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FOREWORD
by R. W. Apple, Jr.

By now, everyone in this country who can tell the difference between an éclair and an entrecôte (and quite a few who cannot) knows who Alice Waters is.
She is, of course, the creator of Chez Panisse in Berkeley, California, one of the fountainheads of California cuisine, which some demanding judges consider the best restaurant in the United States. It is indisputably the most influential one. Before Chez Panisse, even the grandest American restaurants relied on imported, often canned or frozen products; today, the Waters credo—fresh, local seasonal, and where possible organic ingredients—is followed by hundreds of farmers’ markets, thousands of restaurants, and millions of home cooks.
Her approach wins plaudits abroad as well as at home. I remember a conference at the opulent Manoir aux Quat’Saisons near Oxford, involving leading chefs from the United States, England, and France, where she dazzled her peers. They had arrived with trunks full of raw materials; she brought a few Meyer lemons and not much else, and relied for the rest on the Manoir’s wonderful gardens and products on offer in the region, very simply prepared and served. All the chefs whom I asked said that her meal had been their favorite. It made the other meals seem somehow overwrought.
What is little understood, and what Thomas McNamee makes abundantly clear in this penetrating biography, is how unlikely a revolutionary Alice Waters is.
For one thing, she is no chef, at least in the generally understood meaning of the term. She has never attended cooking school and never served the same kind of rigorous apprenticeship, working in a succession of well-established kitchens, as have generations of European and more recently American culinary stars. She cooks, yes, and beautifully, but with some reluctance, and she has run Chez Panisse’s kitchen only very episodically.
She isn’t much of a businesswoman. Well into its period of ascendancy, Chez Panisse lost money, despite the best efforts of a series of business managers (including Ms. Waters’s father) to impose fiscal discipline. Her habitual extravagance made their work hard and often all but impossible. In 1972, when the restaurant had been operating for less than a year, no less than thirty thousand dollars’ worth of wine was unaccounted for.
Nor is she really a writer, despite the excellence and enormous success of her cookbooks. Like so much of her work, they are the products of her interaction with a group of friends, even when her name is the only one listed on the title page, as is sometimes the case.
Perhaps most surprising, the restaurant’s mature style, marked above all by simplicity, evolved much more slowly than is generally appreciated. It is hard to believe, when one is faced with a trademark Chez Panisse dish like a salad with goat cheese, dependent for its impact on the quality of the greens and the care of the preparation, or a rustic soup of root vegetables, that Chez Panisse once served dishes of extraordinary complexity with no evident connection to northern California.
This was especially true during the tenure of Jeremiah Tower in the kitchen. He reveled in special dinners including surrealistic dishes inspired by Salvador Dalí or haute cuisine extravagances like duck stuffed with oysters, shallots, and its liver. A far cry, those, from the eventual house cuisine, influenced by Alice’s experiences in the south of France, based on fresh herbs, newly picked vegetables, garlic, and olive oil.
So what assets did Ms. Waters bring to the project if not the usual skills of the successful restaurateur? Several.
Perhaps most important, what her old friend Eleanor Bertino calls “an iron will.” A determination to press on when the staff or her private life was in turmoil, which has not always been visible to the casual observer, disarmed perhaps by her elfin appearance. Eleanor Bertino again: “There has always been this interesting contradiction between the delicate little way Alice looks and how she really is…. [She wore] these antique hats, delicate little hats that lay close to her head—she looked just like a Pre-Raphaelite angel.”
“Of course it’s possible,” Ms. Waters would often say when someone told her that something could not possibly work. Another old friend, Greil Marcus, pictured Alice when challenged: “She’ll simply smile and without any agitation at all, say, ‘It can be done, it will be done, it’s going to happen, you’ll see.’ She really does believe that she can change the world, she can change individual people one by one.”
That determination has been hitched to a vision, one that has gripped Ms. Waters from the time of her first visit to France. As she told McNamee: “I wanted civilized meals, and I wanted to wear French clothes. The cultural experience, that aesthetic, that paying attention to every little detail—I wanted to live my life like that.”
So she made a restaurant about much more than food, taking infinite pains with flowers and lighting and color, menu design, the sequence of dishes, and the pace of service. An intensely social being, she has always been most at home in the dining room. To borrow a concept from Wagnerian opera, you might call Chez Panisse a Gesamtkunstwerk, a unitary work of art in which numerous elements play indispensable parts.
Not that food is slighted. By the testimony of her closest co-workers, Ms. Waters has an almost infallible palate and taste memory. If she tastes a dish and suggests that it needs just a squirt of lemon juice, that nearly always proves to be true. She knows that fava beans will combine well with rosemary, and she knows precisely how to make mulberry ice cream taste best.
And finally, she has that most valuable of leadership skills, the ability to build a feeling of camaraderie among staff members. No matter how turbulent things have become at certain moments in Chez Panisse’s history—and they have often become turbulent indeed, fueled by gallons of Champagne, occasional dalliances with cocaine, and ample lashings of sex—Ms. Waters has managed to retain the loyalty of key figures like the chef Jean-Pierre Moullé for many decades, and even the humblest of workers is valued as a member of the Chez Panisse family.
The great triumph of her private life is her daughter, Fanny, named like the restaurant in homage to Marcel Pagnol’s films. It was concern for Fanny’s well-being, at least in part, that led her mother into her crusades for better food for children (the Edible Schoolyard project) and for college students (beginning with Fanny and her classmates at Yale). They may prove to be Ms. Waters’s lasting monuments.
“How we eat,” as this diminutive woman of grand dreams said confidently not long ago, “can change the world.”


AUTHOR’S NOTE

Cristina Salas-Porras, at the time Alice Waters’s assistant, first approached me about writing this book, presumably on her boss’s authority, and in that sense it is “authorized,” but I have had complete freedom throughout. Alice herself has been extremely generous with her time and resources. I have had unimpeded access to the Chez Panisse archives at the Bancroft Library of the University of California at Berkeley and to the archives stored at the restaurant. Alice has granted me many hours of interviews, and I have been free to interview her friends and colleagues as well.
Because Alice and my other interviewees have often been so well spoken and so candid, I have quoted them extensively. This approach has resulted in a frequent cohabitation of past and present tenses—for example, “‘Amboise and Jean-Didier were their names,’ says Alice.”
Alice has been kind enough to talk her way through a number of recipes that illuminate certain significant times in her life. Lindsey Shere, the pastry chef of Chez Panisse for twenty-six years, has also provided two of these “narrative recipes.”
On a few occasions I have interwoven individual interviews into a sort of dialogue that I believe more fully represents my interlocutors’ recollections than presenting them separately would have done.
 
