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Introduction

Monica Drake

Back when travel was just my passion and not yet my profession, I went to the French Riviera for the party scene and instead found myself dazzled by the otherworldly light of day. I was marveling at how it made every waking moment dreamlike when I noticed a small plaque on a building indicating that Henri Matisse had lived inside. Whatever I’d read about Matisse and Nice before that moment hadn’t mattered: it was then that I understood how the city had challenged him to make art as sublime as the setting. 

All of us have experienced a moment in our travels when we stray onto turf that an artist, including those who paint pictures with words, once trod. It surprises us, this statue in the middle of a park, a street named for a luminary, or the small museum that at one point was her home. But it shouldn’t be unexpected. 

All the world is a reliquary, filled with fields, forests, and city plazas that lead visionaries among us to create work that endures the ages. We travelers are but devotees who touch these monuments and in place of prayers meditate on how someone else came to be who they are and create what they did. We inevitably look about and wonder. Did the sweep of this hill and the mist of the morning somehow ignite a spark? Was this place more incidental than inspirational? Examining these questions has been the defining task of Footsteps since 1981, when The New York Times ran it as a short-lived series. It appeared sporadically in the intervening years until it emerged as a full-fledged feature. 

Regardless of provenance, the conceit in these pages is nearly as old as the Times itself. An article from 1860 chronicles a visit to Stratford-upon-Avon to see the birthplace and tomb of the “world’s master-genius,” William Shakespeare. That report, a faithful recounting of a voyage in the footsteps of someone universally revered, assumed the best of the Bard: “Calm, quiet and beautiful were all the surroundings, and I thought it was not strange that one whose early childhood was passed amid such scenes as this should have partaken of their beauty, and been gentle, kind and loving.” In aspiring to capture the interplay of a writer’s real identity, work, and setting, this was an early version of what would become Footsteps. 

As the breadth of the stories in this collection indicates, our approach varies as much as the literary giants that they profile. “Mark Twain’s Hawaii,” for example, examines the four-month stretch in which the writer sent letters from the island, rather than tracing any of his fictional works. Yet it suffuses the place with the spirit of Twain. “Orhan Pamuk’s Istanbul” is on the other end of the spectrum, using the Nobel laureate as a tour guide who leads us through the city that he has called home for nearly six decades. 

What unifies them is a single guiding principle: each story should leave the reader with a new perspective on an artist and the place that has somehow been a muse. Often an unusual pairing is enough to supply the novelty—as with Rimbaud in Ethiopia, a lesser-examined point in the poet’s life. But occasionally—as with Dashiell Hammett and San Francisco—the setting and star go hand in hand until the story of the city’s transformation is taken into account. There is little hard-boiled left in a city awash in venture capital, it turns out. 

As Footsteps evolves, the Times has been venturing farther afield to choose the settings. Inspiration comes from America and Europe and also from Argentina (Borges), Martinique (Césaire), and Vietnam (Duras). We’ve also added contemporary personalities such as Jamaica Kincaid and Elena Ferrante to those whose trails we trace. 

At the same time, we seek contributors who are able to view the place and the person they are profiling with equal fervor. The best of our Footsteps capture their passion for specific authors and places in time. 

These escapes immerse travelers in a setting by providing a purpose while on the road. A fixed mission forces us to be present rather than meander, refreshing our social feeds and lamenting the cost of international roaming. Studying the world this way pushes away workaday life that much more efficiently. These accounts can make us travelers instead of tourists. 

And that they do, even if you do not take a trip. “That was a pleasant journey into the real Wonderland,” a reader wrote in response to the description of Lewis Carroll’s Oxford. It isn’t rare for readers to send e-mails and comments and letters that refer to a Footsteps essay as if it had been a vacation. 

True literature itself is a flight of fancy, and appreciators of it are all too familiar with the discombobulating feeling of finishing a novel and being slightly surprised to be at home in a recliner rather than hundreds of miles—and hundreds of years—away. Above all, Footsteps essays are for the avid readers who can travel by simply turning a page. Turn these, and they’ll take you around the world. 
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Mark Twain’s Hawaii

Lawrence Downes

Like any paradise, Hawaii walks the fine line between blissful and boring. David Lodge noted this in his satirical novel Paradise News, imagining the predicament of tourists in fanny packs walking up and down the sidewalks of Waikiki like heavenly pilgrims with no place left to go. They seem contented, but a half-formed question lingers in their eyes:

“Well, this is nice, but is this all there is? Is this it?”

