a way to make money, and I loved to cook and I thought I’d just open a little place for my friends, a refuge from the turbulent activity in the streets around us. And this is partly true but not the whole story. It doesn’t completely explain how I came to be the young woman who opened Chez Panisse, how I learned to do what I did. When I think about my past, I see that the way I was raised and the experiences I had as a young woman fed and formed me in such profound ways that opening a place like Chez Panisse was in a sense inevitable. My childhood and young adulthood, it turned out, held the seeds of my own edible education, the values that empowered me to gather a group of like-minded friends and open the doors—barely!—of a little French restaurant in Berkeley, California, in 1971. And though I didn’t think about it much back then, that little French restaurant on its opening night held not only the important threads of my past but all the deep, idiosyncratic potential for what was to come.
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CHAPTER 1

Natural History

When I was little, I always wanted to go to the Museum of Natural History and eat at the Automat for my birthday. So my family took the train from Chatham, New Jersey, to the Hoboken ferry into New York City. It was only for special events that we’d do this; we didn’t usually eat out at restaurants, and we didn’t go to Manhattan much. But I loved New York City. The dioramas in the natural history museum were magical to me. I liked seeing the animals in their homes, liked that I could get up close to them: the hummingbirds nestled in their tiny nests, the lions with their cubs on the Serengeti Plain, the little zebra foals. These were all exotic worlds that I knew nothing about.

We’d get all dressed up for our outings. My sister Ellen and I usually wore something my father’s sister Doris had made. Aunt Doris was an artist and often sewed clothes for us. My favorite was a cotton turquoise dress with a little pink flower print, pearly buttons at the neck, and a satin sash that tied in a bow at the back.

After the museum, we would take the subway to the Automat in Times Square. It was the first restaurant I remember going to; I must have been six or seven. Why was it my favorite? Because I could choose my own food. I can picture myself standing there in the middle of the restaurant, my pockets filled with quarters. Every surface of the Automat was shiny: there was a huge wall of little stainless steel doors, sort of like post office boxes, with windows displaying the food in each one. You put your money in one of the post office box slots, opened the door, and got your dish. Through the little door, you could catch a glimpse of someone cutting lemon meringue pie or assembling tuna salad sandwiches in the kitchen behind. It felt like an entirely new way to have food. I’d range around in front of the stainless steel wall and choose my dishes. Nothing was wrapped in paper, and I liked seeing the food before I picked what I wanted—I couldn’t or didn’t read the menu, so being able to see it resonated with me. We’d each go for what we wanted, and then the whole family met back at the table to eat our various dishes together. I loved being given my own money and the fact that I could choose exactly what I wanted. At home we always had to eat what was put in front of us, but I loved putting my money into that little door—it was my own choice. (The great irony is that Chez Panisse became known for offering just one fixed-price menu each night—no choice at all. But more on that later.)

—
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My parents had moved to our home on Passaic Avenue in Chatham just before I was born. The house was quite old, a little wooden clapboard structure from the late 1800s with a pitched roof and slanted ceilings in the two bedrooms upstairs. The family didn’t have a car until I was four, and the story I was told every year on my birthday was that when my mother went into labor with me, my father was so worried she wouldn’t get to the hospital in time that he put her on the milk train—a local freight train that carried the milk from the dairy farms to the milkmen in town. My mother boarded the train all by herself; my father needed to borrow a car, pack up an overnight bag from home, and arrange for someone to watch my older sister Ellen, so my mother rode the milk train alone, in heavy labor. It was all men around her, and she was seriously worried that I was going to be born on the train that delivered the milk. Thank God she made it to the hospital—just barely.
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The Passaic Avenue house was what you might call a fixer-upper. It was in constant need of repairs, with holey screen doors that let the mosquitoes in and peeling wallpaper. My father was forever painting and putting the paper back up on the walls—I can still smell the wallpaper paste. It was drafty in winter, and I was always cold. On winter mornings my parents had to stoke the furnace in the basement; it was the only place in the whole house that was warm enough, and I’d get dressed down there in front of the furnace while my father or mother shoveled coal. My fascination with fires might have first started there, but I think fire is fascinating to all kids.