WHEN I WAS FIRST thinking about this book, I went to the home of Lindsey Shere and her husband, Charles, who has been a partner or director of Chez Panisse throughout its history. When I asked Charles what he thought my biggest difficulty would be, he answered quickly: “Too much information.”
And how. Whenever I have mentioned this project to anybody who knows Alice Waters or Chez Panisse, I’ve been almost certain to hear something like, “Have you talked to Jean-Jacques Quelquechose?”
And I’ve answered, “Not only have I not talked to Jean-Jacques Quelquechose, I’ve never heard of Jean-Jacques Quelquechose.”
To which the riposte came, “Well, I don’t know how you expect to do this book without talking to Jean-Jacques. He was one of Alice’s most…”
Too much information.
I’m sure I’ve made significant omissions that I will come to regret, and I’m sure I’ve made some outright mistakes. All I can say is that I’ve done the best I could, and I beg the reader’s forgiveness for my errors.


1.
OPENING NIGHT
1971, 2006

Late-summer sun streamed into the dining room, turning every westward surface gold—French gilt mirrors on ivory plaster walls, redwood trim, oak floors and flea-market oak chairs, mismatched flea-market china and flatware on red-and-white-checkered tablecloths, one great vase of flowers with a white-linened table all to itself. On the stairway to the second floor, a woman, on her knees, was nailing down an Oriental runner.
“Alice?” called a waiter from below. “It’s six o’clock.”
Alice Waters rose and turned and descended the stairs. She was twenty-seven years old but looked much younger, with the skin and guileless mien of a child. She was wearing a tan lace dress, of an earlier day, delicate, fine, exactingly chosen. She was tiny, barely five feet two, with wide-open, wide-set gray eyes and a soft, pensive mouth.
This little restaurant in an old house on Shattuck Avenue in Berkeley, California, was the dream of Alice’s life, and tonight, August 28, 1971, was its opening night. She had named the restaurant in honor of Honoré Panisse, the most generous and life-loving character in Marcel Pagnol’s film trilogy Marius, Fanny, and César. Alice wanted Chez Panisse to be an easygoing, unaffected gathering place, like César’s Bar de la Marine on the Old Port of Marseille, where friends could laugh, argue, flirt, and drink wine for hours on end. At Chez Panisse, they could also have something simple and delicious to eat.
She threw her shoulders back, lifted her chin, and prepared to smile. She opened the door, and in poured a multitude. “We’d invited friends that first night,” she recalls today, “but there was a line out the door and down the block. We just didn’t know what to do.”
Alice led them to their tables with a confident smile and a flourish of the hand as though she had been running a restaurant all her life. “In fact,” she says, “my entire professional experience amounted to one summer making crab salad sandwiches at the tearoom in Bullock’s department store, plus a little waitressing here and there.”
The menu was chalked on a blackboard:
 
Pâté en croûte
Canard aux olives
Plum tart
Café
$3.95
 
And that was it. There was no choice except of wine—Mondavi Fumé Blanc, Mondavi Gamay, and, by the glass, a fine Sauternes, Château Suduiraut.
The dining-room staff had no uniforms and so were hard to distinguish from the customers, but there were a lot of them, in both the kitchen and the dining room. Chez Panisse on its opening night had fifty seats and fifty-five employees.
The pâté arrived promptly. It had been made in advance, and required only to be sliced and plated at the last minute. It was simple, an archetype of French bistro cooking: tightly packed chopped pork and pork fat flavored with Cognac and wrapped in an egg-glazed pastry crust. It was accompanied by the little sour pickles known as cornichons and crocks of Dijon mustard. The customers dug in, and came up smiling. And then the wait began.
Behind the kitchen door was, in Alice’s recollection, “sheer chaos.” Victoria Kroyer, also twenty-seven, had been laboring at the sauce for the duck for three days, not shortcutting any of the many steps of the classical sequence set down by the imperious nineteenth-century master Auguste Escoffier. She had begun by making a fond brun, the classic long-cooked stock of vegetables, beef, and veal. She then thickened her stock with a roux of flour browned in clarified butter and set it to simmer through repeated skimmings of the scum that floated to the top. After six hours of that, she added tomatoes and mirepoix (minced carrots, onions, celery, and raw ham, with thyme and bay leaf ), and skimmed it some more, reduced it some more, and strained it again, yielding sauce espagnole, the base on which many more elaborate sauces are built in French haute cuisine. To the espagnole she added more fond brun and reduced that combination by half; and then she spiked it with a bit of sherry and again strained the result, a demi-glace, which was still only a base. From the duck bones and trimmings and white wine Victoria then created a second stock, which she cooked for four hours, skimmed, strained, defatted, reduced, and finally combined with the demi-glace. That amalgam, in turn, she cooked with the olives for two hours. The sauce was magnificent, if a bit salty, but the braising of the ducks was now falling desperately behind.
Until Alice hired her as chef a few weeks prior to the opening of Chez Panisse, Victoria Kroyer had been a graduate student in philosophy, at the University of California at Berkeley, who liked to cook at home. She had never made sauce espagnole or demi-glace or, indeed, canard aux olives before this night. She had never worked in a restaurant kitchen. “Victoria had a certain confidence,” remembers Alice, “which I lacked completely.”
The ducks were fresh, not frozen, from Chinatown in San Francisco. Most of the produce had come from either the Japanese produce concession at the Usave on Grove Street or the Berkeley Co-op grocery across the street from the restaurant. For the salad, served after the main course though unlisted on the menu, the best they could get was romaine lettuce, and Alice ended up throwing away three-quarters of it. Alice and Victoria had worried for days about which olives to use in the sauce, and as it turned out, says Alice, “neither of us was satisfied with the ones we ended up buying. Green Sicilian olives. They were much too salty.” Alice and Victoria didn’t even know that there were such things as restaurant purveyors. Not that it mattered, for the big suppliers didn’t have fresh ducks, or beautiful salad greens, or the appropriate French olives either.
In the kitchen, casseroles of duck simmered on every burner and were crowded into the ovens, and still the meat refused to soften to the melting tenderness that Alice remembered from her seven months in Paris during her junior year in college. The dining room grew quieter as the diners’ patience waned. Alice was in and out of the kitchen every few minutes, first cheering her crew on, then begging, then, finally, in a serious temper. Luckily, she did not know about the ash that had fallen from Victoria’s cigarette into the sauce.
Between the pâté and the first plate of duck to appear in the dining room, a full hour went by. “I was going out of my mind,” Alice remembers. “All these people waiting at the tables. More people waiting at the door to be seated. People waiting out on the sidewalk. And we just couldn’t get their food out to them. And I was the one who had to talk to them.”
At last, at intervals, waiters burst out of the kitchen to rush to a table with a few plates of unctuous, glistening, and delicious duck with olive sauce. At some unlucky other tables, as the kitchen bogged down further, the wait stretched to two hours. It was a good thing that so many of the diners were friends or family. “We had fifteen or more people in the kitchen,” says Alice, “way more than we needed. Way more than there was room for. Not one of them professionally trained. Making it up as they went along. Same in the front of the house. Waiters and waitresses who were actually painters or poets or dancers. I hired them all, because I liked them. I didn’t want professionals. We were just going to figure it out. That’s what we were all doing, making it up as we went along. It was totally insane.”
The plum tart—straightforward, almost austere, the plums at their peak of ripeness spread across a light custard and baked in a buttery crust—was the work of Lindsey Shere, a longtime friend of Alice’s, who worked in calm isolation in a shack in the backyard and was, therefore, protected from the infectious nervous breakdown that had taken hold of Chez Panisse that night. The tart was perfect: warm, delicate, intensely fragrant, and ready to be served on time.
At the end of the evening, as the last late diners trickled out, Alice stood beaming in the doorway, her heart still pounding. One hundred twenty meals had finally been served. How many of those were actually paid for, no one would ever remember precisely. How much it cost to serve them was certainly much more than what they brought in.
There were still at least fifty people waiting in the street. “I’m sorry,” Alice called to them. “We just don’t have any more food. Come back tomorrow!”
Past midnight, Alice and the staff and the friends who stayed on opened some wine in the half-finished café upstairs and sat quietly together, exhausted, elated. “We were so happy. We were so young,” she reminisces. “We were in love with what we were doing. And we were in the right place at the right time. It was sheer luck, really.”
 