Actually, it’s not. Hawaii’s blandly sunny face hides a turbulent history, an extra dimension of sadness and beauty. This is what separates Hawaii from the beach-and-beer nowheres like Fort Lauderdale and Cancún: a complicated soul.

Finding it means getting out of Waikiki, peeling back layers to uncover the stories behind the scenery. It means having the right guide, a writer to annotate the loveliness.

Hawaii has seen its share of famous storytellers. Robert Louis Stevenson, Jack London, and Herman Melville passed through on their way to other frontiers. But what little they wrote about Hawaii was fictionalized, heavily metaphorical, and is now mostly forgotten. James Michener, on the other hand, wrote way too much: his 1959 novel, Hawaii, covers nearly the whole thing, from the volcanoes to the missionaries, a span of forty million years, or maybe pages, it’s hard to tell. Neither is what you want if you’re looking for something to enrich your visit.

What you want is Mark Twain.

Twain spent four months on the islands in 1866, when he was thirty-one and working on becoming famous. His twenty-five letters from the Sandwich Islands, written on assignment for The Sacramento Union, are still fresh and rudely funny after almost a century and a half—a foretaste of genius and the best travel writing about Hawaii I have ever read.

Twain’s Hawaii teemed with ship captains, whalers, missionaries, mosquitoes, fragrant thickets of flowers, and thousands of cats. France, Britain, and the United States were competing for influence, making the usual colonial mischief. The population and ancient ways of native Hawaiians, the Kanaka Maoli, were in catastrophic decline, beset by disease and cultural pressures. But Hawaii was still in its sovereign glory, with an elected legislature and a thirty-five-year-old king: stately, plump Kamehameha V, the last of his family dynasty. It was a land of royal pageantry, tropical splendor, and a fair amount of squalor.

Determined to “ransack the islands” for his dispatches, Twain rented a horse and rode until he was laid up with saddle sores. He rode by moonlight through a ghostly plain of sand strewn with human bones, the remains of an ancient battlefield. He scaled the summit of Kīlauea during an eruption, standing at the crater’s edge on a foggy night, his face made crimson by lava glow. He hiked through misty valleys. He surfed.

That’s right, Huck: America’s greatest writer took a wooden surfboard and paddled out to wait, as he had seen naked locals do, “for a particularly prodigious billow to come along,” upon which billow he prodigiously wiped out.

“None but natives ever master the art of surf-bathing thoroughly,” he wrote.

He also tried swimming with nude native women, but when he got into the surf, they got out.

He might have tasted poi, eaten with the fingers in those days from a communal calabash, but after reading this passage, I suspect not: “Many a different finger goes into the same bowl and many a different kind of dirt and shade and quality of flavor is added to the virtues of its contents. One tall gentleman, with nothing in the world on but a soiled and greasy shirt, thrust in his finger and tested the poi, shook his head, scratched it with the useful finger, made another test, prospected among his hair, caught something and ate it; tested the poi again, wiped the grimy perspiration from his brow with the universal hand, tested again, blew his nose—‘Let’s move on, Brown,’ said I, and we moved.”

That passage is from Mark Twain’s Letters from Hawaii, which along with Mark Twain in Hawaii: Roughing It in the Sandwich Islands is the starting point for tracing Twain’s footsteps. The trail begins in downtown Honolulu, which is far less wild than it once was, but architectural traces of the kingdom survive among the groves of mirrored office towers. The grandest is Iolani Palace, a Victorian dollhouse of fluted columns and wrought iron that is the only royal residence in the United States, not counting Graceland.

Twain never saw it—it went up in 1882—but on the palace lawn, now shaded by an immense kapok tree, he watched two thousand Hawaiians grieving by torchlight for Princess Victoria Kamāmalu, the king’s sister, on the eve of her funeral.

“Every night, and all night long, for more than thirty days,” he wrote, “multitudes of these strange mourners have burned their candle-nut torches in the royal inclosure, and sung their funeral dirges, and danced their hula hulas, and wailed their harrowing wail for the dead.”

All you hear now is the droning of cars; the palace is in Honolulu’s business district, next to the state capitol. Nuuanu Valley, however, the princess’s burial place, is a far more haunting experience. On the day of her funeral, Twain galloped there to await the procession.