When I was four, just a month after my sister Laura was born, Ellen and I came down with scarlet fever at the same time; we were quarantined to keep us from infecting the new baby. My mother was so worried about all of us. This was right before the polio vaccine was discovered, and people were paranoid about childhood diseases—no one fully understood where they came from or how to control them, and so many children died of scarlet fever in the first half of the twentieth century. It must have been particularly frightening for my mother, because her own mother had died of influenza when she was young. Baby Laura was sequestered downstairs in the dining room, which was turned into a makeshift nursery (my parents painted it Pepto-Bismol pink), and Ellen and I were kept upstairs in the slant-roofed bedroom we shared. There was a QUARANTINE sign posted on our front door, and my mother wore a mask around us. Fortunately, Baby Laura never caught it. Ellen and I kept getting in trouble because we were supposed to be in bed and not jumping around. But I did feel very sick, too. I don’t remember much else from our time at that house, other than the big garden out back. When I was about five, we moved to another house in Chatham, on Van Doren Avenue, which was much more of a traditional 1950s house: new and white, with green shutters and a garage.

—

When I think about my sisters, the first thing that comes to mind is that I didn’t know them very well. There were four years between my older sister Ellen and me, and between my younger sister Laura and me—and then my youngest sister Susan was two years younger than Laura. Laura and Susan were together in one bedroom, and Ellen and I shared the other. Ellen thought I was a mess—she never wanted to share a room with me and would get so upset about me throwing my clothes on the floor. I maintained a big rock collection for years; geodes were my obsession. It fascinated me that you could break a rock apart and discover it was filled with crystals, and I loved knowing about the layers of sandstone and quartz, being able to recognize them out on walks. I had shoeboxes full of rocks I’d bought or collected along the river.

Ellen wasn’t thrilled about having all those rocks in our room, either. She was bossy, always—she had the upper hand, and she used it. We were so different in personality; I was emotional, my side of the bedroom was such a mess, and she was so practical, such a good student. I didn’t like her much when we were young, mostly because she didn’t want to be with me. We got into some vicious girl fights, biting and hair pulling. But in the way of so many younger siblings, I looked up to her. I always thought I’d end up like her: practical, a good student, responsible.

When you’re young, four years is a huge difference in age. Ellen was much more grown up than I was, and Laura and Susan were babies, so my sisters and I didn’t play together much. I often felt sort of lonely at home. Susan and Laura had each other to play with, they were only two years apart, and Ellen was with her older friends and was closer to my parents. She seemed to have more to talk about with them, being the oldest child. She always got to sit in the front seat of our green Plymouth, while I had to sit in the backseat with the two babies.

Susan and Ellen were redheads, and Laura and I had brown hair. (My Irish grandmother, my father’s mother, had the red hair in the family.) When I was little and Susan and Laura were still babies, I definitely thought I looked like my dad and Ellen looked more like my mother. I thought Ellen and my mother were sort of aligned, and my dad and I were more alike. (It’s hard to say if that was real, though, since those were just ideas that came to my mind as a six- or seven-year-old. What was the truth, really?) I do know my dad always called me Princess, which may have annoyed the rest of my sisters. Maybe it was because I behaved like one. I was outspoken and had strong opinions—and they were irritating opinions: “I’m not eating this! I’m not doing that! I want shoes that look like that!” I was demanding, and if I didn’t get what I wanted…well, you know. I had more of a temper than the other girls. 

Sometimes I was sent to my room and put in my closet until I could behave; occasionally my father would give me a whack or two on the bottom with the back of his hand, but nothing very meaningful. And my mother never spanked me. I’d be punished for not cleaning my room, not washing the dishes, being mean to my sisters, all of the above, but mostly I was punished for arguing back. We four girls were always bickering at the dinner table—I thought we’d drive my father crazy. When he wanted peace and quiet, someone was always whining, “I don’t want to go do my homework!” “I don’t want to be sitting next to Laura, I want to be by Mom.” “No, I want to be by Mom.” “I like that chair!” “No, I sat in it first. No!” Really important stuff.