THIRTY-FIVE YEARS LATER, Alice Waters is arguably the most famous restaurateur in the United States, Chez Panisse the best-known restaurant. In 2001, Gourmet magazine deemed it the best restaurant in the nation; in the magazine’s next assessment, in its October 2006 issue, Chez Panisse fell to number two (behind a Chicago newcomer called Alinea).
How the slapdash, make-it-up-as-we-go-along little hangout and its harried mistress became such icons is a story of adventure, misadventure, unintended consequences, steel will, pure chance, and utterly unrealistic visions. The characters who thread through its history range from hedonists to Machiavellian careerists, from the crazy to the coolly rationalist; nearly all have been driven by passion, passion sometimes so fierce as to be blind. The road Chez Panisse has traveled from there to here is neither straight nor smooth. It is potholed, booby-trapped, cliff-hanging, devil-daring, sometimes not quite a road at all.
In some ways, Chez Panisse today goes no further than Alice’s first, modest desires for it. It still occupies the same old house in Berkeley. It is still an easygoing, unaffected gathering place where friends laugh, argue, flirt, and drink wine for hours on end—and have something simple and delicious to eat. Some of the same stoned hippies who were fumbling plates of duck on opening night are now polished professionals and still there—though their practiced manners mask the same antic, cerebral inner lives that attracted Alice to them years ago. There is not a Chez Panisse outpost in Las Vegas, or anywhere else; there is no Chez Panisse frozen pizza; and it is only in the last few years that Chez Panisse has become a genuinely profitable enterprise. Alice is a hero and a celebrity, hounded for endorsements and autographs, but she can still seem the same childlike, slightly out-of-focus dreamer who opened a restaurant without knowing anything about restaurants. Chez Panisse is a place of pilgrimage for gourmets and chefs from all over the world, but it offers no culinary fireworks, no vertiginous architectural assemblages on the plate, no wild combinations of exotic ingredients. It’s still just a place to have fun and eat very good food.
But for many people, including many who will never eat there, Chez Panisse is a much larger enterprise than a restaurant. It is a standard-bearer for a system of moral values. It is the leader of a style of cooking, of a social movement, and of a comprehensive philosophy of doing good and living well. It is also a work of art—the work of many, the masterpiece of one.
With eight books, hundreds of talks, dozens of honors and awards, ceaseless media attention, and one not very big restaurant, Alice Waters has transformed the way many Americans eat and the way they think about food. Her insistence on the freshest ingredients, used only at the peak of their season, nearly always grown locally and organically, is now a ruling principle in the best American restaurants and for many home cooks. Her conception of a moral community based on good food and goodwill has helped to spawn a new generation of artisans and farmers. Like her, they are committed to stewardship of the land and waters. They settle for nothing less than the highest quality in what they produce. They see themselves as an increasingly potent force in American culture and politics. Under the leadership that Alice has reluctantly and somewhat awkwardly assumed, this new community has seen its ideals and methods spread across the country. You can now walk into a co-op or a farmers’ market, or even a supermarket, in Montana or Mississippi, Ohio or New Mexico, and find fresh, delicious, organic foodstuffs, grown by people who share the values and vision of Alice Waters.
By the time Alice turned sixty years old, in 2004, she had far-reaching ambitions. Already she was seeing students, from grade school to college, being taught to grow and cook their own food. On a larger scale yet, she envisioned the soul-deadening machinery of corporate agriculture supplanted by a profusion of small organic farms, sustainable fisheries, and humane and ecologically benign animal husbandry. She dreamed of the fractured American family coming back together, and back to health, around the dining table. She saw that people worldwide could be drawn by pleasure to a new way of thinking about the earth and a better way of living on it.
Alice today is much changed from the girlish twenty-seven-year-old of 1971; Chez Panisse is in many ways much changed as well. But together—and their identities have become inseparable—they are still making it up as they go along, and every dinner is still a passionate experiment, often changing up to the moment it is served.