The Royal Mausoleum of Hawaii consists of several crypts and a coral-block chapel on a lawn lined with palms. It may be the most history-drenched place in the islands. The mausoleum’s curator, or kahu, is William Kaiheekai Maioho, who lives in a cottage on the grounds and is the sixth in his family to hold the position. After opening the windows to the sun, he sat in a pew to tell the story.

Speaking gently, he recited a long history of royal funerals and renovations, then took me to the family crypt of the Kalakauas, successors to the Kamehamehas. The gold inscriptions on its white marble walls are as familiar to Hawaii schoolchildren as those of presidents: Kalakaua, Kapiolani, Kaiulani, Kalanianaole, and Liliuokalani, Hawaii’s last monarch.

Visiting their graves made me eager to plunge deeper into Hawaii’s royal past, following Twain’s footsteps to the Big Island, where Kamehameha the Great was born and where an eruption of Kīlauea that began in 1983 is still sending lava down gentle slopes into the boiling sea.

Twain spent weeks covering the Big Island on horseback, but a rental car makes it possible to hit the highlights in two days or three. The highway to Kīlauea’s summit is a straight, slow climb out of Hilo, past tin-roofed frame houses in tidy yards planted with ti, banana, and torch ginger, and the more recent development: a gridlocked shopping-mall sprawl. That side of the island also has an end-of-the-road Alaska feel, with lots of blond dreadlocks and holistic massage salons. One Adopt-A-Highway sponsor is the Raelians, the sect that promotes human cloning and believes the first humans were created by visiting space aliens.

If so, the upper slopes of Kīlauea are a likely landing area. The lush, broad-leaved lowlands give way to scrubby ohia trees poking out of an understory thick with ginger and uluhe ferns. Soon you are in the chill and splendid desolation of Hawaii Volcanoes National Park, where rangers give daily briefings on the air quality—the sulfurous fumes can be thick and dangerous—and the state of the lava flow.

Perched at the rim of the steaming caldera is the old Volcano House hotel. Twain stayed here, but when it was a primitive hostel, not this imposing structure with a large fireplace in a lobby lined with portraits of Hawaii’s kings and queens.

The Volcano House has crater-view rooms, but the hotel’s tidy wooden cabins in the Nāmakanipaio Campground provide an experience much closer to Twain’s. In a grove of towering koa, ohia, and eucalyptus trees, they are a perfect base for a Twain-style expedition to the eruption.

For the last twenty-three years, the lava has been flowing not from Kīlauea’s summit but from the Pu‘u ‘Ō‘ō vent, a crack in its southern slopes. The lava has buried miles of mountainside—as well as streets, subdivisions, and beaches—in crunchy black lacquer. Chain of Craters Road winds down the mountain like a lazily draped ribbon on a pillow. Roadcuts through old lava flows are marked with dates, and even those from the 1950s are still desolate—just craggy, brownish-black rock, like strewn coffee grounds.

Night falls like an anvil in these latitudes. The flowing lava is invisible by day, but at night it becomes a shimmering strip of orange, running up the mountainside and coloring the clouds above. A steam plume rises at the ocean’s edge. Tourists who wisely take walking sticks, boots, and flashlights can clamber up to where the lava has overrun the road, for a long hike over cool lava to get closer to the glowing rock and steam.

But the view from the road—especially through the rangers’ telescope—is also excellent. It is a staggering sight, though not, sadly, as spectacular as the bubbling lava lake Twain lucked upon:


The greater part of the vast floor of the desert under us was as black as ink, and apparently smooth and level; but over a mile square of it was ringed and streaked and striped with a thousand branching streams of liquid and gorgeously brilliant fire! It looked like a colossal railroad map of the State of Massachusetts done in chain lightning on a midnight sky. Imagine it—imagine a coal-black sky shivered into a tangled network of angry fire!


A long drive out of Volcanoes National Park winds down around the United States’ southernmost point, then up the coast to Kailua-Kona. In Waiohinu, a roadside marker points out Mark Twain’s monkeypod tree, planted by the man himself.

Pu‘uhonua o Hōnaunau National Historical Park, commonly called the City of Refuge, is a centuries-old religious sanctuary that provides a surreal plunge into deep history. Twain marveled at its hulking stonework, which was built in the 1500s without mortar and stands to this day just as he described it, above tidal pools full of foraging sea turtles.