I spent a lot of time alone in my closet—both enforced and by choice. I was fascinated with Captain Video and His Video Rangers: you could mail in for a little rocket from Captain Video, and if you put the rocket under a lamp, it would glow in the dark. I’d go into the closet, turn off the lights, and set it off in there so I could see the rocket glowing. There was a small launcher for it, and the rocket would shoot up high, glowing yellow all the way up to the closet ceiling, or into the depths of the snowsuits stored on the shelves above. I mailed in for a space helmet from Captain Video, too, and I’d climb trees in it. I loved climbing trees—I still do!—and almost killed myself jumping out of the high branches of the willows in my backyard, wearing that helmet. (I have a beautiful giant redwood tree in my backyard right now. I keep thinking I’ll create a little high platform in it where I can climb a rope ladder and sit, so I can be up there in the life of my tree.)

I think my father really wanted a son, so I slid into that role in the family. I liked to play with boys and played baseball every day after school with boys from the neighborhood. My childhood hero was Mickey Mantle. I loved him, and loved singing “I Love Mickey,” Teresa Brewer’s hit song about him. I always wanted to be the pitcher, even though I wasn’t the best at it. The boys gave in to me eventually—I was unrelenting and wouldn’t get off the mound—and after a while it was my designated position. I liked being pitcher because you’re in the game all the time and at the center of things. We played every day after school, in the playground of Milton Avenue Grammar School—I wouldn’t see my sisters until dinnertime. 

For all my grammar school years, I played with the boy next door, Robert. There was a high sand pile between our houses, and we used to play on it with little cars: driving up the mountain, parking the cars, careening back down the mountain again. It was so easy to sit there barefoot in the sand with Robert, so comfortable. It was complete fantasy play, making a whole little town: “That’s my house, this house is yours, I’ll drive over and see you at your house.” I remember that absolutely vividly, playing in the sand.

I wasn’t into dolls. I had a stuffed rabbit named Rabbi that I slept with growing up, but not a lot more than that—I was much more of a tomboy. What I really thought I was was a cowboy—there’s a picture of my sisters and me from one Christmas in the 1950s, where everyone else is in dresses under the Christmas tree playing with their new dolls, and I’m standing there grinning in the head-to-toe cowboy outfit I’d been given. When I had my tonsils out at six years old, before we had a television set, my mother brought the record player into my room, and I listened to Roy Rogers’s “Lonesome Cowboy Blues” over and over and cried, eating my ice cream. I loved sad cowboy songs. There was a loneliness and a freedom about them that I responded to: getting away on your horse, out there in the wilderness. After my parents got a television, I watched some early cowboy movies, with Hopalong Cassidy, Gene Autry, and Roy Rogers. (A small part of me wished for a cowboy to come take me away. In the 1950s, we were all very much in the place of “someday my prince will come”—that idea that someone would ride up on a horse, take you away, and love you.)

Those cowboy songs weren’t limited to the record players, and I wasn’t the only one who liked them. When we all piled in the car for a long drive, like when we were going to see my mother’s family in Atlantic City, we sang cowboy songs—my father, my mother, my sisters, and I would all sing. My mother had been a singer when she was younger and so had a good voice and kept us on the melody and in tune. And my father, while not the most gifted vocalist, was always very enthusiastic—he totally got into it. Those were some of the happiest times I had with my family. We sang “Home on the Range,” and the kids learned all the songs from my parents’ alma maters, Rutgers and New Jersey College for Women: “On the banks of the old Raritan, my boys, where old Rutgers evermore shall stand!” And we sang other old-fashioned songs, too: “She’ll be coming round the mountain when she comes!” And “Way down upon the Swanee River, far, far away—there’s where my heart is turning ever, there’s where the old folks stay.”
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My parents were into big-band music and jazz—Benny Goodman, Duke Ellington, Glenn Miller, that whole period. I didn’t like it. I preferred the sad cowboys, and I loved classical music—which is to say, I liked Tchaikovsky’s Nutcracker Suite, the lone classical record my parents had along with all their big-band LPs. My sisters and I would listen to it all the time, all four girls dancing and putting on performances for my parents at their cocktail parties. But my parents adored jazz first and foremost, and the two of them would dance around our house to those records. My mother always loved dancing, and on special occasions my father would take her out to a nightclub to dance. Even years later, when they were much older and living in Berkeley, they’d go dancing at the Claremont Hotel when live bands were playing.