2.
SOUP
1944–1965

Alice Louise Waters was born on April 28, 1944, the second of four daughters of Margaret Hickman Waters and Charles Patrick Waters, of Chatham, New Jersey. Hers was an ordinary American suburban childhood, but Alice’s experience of it was extraordinarily intense, because her senses were so acute. “Through the senses, always through the senses” is still how Alice Waters describes her lifelong way of knowing the world.
Her earliest memory is of the garden. Bad eyesight had prevented Alice’s father, known as Pat, from serving in World War II. His part in the war effort had been to plant a victory garden. One Fourth of July, for a costume contest at the playground, Alice’s mother, Marge, dressed Alice as the Queen of the Garden, with a skirt of lettuce leaves, bracelets made from radishes, anklets of red and green peppers, a necklace woven of long-stemmed strawberries, and a crown of asparagus.
Half a century later, Alice vividly recalls her mother’s applesauce and apple pies, the strawberry patch, bacon sandwiches slathered with butter, running to the white Good Humor truck for a cherry-lime Popsicle, red on one side, with real pieces of cherry in it, green on the other, each half with its own wooden stick to be licked clean.
“The meal I loved best,” she says, “was when my father was grilling a steak outside. The smell of the smoke, the sizzling of the meat and the fat. For my birthday, I always wanted a grilled steak, and we’d have green beans. That was my favorite meal, steak and green beans. Still is one of my favorites.”
Alice remembers the aromas of the outdoors—the freshly cut grass on the hill she rolled down in Hacklebarney State Park, the musty smell of her snowsuit when she sledded the same hill in winter, the forsythia hedge in spring, the lilacs and the lilies of the valley beneath them, the newly turned black soil of the garden.
She remembers a good many things she didn’t like, among them some elements of her mother’s efforts toward good nutrition—brown, dry “health bread,” oatmeal, vitamin pills that Alice sneaked into the bathroom to spit out. What becomes clear as she recalls her girlhood is that her senses were almost painfully acute. In the bedroom that she and her older sister, Ellen, shared, Alice was always too hot or too cold. When she complained of the cold, her mother would take her to the basement, stand her shivering in front of the furnace, and stuff her into her snowsuit. Hot summer nights, Alice would lie sleepless on top of the sheets. Then, in the mornings, through the open windows came the murmur of the creek beyond the raspberry brambles, squirrel chatter in the big oaks and maples, birdsong, and all the sounds of a summer morning.
As Pat rose through the ranks of the Prudential Life Insurance Company, the family moved to Indiana and then to southern California, and Alice grew from Mary Janes and cap-sleeved little dresses made by her aunt to pink Capezio pumps with a soft pink sweater and a straight pink skirt, through spin the bottle to serious smooching in the dark. In high school she discovered drinking, and boys—“lots of boyfriends, lots of driving up and down the main street in town, going out with older boys and ones from the other side of the tracks. Guys who had big Bonneville convertibles.”
At Van Nuys High, she fell in with the intellectual crowd, and for college her parents urged her to go to the famously intellectual University of California at Berkeley. But Alice chose U.C. Santa Barbara, which in her recollection is a whirl of skirts and hairstyles, parties, frat boys, and a great deal of drinking. “That was a dark period of my life,” she says. “I was just moving from one party to another. There were various people I was involved with, but I don’t remember a single person’s name. I never got into pot smoking, but alcohol affects your memory too. Especially when you drink enough to pass out.”
She was very smart, but she was in danger of becoming an irredeemable party girl. Rescue of a sort came from a fellow Van Nuys graduate, one she hadn’t known there, a slim, cerebral beauty named Eleanor Bertino, one of her sisters at Alpha Phi. Eleanor was elegant, soft-spoken, and serious. She wanted to leave Santa Barbara, and she thought Alice would do well to join her. In the fall of their sophomore year, 1963, Eleanor, Alice, and another Alpha Phi, Sara Flanders, all applied for transfer to the University of California at Berkeley.
That moment was an early instance of what came to be a pattern in Alice’s life: people stepping in to rescue her at just the right moment, and in doing so drastically altering her world. Although she has always seemed to lead a well-ordered life, Alice still sometimes characterizes herself as more acted upon than purposeful.
When they arrived in January 1964, the campus was nothing like the serene intellectual refuge they had imagined. The quiet, scholarly air of the 1950s had been shattered by the assassination of President John F. Kennedy, by violence against the civil rights movement in the South, by the arms race (indeed, nuclear weapons were being designed right there, at the Lawrence Berkeley Laboratory). That summer of 1964, the Freedom Riders James Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and Michael Schwerner were murdered by Ku Klux Klansmen in Mississippi, and President Lyndon B. Johnson pushed the fraudulent Gulf of Tonkin Resolution through Congress, setting in motion a war that would kill fifty-eight thousand Americans and three million Vietnamese. That year, the Republican Party, at its convention in San Francisco, named Barry Goldwater its presidential candidate. Goldwater wanted a much bigger Vietnam War (including the possible use of nuclear weapons) and much smaller federal defense of civil rights.
Years later, Eleanor Bertino looked back to the signal moment that drew them personally into the Berkeley whirlwind: “The Free Speech Movement erupted at our feet.”
“And that changed everything,” says Alice. “Changed my life forever.”
 