It’s a short drive from there to Kealakekua Bay, where native Hawaiians brought Captain James Cook’s celebrated career to a sudden halt. “Plain unvarnished history takes the romance out of Captain Cook’s assassination, and renders a deliberate verdict of justifiable homicide,” wrote Twain, ever the provocative American. “Wherever he went among the islands he was cordially received and welcomed by the inhabitants, and his ships lavishly supplied with all manner of food. He returned these kindnesses with insult and ill-treatment.”

Heading from there to Kailua-Kona, the Big Island’s main tourist enclave, I concluded that Cook’s defeat was only a temporary setback. Twain described it as “the sleepiest, quietest, Sundayest looking place you can imagine.” But today the main drag, Ali’i Drive, is a tacky cousin to Kalakaua Avenue in Waikiki, a ruthlessly efficient operation for the concentration and extraction of tourist money.

It looks like a highly unlikely place for Hawaiian authenticity, but there it is at King Kamehameha’s Kona Beach Hotel, the city’s main hotel for locals—the one that caters to a mom-and-pop, wedding, and luau crowd. Its ’70s decor is pleasing, but even more so are the lobby and hall exhibits of old Hawaiian art and artifacts. It is a museum doubling as hotel, complete with portraits of royalty and a wooden bust of King Kamehameha I himself over the front desk.

The dinner buffet is a paradise of Hawaiian food: poi, kalua pig, rice, and poke, a traditional dish of marinated raw fish. At the poolside bar that night, a table of local guys in tank tops and sunglasses downed pitchers of beer and played ukuleles. I listened while floating on my back in the pool, staring up at Orion in the inky sky and thinking: it doesn’t get much more Hawaiian than this.

But it does: there is a restored Hawaiian temple, or heiau, on the grounds. I walked there after dark, following a row of gas torches to the water’s edge, a grass hut, and a lava-rock platform. The platform, a marker says, is the very one used by William Kaiheekai Maioho’s distant ancestor to prepare Kamehameha I for burial. Twain, quoting from an 1844 history volume, gives a detailed account of the events surrounding Kamehameha’s death, which prompted, among other things, the sacrifice of three hundred dogs “in lieu of human victims.”

On a lawn beyond the platform an outdoor reception was breaking up. Musicians were packing up instruments, lingerers were chatting, the dark waters were rippling in the orange glow of torchlight. There was a table with a guest book and photo album—this had been a baby luau, celebrating a child’s first birthday. It was about as old and genuine as Hawaiian traditions get.

And so, two true stories of the real Hawaii; one nearly lost to time, the other just beginning, and both hidden in plain sight among the tiki torches of a tourist ground zero. Twain would have appreciated it.

Originally published in May 2006. 

Lawrence Downes is an editorial writer at The New York Times.
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Climbing a Peak That Stirred Kerouac

Ethan Todras-Whitehill

I passed through a stand of fir and out onto the bare ridge, and there it was: the squat white structure where Jack Kerouac spent sixty-three days as a fire lookout in the summer of 1956. I had assumed that the Desolation Peak lookout would be empty, a silent monument to the Voice of the Beat Generation. But the shutters were propped open on all four sides, the door was ajar, and inside, a small, seated silhouette was visible against the hazy late-afternoon sky.

I grew giddy as the figure stood and came into the doorway. Surely this was Kerouac’s spiritual brother, a man uniquely qualified to speak about the solitary days and nights that inspired major portions of Desolation Angels, The Dharma Bums, and Lonesome Traveler. A compact man with dark hair, he introduced himself as Daniel Otero, a Marine reservist who had served two tours of duty in Iraq. Kerouac, I remembered, was thirty-four during his time on Desolation Peak, and did stints in the navy and the merchant marine.

Otero, who had been up there all summer and was leaving in only a few days, invited me into the shack, which felt like the cabin of a ship with its desk, kitchen, bed, and astrolabe-like fire-finder tool all squeezed into the single, tiny room. My eyes latched onto the corner bookshelf, lined with Kerouac paperbacks. 

We made small talk for a few minutes before I finally asked about Otero’s famous predecessor. He took a deep breath, obviously having gotten the question before. “I tried, but…” he said, gesturing toward the books. Those books, I now realized, did not belong to Kerouac’s spiritual brother. They looked new, untouched, as if they had just come out of an Amazon box. “Me and that guy just don’t see eye-to-eye.”

I knew exactly how he felt. For my college graduation, my uncle gave me a copy of On the Road with the heartfelt wish that I would find it as life-changing as he had. I was a likely candidate to do so: avid traveler, a student of English and political science in college, and, later, a writer. Instead, I found Kerouac’s “masterpiece” rambling and frivolous; it took me two years to get through it.