I loved music but didn’t have a particular talent for creating it myself. My mother played the piano well, and Susan, too. We had a low Steinway spinet up against a wall in our house, and my father was obsessed with polishing that piano, even when it didn’t need it, although he himself didn’t play. I learned to play the piano when I was little but never practiced, and I can’t play a thing now except “Für Elise” and “Chopsticks.” I took violin lessons at school—or at least I did until they threw me out of the orchestra because I couldn’t do the vibrato. But the idea of holding an instrument was something I really liked. When you got to carry an instrument home from school, it was like a sacred responsibility. I loved tucking my violin into its velvet box. It felt like something precious and valuable. (I feel the same way now about putting my knives into my knife case.) After that I took flute lessons in school until I was told I didn’t have a talent for playing the flute because I didn’t have enough breath.

I liked to hide out—that was my big talent. I liked to make little houses: taking the dining room chairs, draping blankets over them, and hiding underneath. And I was really good at hide-and-seek—seriously good. Because I’ve always understood volume surprisingly well, I have an innate sense of what will or will not fit into certain spaces. I always know whether this particular carton of milk will pour precisely into that particular bowl, just up to the rim without overflowing. I can get it spot on. And so I knew when my body could hide behind a couch and not be seen, or when it could fit inside a little cupboard—I knew exactly whether it would work. How useful is that?

—

I never ate lunch at the school cafeteria. I didn’t want to: the food smelled bad, and it all looked brown. I don’t remember anything there that was even identifiable as food. My mother would make me a paper bag lunch, or I would go home for lunch, since our house wasn’t far away. I was very skinny and didn’t like to eat much. The sandwiches my mother made me, things like peanut butter and bananas on whole wheat bread, were always dry, so sometimes I traded mine for my friends’ cheese and bologna sandwiches on white bread. And grapes. I always had a bunch of grapes in there. My favorite lunch was a grilled cheese sandwich with pickles on the side. My mother made that from time to time when she was feeling indulgent, and when I was a little older, I’d have a grilled cheese sandwich and an orange soda at a dinette down the street when she wasn’t watching.

I’ve always loved cheese. I love it. I love that it has so many possibilities, culinarily—from the little cheese in a taco to the whole myriad of goat cheeses and French cheeses. And I think of grilled cheese sandwiches as one of the great comfort foods. These days I make them with a Cantal, a mountain cheese from France that’s a little like a Swiss—I like my cheese to be a bit tangy. I usually choose some good whole wheat or levain bread from Acme Bread Company. I slice the cheese and put it inside the bread, put some olive oil in a cast iron pan—not too much!—drizzle oil on the top of the sandwich, and then weight it down with another cast iron pan. When it gets really brown, I turn it over, and when the cheese starts to bubble out the sides, I take it out. Then I rub both sides with half a clove of garlic and serve it with a dill pickle or some sauerkraut (good homemade sauerkraut, not the kraut out of the can that I never liked as a child!). Or I’ll have a little undressed salad on the side—the melted cheese and the olive oil from the sandwich almost dress the lettuce. Sometimes in the summer I’ll put some hot peppers in the sandwich or serve it with a tomato salad.