BERKELEY WAS IN TURMOIL throughout the fall of 1964. Thousands of students were protesting university rules that effectively forbade political activity of any kind on campus. The administration met the protests with repression that grew more extreme by the week. The students’ resistance took organized form that October as the Free Speech Movement. The FSM marked the beginning of the wave of political and cultural upheaval that would sweep around the world for the next ten years. Like many another venture in Berkeley, it was a first, and its leaders—some students; some older, long-dedicated activists; some mysterious characters who seemed to have materialized out of nowhere—tended to rely on intuition, improvisation, and a style of expression designed to shock their elders. They were remarkably successful nevertheless, and profoundly disturbing to the University of California system, its Board of Regents, the state legislature, and the governor. The movement made for sensational press, and that fall, emotions on all sides were mounting toward frenzy.
On December 2, 1964, the galvanic orator Mario Savio led some one thousand Free Speech Movement adherents in an occupation of Sproul Hall, the university’s main administration building. Nothing like that had ever happened at an American university. That night, hundreds of policemen gathered at the edge of campus. All but a few of the students refused to leave. At three o’clock in the morning, 367 police officers stormed the building, and 773 of the occupiers were arrested. It was the biggest mass arrest of students in American history.
Real violence, southern style—with dogs, tear gas, and beatings—seemed imminent, and many of the students, inflamed with their sense of injury and injustice, were ready to welcome it. Many others were frightened and confused.
Alice had taken part in a few of the demonstrations earlier that fall, and her heart was with the protesters, but when her friend Sara Flanders showed her a brochure describing study at the Sorbonne, it did seem like a fine time to go to France.
 
ICELANDIC, the favored airline of young Americans traveling to Europe in the mid-1960s, flew crowded, scruffy turboprops from New York to Luxembourg, with a leisurely stop in Iceland to refuel, and a continuous party aloft. On those long and festive flights there was not much sleep to be had.
It was dark when Sara Flanders and Alice Waters arrived in Luxembourg, and they were already exhausted. Paris was another five hours by bus. It was February 1965, and freezing.
Alice had never been abroad. She had not come to France for the food, for she knew little about food, French or otherwise. She liked the idea of learning to speak French. She liked the idea of meeting French boys. She liked the idea of France.
“My rich aunt had told us about a place where we should stay, on the Rue Cambon, in the First Arrondissement, right behind the Place Vendôme,” Alice recalls. “It cost ten times what we should have spent. We closed the curtains—the heavy, heavy blue curtains—and we went to bed, and we didn’t wake up for a whole day. We missed the whole next day.
“Finally, we woke up. Our second day there, which we really couldn’t afford. We went down to the dining room for lunch, and we didn’t know what to order, so we just had the soup because it was the cheapest thing. It was a soupe des légumes. It wasn’t puréed, it was just very finely chopped up, and it was so delicious. It felt like I had never eaten before. And everything that went with it—those big, old, thick curtains and a bed that was made with those sheets that had rolled-up cushions at the head of the bed—it was a sensibility that was not part of my life, had never been.”

• WINTER VEGETABLE SOUP •
You start with real winter vegetables, mostly roots, like carrots and turnips, parsnips, parsley root sometimes. And maybe winter squash and some greens. Maybe a little potato to give it body. You cut the vegetables into equal-size cubes and sauté them with onions and garlic and herbs till they’re just starting to soften. Since it’s winter, I would probably use a couple of thyme branches and a bay leaf. A little lovage leaf might be nice in there.
Then you add your liquid, just enough to stew the vegetables till they’re nice and soft but haven’t lost their shape—an hour and a half, or two hours at the most. If you cook them too long, the taste is too strong.
You can use just water, for the pure taste of the vegetables, or a little light chicken stock, but really light, made from uncooked chicken parts and nothing else. It’s got to be more about vegetables than it is about the taste of the stock. Don’t forget to take out the thyme and the bay leaf.
You don’t want to use a blender or a food processor because that would make it too smooth. I use a food mill with the widest holes, so you still have a sense of the liquid in the soup. It’s not emulsified. You still have all those different colors—the oranges, the yellows, the whites, the greens.
It might just need a little oil or a little butter right at the end. You want to serve it as soon as it’s done. You don’t want to keep it overnight in the refrigerator.
There are other sorts of vegetable soups, very long-cooked, with many vegetables, a soup that likes to be reheated. Minestrone, for example. But this one keeps the bright, live taste of the vegetables. I’ll never forget that first time I tasted it.