But when I moved to Seattle last year, I started hearing about Desolation Peak. Ten years older than the last time I read him, I decided to give Kerouac’s “spontaneous prose” another shot. I picked up a biography and the relevant novels, organized a few friends for a fall weekend, and set out for the North Cascades.

The nice part about the Desolation Peak hike is that it can be as easy or as hard as you please. The trailhead is about three hours from Seattle, and day hikers can pay for a boat ride up Ross Lake to the base of the mountain from the Ross Lake Resort; the lakeside camp at nearby Lightning Creek offers the option to tack on a night in the wilderness. But for those looking to sleep atop Kerouac’s mountain, as we planned to do, the price of admission is steep: a 3,500-foot climb carrying all the water you will need for the next day (not to mention camping gear), as Desolation Peak is bone-dry once the snowfields melt in August.

And although Kerouac himself got boat rides both ways, my wife, buddies, and I opted to go farther and hike in from the highway, taking the boat only on the return trip. After all, Kerouac had two months in the northwestern woods; even with the extra mileage (almost thirty for the whole trip) we would have only three days.

The first day we hiked sixteen miles across slopes of sword ferns and Oregon grape shrubs, stopping occasionally to peer into the clear depths of Ross Lake, whose contours we followed. But pretty views don’t make sixteen miles any shorter, and we stumbled into Lightning Creek Camp with feet in full rebellion.

Many people forget that the publication of On the Road in 1957 came almost a decade after the events that inspired it. In the summer of 1956, Kerouac was still an anonymous wandering soul looking for truth in America’s boxcars, bars, and wildernesses. Nature as a subject was new to him, having been introduced to hiking and the mountains by his brief but intense friendship with the Buddhist poet Gary Snyder, an experience recounted in The Dharma Bums. Snyder was a Pacific Northwest native who himself had twice been a fire lookout in the Cascades; it was he who suggested the Desolation posting to Kerouac.

Kerouac arrived at the base of Desolation by boat on a wet July morning and rode up the mountain in his poncho, a “shroudy monk on a horse” with mules carrying the supplies. For our hike, we were the mules. Although hundreds of people a day hike up Desolation Peak every summer, according to Otero, fewer than a half dozen groups stay at Desolation Camp, one mile down the ridge from the summit with many of the same views. I can’t blame them; with the extra water our packs weighed over forty pounds. But the reward was having Kerouac’s mountain to ourselves.

I especially couldn’t wait to see Hozomeen, the unbelievably symmetrical, four-peaked prominence to the north. “Hozomeen, Hozomeen, most beautiful mountain I ever seen,” Kerouac wrote. The peak was his constant companion, his friend and tormentor. “Stark naked rock, pinnacles and thousand feet high protruding from…immense timbered shoulders…awful vaulty blue smokebody rock.”

The mile-long climb up the ridge brought ever grander views of fjord-like Ross Lake and moody Jack Mountain 7,000 feet above. At a couple of points, snatches of Hozomeen were visible, but it wasn’t until we were in calling distance of the lookout tower that we felt the mountain’s full impact. It wasn’t much for elevation, at 8,071 feet—only 2,000 above Desolation—but, oh my, Hozomeen wasn’t human-looking, but rather monstrous. Kerouac frequently connected it to the Abominable Snowman, but to me it looked like the back of some Cascadian dragon, wings folded as it waited until night to hunt.

Up at the peak, I met Otero. Like most fire lookouts—Kerouac included—Otero had little to do up there but watch for fires, sleep, and read. While he was indifferent to Kerouac, he was pretty enthusiastic about visitors who had climbed his peak because of the writer. All of his Kerouac books were gifts from hikers; other hiker-pilgrims would slip poems—Kerouac’s or their own—between the pages when Otero wasn’t looking. There was no explicit record of Kerouac in the shack, formal or informal, but Otero showed me air force forms of the sort described in Desolation Angels, given to Kerouac to record aircraft sightings, but used by the writer to roll cigarettes. If I wanted to get in touch with Kerouac’s spirit, he suggested, “you could stand on your head and look at Hozomeen. Lots of people do that.”