I liked school, but I was not a particularly driven student in any given subject—my grades were good, generally, but I was distractible. I will say I don’t remember studying very hard. I had one extraordinary teacher in third grade, Mrs. Mead, who really set the bar high. I just loved her; she’d make up magical arts and crafts projects to go along with whatever subject we were studying. Mrs. Mead was fascinated by birds and carved and painted them. She fashioned a ruby-crowned kinglet and gave it to me—I still have that bird upstairs in my attic. She’d even take kids from the class out on the weekends, and we’d go on bird walks. I still know all the bird names from that time: goldfinch, cardinal, redwing blackbird, towhee, sparrow, robin, oriole. She was an amazing, amazing teacher—I was so lucky. In fact, she just wrote to me—she’s in her nineties now, and one of her kids came to Chez Panisse.

I talked to my friends too much, and the teachers would put me in the coatroom to punish me. The coat closet had these little vents, and I probably spent my whole fourth-grade year in there with the snowsuits, peering through the vents. Too bad I didn’t have my rocket launcher with me.

I didn’t like being alone. I liked being in my little hideouts, being in my own world, but still feeling the presence of sisters or adults out there in the house around me. But I didn’t like feeling that there was no one there to understand me. I remember standing alone once in the living room and looking out the window at Van Doren, at maybe ten or so, feeling really by myself—it was an existential moment. I was looking out the window feeling solitary and unhappy, with nobody to talk to, nobody to turn to. I can still see that window, with the filmy cream-colored rayon curtains and the hard winter landscape outside.

I still don’t like to be alone. When I see all these things around me in the world that are beautiful, I just want to talk to somebody about them—I want someone else to share in them, see them, smell them, taste them. I don’t want to keep them to myself. It’s not that I can’t eat a meal by myself. I can. But I really like to sit down to a meal with a friend. There’s something about having that enjoyment reflected back to you, when you can feel that mutualism, that shared understanding. I need that in my life. I do like companionable solitude, when other people are around but everyone is engaged in his or her own activity. And I can be alone—my favorite thing is puttering around the house by myself for three or four hours, following my inclination to take a book off the shelf, remember a recipe from it, put it back. It relaxes me. But I like knowing that I’m meeting someone for dinner at the end of it.

I always had lots of friends and was very jealous when someone had more friends than I did. I had a bunch of innocent grade-school boyfriends—Bill Berghaus, Richard Ostram, Jack Guerrero. I liked different things about each of them, and I wanted all of them to pay attention to me. Sometimes they’d walk me to school or walk me home. They’d give me friendship rings, and I had to keep switching the rings according to which boyfriend I was talking to. I wanted all of them to like me the best, but I also wanted each of them to feel he had my undivided attention. Some things never change.

One year, maybe in fourth grade, the teacher asked all the students to say what they’d like to be when they grew up.

“I want to be a stewardess,” I said.

“If you want to be a stewardess, you’ll have to stand up very straight and grow tall,” my teacher said. It was a functional thing, she explained—I was the shortest one in the class, and a stewardess had to be tall enough to open the baggage compartments. (Needless to say, I’m still not tall enough to do that—I only made it to five foot two.) The teacher measured me against the wall to show me how much progress I needed to make toward my stewardess goal. But the truth was, I didn’t feel terribly invested in this aspiration. I saw stewardesses in advertisements in Life magazine, and I thought they were a glamorous lot, with their smart dresses and their world traveling, and when my teacher asked, it had seemed as good an answer as any.
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CHAPTER 2

Mother and Dad

This was the description of my mother Marge in her college yearbook. But it wasn’t what I saw.

I have hands just like my mother’s: small, but with long fingers. She had a gold ring she always wore with a black onyx stone in it, her class ring from New Jersey College for Women in Brunswick. I loved that NJC ring. It had a fir tree etched into it, and I thought it was very beautiful. My mother was naturally pretty, though she never spent money to dress herself up—that money was all for the kids. She wasn’t stylish, but she looked good in clothes: she wore patterned housedresses that buttoned up the front and comfortable oxford shoes with socks—always comfortable shoes. She kept her wavy brown hair pulled back with bobby pins. I remember being on her lap, being held a lot—she was always that way with all of us kids, holding on to us. 