“Well, we had to leave, and so we set out to find a hotel,” Alice recalls, “which we found on the Rue des Écoles. It was a seventh-floor walk-up.”
In their first days there, Alice and Sara were afraid to go to a restaurant because they thought their French was so poor. The Self Service Latin-Cluny, where you didn’t have to speak French to anyone, was their haven. “They had pretty decent pâté, with cornichons, and oeufs mayonnaise, two hard-boiled eggs coated with mayonnaise. We’d have a glass of wine and a glass of mineral water and yogurt. I can still taste that yogurt.”
For their permanent lodgings, the Sorbonne helped Alice and Sara find a studio apartment on the Place des Gobelins, with a bathroom down the hall. “I remember trying to make the true café au lait, with steamed milk,” says Alice. Sara, now a psychoanalyst in London, adds, “And we would go out to this wonderful pâtisserie, for hot croissants and pain au chocolat, and bring them back to the flat.”
“We would just sit there in that room,” remembers Alice, “and eat this little treat, pastries and café au lait. Then we missed our first class, and it kind of went on like that.”
It didn’t take Alice and Sara long to overcome their fear of restaurants, and once they’d started going to them, they couldn’t stop. Back in Berkeley, Sara had been the one excited about all the French food they were going to eat, while Alice’s opinion, as Sara recalls it, was that they should be thinking about gaining some experience with French men. But it was food that Alice fell in love with. “And the culture,” she adds now. “And the politics.”
The dreary classrooms of the Sorbonne versus a joyous immersion in French cuisine in the sparkling, spotless dining rooms of Paris’s restaurants—for Alice it was an easy choice. She reveled in the aromas of onion soup and Gauloise smoke in the bistros, the flowers on the tables, the meticulous geometry of the place settings. Down every Paris street, it seemed, food beckoned to her: roasting chestnuts, glistening oysters at the stands of long-aproned shuckers, the little outdoor markets that bloomed at dawn and were gone before lunch, with their exquisitely arranged fruits, vegetables, eels, chickens, and sausages, and their garrulous, mock-aggressive merchants.
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Alice’s meals card for the Sorbonne, 1965
She was enchanted by the rhythms, the old and inflexible customs, the sheer charm of Parisian dining. She loved the squiggly handwritten menus on the bistro chalkboards and the fact that the bill of fare changed every day. She loved the unvarying “Bon appétit!” and being called mademoiselle. Even in the most modest places, the napery was crisp and spotless, the flatware polished bright, the food better than anything she had ever tasted. Nevertheless, she recalls, “that was the time when no matter what we said in French, in a restaurant or to anyone, they said, ‘Comment?’ They just refused to understand us. It was so demoralizing, and so painful. ‘Comment?’ These good-looking French waiters. And of course I was dressed like a Russian émigré, with thick old boots and a giant huge coat and a huge hat, and it was snowing. These little French girls had on heels and spring coats, and they looked like they weighed about ninety-nine pounds, carrying their purses and eating a hard-boiled egg for lunch. I wanted to dress like them, but I was too cold. I was freezing. I did long for those beautiful French tight-fitting sweaters.”
Alice and Sara’s enchantment with French food grew into obsession. “We’d get up and have breakfast and figure out where we were going to go for lunch. That took some time, and nearly as soon as we finished lunch, we had to figure out where we were going to go for dinner. It was a wonderful time to be in France. It was real and genuine and honest. And really affordable. We were able to go to restaurants twice a day for five francs.”
Sara adds, “I think I cared about the prices far more than Alice, who was—and is—extremely extravagant.”
“I was still very intimidated everywhere we went,” says Alice. “I didn’t want to be gauche and order the red wine with the wrong course or the white with the wrong course, so I just ordered rosé. And I always ordered too much food. The waiters must have all been laughing hysterically in the back room. That’s always how we felt, like no matter what we did, we were doing the wrong thing. But sometimes you learn well when you’re on your knees, you know?”
Alice did show up for class from time to time, and began to acquire passable French. She remained afraid to use it, however, unless her interlocutor spoke absolutely no English. “Her French was better than mine,” Sara Flanders recalls, “but she was paralyzed about talking, and I would be the one who would speak. Not because my French was that good, but because Alice used to start, ‘Uh, uh, uh’—she just couldn’t get it out.”
“But I got the whole French aesthetic, from beginning to end,” Alice says. “What those thick curtains looked like, what the fruit bowl looked like, how the cheese was presented, how it was put on the shelves, how the baguettes twisted. The shapes, the colors, the styles.
“Everything in Paris was magical to me. You’d walk past a church and you’d hear music, and you’d walk in and sit down and they’d be playing Bach at lunch. Concerts—we went to so many concerts. And those magnificent museums.”
For spring vacation in 1965, Sara and Alice went first to Barcelona, and then to the south of France for three weeks. There Alice discovered the sort of elemental, boldly flavored food that would, years later, be the foundation of the Chez Panisse style: fresh herbs, just-picked vegetables, garlic, olive oil. Olive oil, especially the sharp, aromatic, green, first-pressing oil that was the single most basic ingredient in southern French cooking, was all but unknown in the United States. “I’d hardly even heard of olive oil at all, much less ‘extra virgin.’”
After their return to Paris, Alice and Sara met two young Frenchmen. “Amboise and Jean-Didier were their names,” says Alice. “They took us out in the country, and that was our real introduction to the food.”
“Amboise, who was from Brittany, made an itinerary for our first trip there,” Sara recalls. “This little chart, all the places Alice and I should go.”
“I’ll never forget those mussels in Honfleur,” Alice says.
The fishermen brought them in from the boat, rinsed them off for a minute, threw them into this big cauldron, and then scooped them out. And I developed a whole crêpe obsession. I loved the crêpes Grand Marnier in Brittany. Buckwheat crêpes. I’d have a couple dozen oysters for lunch and a couple of crêpes, savory and sweet, and a bottle of apple cider. Oh, that cider. The first time we had it, we didn’t know it was hard cider, and after lunch we were walking along the road getting sleepier and sleepier, and finally we just lay down in the grass and drifted off to sleep. I don’t know how long we must have slept in that grass.
And the fraises des bois! I didn’t know what they were. Strawberries of the woods. Couldn’t imagine somebody out there picking them. We had them with crème fraîche and a sugar shaker. The waiter comes to the table with this big bowl, and you help yourself. Unbelievable.
In Paris, I loved the steak Bercy. All those shallots. Entrecôte Bercy. That was very expensive. And the salads and the skinny little green beans. And those big crudité platters. I loved standing at the bar at Au Pied de Cochon. I loved the idea of that restaurant, because it had those oysters out front, and then you’d go into the downstairs part and for four francs fifty you could eat at the bar and have a blanquette de veau and a glass of red wine and a basket of great bread.
I remember going to Caen, just to have those famous tripes à la mode de Caen. It was a sort of pilgrimage, really. But we set one foot inside that restaurant, took one whiff—augh!—and out we ran.

Late that spring of 1965, at a restaurant in a little stone house in Brittany, Alice had a meal that crystallized her conception of what good food ought to be. “Elsewhere, even when I found the food to be wonderful,” she would write years later, the French “would say only that it was ‘all right’; but after the meal in this tiny restaurant, they applauded the chef and cried, ‘C’est fantastique!’ I’ve remembered this dinner a thousand times: the old stone house, the stairs leading up to the small dining room, which seated no more than twelve at the pink cloth–covered tables and from which one could look through the open windows to the stream running beside the house and the garden in back. The chef, a woman, announced the menu: cured ham and melon, trout with almonds, and raspberry tart. The trout had just come from the stream and the raspberries from the garden.”1
After classes ended in June, Alice and Sara got rail passes that for a single price allowed them for the next two months to take the train anywhere in Western Europe on the spur of the moment. They went to England, and then to Italy, and from there on to the Salzburg music festival. Alice was not impressed with the food anywhere they went: “I was a confirmed francophile by then.”
In September 1965, Alice and Sara returned to America by sea, sailing from Rotterdam on an old ship crammed with hundreds of students. One of them was a freshly minted Amherst graduate on his way to law school at Berkeley’s Boalt Hall, Tim Savinar, who remains a friend of Alice’s today.
“Almost immediately it was very rough, and just about everybody was sick as a dog,” he says. “I don’t get seasick—I’m an old salmon fisherman. And the other person who seemed not to be seasick was Alice. There we were, with this whole ship to ourselves, going to dinner, going to the bar, dancing. Alice said that she was going back to Berkeley, but what she really wanted to do was to operate some kind of a café, or some sort of meeting place that had the food that she had been awakened to, and combine it with people sitting around talking about film or something like that. She was quite romantic.”
“When I got back from France,” Alice remembers, “I wanted hot baguettes in the morning, and apricot jam, and café au lait in bowls, and I wanted a café to hang out in, in the afternoon, and I wanted civilized meals, and I wanted to wear French clothes. The cultural experience, that aesthetic, that paying attention to every little detail—I wanted to live my life like that.”