She was very warm, very sweet, never scolding, just forever on our side. And yet she had strong opinions: “You will take those vitamins.” “No, you cannot have an ice-cream cone.” She could put her foot down and argue with my father about one thing or another, like what the family could afford to buy out of the Sears, Roebuck catalog. My mother didn’t have a “real” job while we were growing up; she was gardening and canning and watching four girls and keeping the house together while my father was at work during the day. She was pretty overwhelmed most of the time—some days she could barely get food on the table and keep up with the wash, and she spent a lot of time at the ironing board. She was undoubtedly lonely. At night after dinner, she’d lie down with her feet up while we roughhoused with our father—she was tired a lot.

My mother was born in 1916, during World War I, in Atlantic City. Her mother, Edna Martha Wright, died of the Spanish flu when my mother was two. Edna’s death broke my grandfather Frederick Hickman’s heart. He was fighting in the war in France when she died, so my mother was sent to live with her maternal grandmother, and her newborn brother, Fred, was sent to live with my great-aunt Ina for a time. Two years later Frederick remarried a schoolteacher, Catherine, who he thought would be a good mother to his young children. As it turned out, Grandma Hickman—that’s what we called her—was a very strict Baptist who wouldn’t let my mother dance or read books at night or go to parties. When I say Baptist, I’m not talking about mainstream Southern Baptists; the fundamentalist Baptist Church she belonged to forbade smoking, drinking, dancing, and, from what I could see, smiling, too. My mother loved her father very much, but she never forgave him for his marriage to Grandma Hickman; it was hard for her to navigate that relationship. (To the end of her life, my mother could not forgive her father for refusing to dance with her at her wedding.)

My mother threw herself into her studies in school, and she was a Latin scholar and a very good pianist. She finally escaped her rigid home life to enroll at New Jersey College, where she majored in political science, took up smoking, and attended Communist Party meetings—she was a radical and often talked of changing the world. I think she got her lifelong political leftism from her father—he was a councilman in Atlantic City and liberal, surprising given the religious conservatism Grandma Hickman enforced at home. Despite whatever unhappiness my mother had about her father’s union with Grandma Hickman, she looked up to him.

Somewhere along the way, at a fraternity dance for Lambda Chi at neighboring Rutgers University, Marge was set up with a Rutgers sophomore who was introduced to her as “Patty.” She didn’t like that name and told him she was going to call him Pat instead. In 1939 she married Pat Waters; she was twenty-three.

Pat and Marge Waters lived on a shoestring in New York City for a short time; they were in a fifth-floor walk-up on Maiden Lane in Greenwich Village, and my mother worked as a secretary or a low-level clerk, making seventeen dollars every two weeks. She knew next to nothing about cooking, by my father’s account—“She didn’t know how to boil water,” he said. In 1940 she had her first baby, Ellen, and they moved to the New Jersey suburbs. In 1941 Frederick Hickman died of a heart attack. My mother was twenty-five.

Grandma Hickman outlived Frederick Hickman by quite a bit, and my family would visit her in Atlantic City during the summers. Grandma Hickman was a bit of a battle-ax—she wore only black and cooked only white food. I remember her wearing those black dresses and dark glasses; she was big, maybe a little dumpy, and not really affectionate with us. We had to behave, no question. For Christmas, she gave me bra strap extenders and discounted toothbrushes. But my mother felt a sense of obligation to her.

I don’t know what it must have been like for my mother, at twenty-five, to be essentially an orphan—Grandma Hickman notwithstanding—but I do know that her marriage to my father was a solace to her. They had a very close relationship, and that was beautiful. Their affection for each other was evident. My father’s response to so many situations was simply “Whatever Mother wants.” He wanted her to feel supported, and the two of them were strong together, a united force. They were physically affectionate in their own way—not kissing on the lips (because nobody did that) but putting an arm around a shoulder or holding hands. They seemed, at least to all of us kids, to agree on most things. Or, you know, they’d argue about little stuff: my father would want to take us out for ice cream, and she’d say, “Oh, no you can’t!” until eventually she’d relent and we’d go. 