3.
VERY SIXTIES
1965–1966

Alice’s experience of Berkeley in the fall of 1965 could hardly have been less like the sweet and decorous life she had known in France. At this midpoint of the 1960s, Berkeley was undergoing all at once the cultural conflicts that would come to the rest of the United States through the later years of the decade. Social protest tended toward the vitriolic in Berkeley. Communal living often took radical forms, driven by ideology and lots of sex, some of it rather defiantly flaunted.
In Paris, Alice and Sara had read the Herald Tribune to keep up with the mounting discord in America, and they had heard French antiwar protesters chanting, “U! S! Assassins!” but there was a certain abstractness to it all. In Berkeley, the anger and the sense of danger were real. In Alice’s absence, the Free Speech Movement sitters-in who had been arrested on December 2, 1964, had gone to trial and had been found guilty en masse. The black neighborhood of Watts in Los Angeles had rioted and burned; thirty-four people had been killed there, a thousand wounded. The first United States troops—thirty-four hundred Marines—had entered the Vietnam War in the spring of 1965, and by the end of the year, there would be nearly two hundred thousand Americans there. Berkeley was seething.
“I’ll never forget the time Alice took us to one antiwar session,” her sister Ellen Waters Pisor recalls. “We went to hear a speech by William F. Buckley, and afterward we could ask questions from the floor, so Alice immediately stood up. She was outraged by everything Buckley had said, and she said, ‘What are you planning to do about the genocide in Vietnam?’ Well, genocide, that was a pretty heady word for 1966.”
“God, it was a wild time,” says Alice. “A terrible time in many ways. But it all felt so important. History was being made in Berkeley, and we all felt that we were part of it. I didn’t lose my French aesthetics, not at all, but what was going on at Cal seemed bigger, more important.”
It was a very exciting time to be young and in Berkeley. The word revolution was heard constantly, and it meant not only the political uprising against war and racism but also a social and sexual revolution. While dour radicals debated all night in the dorms about correct and incorrect forms of violence, there was also the Sexual Freedom League holding weekly orgies and demonstrating naked on the campus.
Berkeley has a history of sexual freedom nearly as long as its activist tradition. In 1960, a professor (and Cal alumnus) at the University of Illinois, Leo Koch, advocated “free love” in the student newspaper and was summarily fired, but Berkeley welcomed him home the next spring with an outpouring of jubilation. Long before cohabitation was common anywhere else in the country, unmarried couples were openly living together in Berkeley. They didn’t call themselves girlfriend and boyfriend, or companions or partners. They used the word lovers.
For Alice Waters, the radicals’ romanticizing of violence was something to steer clear of. She and Sara Flanders and their friends were enacting their own sort of revolution, quietly devising a new way of living, grounded less in outrage than in pleasure, while also imbued with ideals of social justice. “I kept drinking my café au lait from a bowl,” Alice says, “but I was also seeing the world beyond that now a little more clearly.”
In 1966, Alice, Sara, Eleanor Bertino, and another former Alpha Phi sister from Santa Barbara teamed up to take an apartment with a well-equipped kitchen, where Sara and Alice tried to reproduce the French dishes they loved. There was a Frenchman living downstairs who was a good cook and a good teacher. Julia Child’s television series on French cooking was in its third year and was a rich source of information. “My specialty,” Alice says, “was crêpes with orange zest, just like I’d had in Brittany.”

• CRÊPES WITH ORANGE ZEST •
These were buckwheat crêpes—mostly buckwheat flour, but some white flour, and milk, and some beer, butter, eggs, a tiny bit of sugar. You let it sit in the refrigerator for at least a couple of hours. Overnight is better.
I have my own crêpe pans now. It’s possible to use an omelet pan. It’s hard to do it just free-form, because it’s hard to get the batter very, very thin like you want to have it, and it’s hard to pick it up if you have a high-sided pan. You need to have a very low-sided pan. In France, they sort of rake it out on a flat griddle with a little instrument, a little wooden snowplow-like thing, but I’ve never made them that way. I suppose you could try it, but you just absolutely have to have the right amount of liquid or you can’t get it right. The batter’s got to be as thin as possible.
You can use butter or oil, not too much, just about medium hot. I put the batter in, and then I pick up the pan and tip it all around so the batter goes out to the edges and forms a very, very thin layer. Then as soon as it bubbles and gets settled a little bit, I lift it up by one edge with my fingers—I don’t flip it in the air—and turn it over and cook it another minute, and then stack them in a pile.
You make a kind of butter with orange zest and sugar in it. After you make the crêpes, you spread them quickly with that butter, et voilà. Maybe put in a touch of Grand Marnier or Cognac. I think the buckwheat is incredibly delicious, that flavor. Yes, I do.


With girls this pretty and food this good, the apartment was a popular destination for young men. “The door was always open,” says Eleanor, “and we always had men who were just friends, which was something a little bit new. Things were open in Berkeley. The sixties started in Berkeley before anywhere else, you know. You could be a nice girl and still sleep with your boyfriend. Everything was kind of expansive. It was like the whole world was brighter and opening up. And of course we were the defining generation.”
And for many in their generation, in mid-sixties Berkeley, the defining experience was LSD. Lysergic acid diethylamide was still legal. Its most famous manufacturer, Augustus Owsley Stanley III, universally known as Owsley, plied his trade nearby, in north Berkeley. Sara Flanders announced that it was time for them to give it a try, and Alice was intrigued by what promised to be an entirely new sensory experience. “Owsley was a friend of one of our downstairs neighbors,” says Alice, “so we managed to get the good stuff. I had never even smoked dope before that. Well, it blew my mind, as they say. I was up there on the ceiling looking down at Eleanor, who was on the chair. I don’t think I came down for three days. The whole world looked different to me after that. I just understood something about another way of thinking. It was an important experience, but it scared me terribly. There was that feeling that I was going to lose my mind. And that I would never ever come down. Never, ever, ever.”
This was classic Alice: portraying herself as timid while also daring the high dive; having her adventure never alone, but always in the company of trusted friends; and describing a moment of intense sensory experience as somehow, inexpressibly, life-changing.
Alice’s aesthetics and her political commitment came together in her study of the Romantic period in Europe. She was gaining confidence. She created her own major, in French cultural history, focusing on the period between 1750 and 1850—“in other words, the French Revolution. In part, I suppose, because it felt like the moment we were living in.”
“She was never a shy person, exactly,” says Eleanor, who has made something of a life study of Alice, “but she wasn’t very articulate. Then, in 1965, when she was back from France, all this intellectual stuff and the arts gave her a means of expressing herself. She was super-energetic. Not a moment of self-doubt. I mean, if she didn’t like your boyfriend, she was not nice to him. She knew who she wanted me to go out with, and I wasn’t doing that. She made life very difficult for this poor guy I was going out with.
“She wanted to run things, and she had the strength and energy to do it. When it took two of us to take a mattress and struggle up this flight of stairs, Alice would just throw it over her shoulder and run up the stairs. That’s how I always think of Alice, still—lifting things, carrying them, moving things, always moving so quickly.
“There’s always been this interesting contradiction between the delicate little way Alice looks and how she really is. There was something very turn-of-the-century-to-1930 about Alice’s appearance, and there still is. When you look at the furniture in her house, I think, some of it is from the thirties still. And she started wearing these antique hats, delicate little hats that lay close to her head—she looked just like a Pre-Raphaelite angel. She had this long, wavy hair, and was very, very skinny. Barely five-two. But an iron will. Always.”
Eleanor understands Alice deeply enough to make Alice sometimes quite uncomfortable, but her cool take on Alice’s foibles is in its way an expression of Eleanor’s great affection. To the curious would-be analyst of Alice’s complexities, Eleanor responds with unsentimental simplicity: “She has never wanted to stop. She is not a contemplative person. She’s not somebody who likes to stop and really think about things. She’s not one of those people who need to go off and read a book and be alone.”
Alice and Eleanor and most of their fellow students foresaw a changed world in their near future, one they had forged themselves. Sometimes they saw it as generated by political action, and sometimes from within, close to home, in the way people lived.
“In the spring of ’66,” Eleanor says, “I remember sitting around together and saying, ‘You know, we don’t have to get married.’ All our sorority sisters in Santa Barbara were getting married. And Sara said, ‘It’s kind of exciting—we can do whatever we want; there are no rules, there’s no structure. We have to make them up ourselves, and that’s sort of frightening.’ And we decided that we wanted to have a restaurant. Well, more than a restaurant. I wanted to call it The Four Muses. We’d get this great big old house, and Sara would make clothes there, and Betsy Danch, our other roommate, would have an art gallery, and I would have the bookstore, and Alice would do the restaurant. Alice had wanted to have a restaurant where a different person would cook each night, but where we would all go to eat. We were starting to think about a more community-oriented, communal way of life—creating a family in that way instead of the traditional mommy, daddy, baby.”
Also in the spring of 1966, the editor of the radical magazine Ramparts, Robert Scheer, decided to run in the Democratic congressional primary, on an antiwar platform, and Alice volunteered for his campaign. “I didn’t really think I could win,” recalls Scheer, now a syndicated political columnist. “I just wanted to force the incumbent guy to come out against the Vietnam War. I wasn’t a politician. Alice was only twenty-one, but I put her in charge of our press liaison, and she was so good, so unflappable, so passionate, so focused. And then damned if our campaign didn’t take off. I lost, but I did come close to winning.”
Alice would bring campaign materials to the printers at the Berkeley Free Press, where one of the leaders of the Free Speech Movement, David Lance Goines, was learning the printing trade. David was studious and reserved, with an elegant, rather formal way of speaking. He had been a classics scholar, studying Greek and Latin, until he was expelled for distributing a course catalog “supplement” in which students dared to evaluate their professors. “And now, thirty years later,” he says with a laugh, “they’re required to do it.”
Alice soon learned that David also bore the radical’s badge of highest honor: He had gone to jail. He had served a month in the summer of 1965 for his part in the Sproul Hall takeover of December 2, 1964, and would serve another thirty days in the summer of 1967.
David also appealed to her aesthetic sense. He was a very good graphic designer and calligrapher, and Alice found herself fascinated by calligraphy. “She had such a strong, bold hand,” he recalls. In the summer of 1966, Alice moved in with David Goines.
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Alice and David Goines, 1967
Alice and David loved to cook together. “Alice would try anything,” David says.
Sara Flanders, with something of a shudder in her voice, remembers their serving her “these big mushrooms with a snail coiled in them.”
“We knew that you were supposed to make soufflés using copper,” David says. “You were supposed to whip the egg whites in copper. But we didn’t know the copper had to be absolutely clean, so we made this wonderful soufflé that came out grass-green. We figured it would kill us dead if we ate it, which it would in fact have done. So we threw it away and had popcorn for dinner. We had a fair amount of failure. We were willing to fail, which is absolutely essential to any kind of learning. Truly momentous disasters occurred on a regular basis, both in my artwork, which I destroyed, and in her cooking, which she destroyed. All those failures are, needless to say, not around to accuse us at this point.”
David and Alice lived on the same block as Charles and Lindsey Shere. Charles was a music critic, a composer, and the music director of the notoriously provocative radio station KPFA, whose printing David did. Charles was a towering presence, intimidating until you realized how soft a heart his bearlike demeanor concealed; David’s manner was mild and formal. They made a good pair of friends. Lindsey and Alice both loved to cook. In the fall of 1966, the four of them began to dine together often.
Lindsey shared with Alice a commitment to using only the best ingredients and doing her best at whatever she undertook; like Alice, she had little use for shortcuts; like Alice she was slim and delicately featured. Their voices were both soft, and
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