This was what my mother liked: She liked sitting out in the sun in the garden—she loved the flowers and vegetables we grew, and she enjoyed gardening, unlike me. (I only liked to pick.) She liked to go swimming, but not unless the water was warm—in that way, she was very much like me. She had a phobia of sailing (a pity, since my father was a good sailor) but liked the water and the beach. She liked to go for Sunday drives with my great-aunt Ina. She liked learning about health food—her passion for it was very big and made an impression on all of us. And she liked staying in bed—that would have been her dream, to do nothing in the morning. She used to tell us, “I just want to sleep in!” But, of course, she always had something to do, someone to take care of. Imagine you had to get up every day of your life and make breakfast and lunch for four kids—wouldn’t you dream of having one day to sleep in?

My mother told me later that she had a nervous breakdown after having her last child—what we would call postpartum depression now. I think it was just too many kids, and she wasn’t ready at that point to have another, especially since her next youngest was only two. “I was not a good mother at that time,” she told me. She worried about how that affected us. I was six when it happened, in first grade, and the truth is, I don’t have any memories of what it meant for us or if it affected me—I was in my solitary world around then, making forts and hiding in closets. As it happened, that bad case of tonsilitis I had was that first winter after Susan was born. I spent many days at home from school, and my mother remembers lying on the couch listening to that mournful cowboy record I loved so much and trying to deal with a crying baby, a two-year-old, and a sick six-year-old. She said later she should have sought professional help—but that was frowned upon at the time.

Instead, my mother’s friend from college, Hope, came to help her out for a time while she was depressed. Hope was my mother’s best friend. She named Ellen after her: Ellen Hope. Hope was very worldly and had lived in France and I got the benefit of that when I was little—my mother sang “Frère Jacques” to me, taught me to count to ten in French, and wished us bonne nuit or bons rêves when she kissed us good night. And when Hope moved to Tokyo, Ellen and I got kimonos and getas, the traditional red-lacquered wooden platform shoes, and we learned about Japan. When Hope wasn’t abroad, she lived in Washington, D.C., where I think her husband was important in diplomatic circles; my mother and Hope saw each other as often as they could, but my mother was always wishing she lived nearer to us.

My mother was an avowed Democrat, and the poor and the downtrodden were constantly on her mind. When we didn’t eat the food on our plates, she would remind us, “Remember the children who don’t have enough to eat in India.” She was the same way about clothes; she’d mend holes in our dresses instead of buying us new ones, or darn our socks. She had a lot of messages about conservation and about helping feed people—the idea that we should think of the people in the world who didn’t have enough food to eat was very, very strong in our family.

[image: ]


I always thought of my mother as a radical, I did. Because of her, I had an Adlai Stevenson button pinned to my jacket, and I wore it to grammar school when everybody else was for Eisenhower—the other kids would go around singing, “Whistle while you work, Stevenson’s a jerk, Eisenhower has more power, whistle while you work!” My mother was passionate about Stevenson. He was the Democratic nominee for president in 1952 and 1956, an intellectual humanist liberal, speaking out against McCarthyism and standing up for civil rights. He was a voice of reason, she said. And I was definitely conscious that my mother was the only person in the whole city of Chatham who was for him. She believed there was a limit to how much money people should make, and above that they should be taxed 100 percent. How much more leftist can you be? My father was a conservative, and the two of them would often argue—and all the girls took my mother’s side. So we were five women against my poor father.

I remember right before my mother died at ninety-one, after my father had died and when her memory was beginning to go, she was sitting out in the yard with a big-brimmed lavender hat on. The sun was going down. I ducked in under her hat to kiss her, and she said, “I’m so proud of what you’ve done. All my life. You’ve lived the life I wanted to live.” It was the last thing she said to me—she had a heart attack the next day. My mother.

My father’s name was Charles Allen Waters, but everybody called him Patty—a childhood nickname from when he was an Eagle Scout and would always be the last kid in line, hurrying to keep up: pitter-pat, pitter-pat. They’d all call out, “Here comes Patty!” He was born in Trenton, New Jersey, in 1915, the fifth of seven children. He sometimes felt
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