After talking with Otero for a while, we drifted down the north face to soak in the slanted rays cut for us by peaks with names like Prophet, Redoubt, and Terror. Taking full advantage of our nearby camp, we stayed up on the mountaintop until almost dark, drinking in one of Desolation’s “mad raging sunsets pouring in sea foams of cloud through unimaginable crags like the crags you grayly drew in pencil as a child, with every rose-tint of hope beyond” (Lonesome Traveler).

We hustled down the ridge in the windy dusk and zipped into our sleeping bags. As the night was fine, we slept in the open beneath a black blanket of sky pierced with winking stars.

When I started planning this trip, I had imagined this night as my last chance to “get” the Beat writer. But in reality, I was already a Kerouac convert. Not to his writing—the guy needed an editor after Desolation Angels possibly more than he needed a bath—but to the story of his life, as recounted in Dennis McNally’s biography and other places. It reads like a classical tragedy, or at least a high-minded Hollywood screenplay: a sensitive young man seeks truth in order to change his world; he doesn’t find that truth, not in any real, sustained way, but his quest makes him famous and inspires a generation to follow in his footsteps, even as he cannot cope with his fame and drinks himself to death.

Three months after Kerouac came down from Desolation, he learned that Viking would finally publish On the Road—ostensibly his greatest triumph, but in reality the beginning of his end. Kerouac’s time on the mountain was a literal and figurative apex for him, his last truth-seeking adventure before he was transformed by the hostile media into first a caricature of himself, and later a shadow. Of Kerouac’s major works (all of which are unabashedly autobiographical), only Big Sur describes events that took place wholly in the years after Desolation; it chronicles the writer’s descent into alcoholism and mental instability.

The next day, before we headed down to catch our boat, I climbed back up the ridge before sunrise, this time with only my friend Josh for company. We quickly separated once we hit the peak. The air felt cold and mystical, so I brought out the pages of Desolation Angels I had ripped from their binding for the trip. In the purpling dawn, I read Kerouac’s good-bye to his mountain. “No clock will tick, no man yearn, and silent will be the snow and the rocks underneath and as ever Hozomeen’ll loom and mourn without sadness evermore,” Kerouac wrote. He concluded the valedictory with a sentiment that echoes deep in the core of any hiker about to leave the wilderness: “Farewell, Desolation, thou hast seen me well…All I want is an ice cream cone.”

Originally published in November 2012.

Ethan Todras-Whitehill is a writer who lives in Western Massachusetts with his wife and daughter.
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A House Built to Feed Body and Soul

Michelle Green

Sheltered by a grove of bay trees, madroños, and live oaks, the white stucco house in Sonoma County’s Valley of the Moon hugs a meadow where wildflowers bloom in slabs of yellow and sprinklings of rich purple. The barbed-wire fences and cattle guards are still in place, though the cows that feasted on M. F. K. Fisher’s grapevines are gone. Gone, too, is the sign warning drop-ins away from the ranch where Last House, as Fisher called her retreat, was built for her in 1971. TRESPASSERS, it announced, WILL BE VIOLATED.

One hundred years after the birth of Mary Frances Kennedy Fisher, the author and culinary seer whose sensuous, deeply personal work defined a genre, her former cottage near Glen Ellen is a landmark visible only to those who know how to look. Though it’s easy to spot from Highway 12, a road lined by vineyards, half-finished housing developments, and the occasional vintage barn, nothing defines the house where Fisher died in 1992 as the lair of a literary grande dame.

It’s a paradox that the author who helped liberate the American palate left such a small mark in this vineyard-rich, food-mad terroir, where a bottle of local olive oil commands as much as an unassuming cabernet sauvignon. Poet of the Appetites, a biography by Joan Reardon, is on offer in an Italianate wine-tasting room in leafy Glen Ellen, but the Historical Society’s town map takes no note of Fisher.

In Sonoma Valley recently, I wanted to get closer to Fisher, the woman who had lived so well. In her accounts of her cultural awakening in France and her memories of great love and transformative meals, she had helped me see the link between seizing the moment and feeding the soul. “It seems to me,” she wrote,


that our three basic needs, for food and security and love, are so mixed and mingled and entwined that we cannot straightly think of one without the others. So it happens that when I write of hunger, I am really writing about love and the hunger for it, and warmth and the love of it and the hunger for it…and then the warmth and richness and fine reality of hunger satisfied…and it is all one.


Once widowed, twice divorced, Fisher bore a child between marriages and acknowledged having “several good affairs.” As a screenwriter in Hollywood, she dated Groucho Marx; later, she and the Esquire editor Arnold Gingrich were a bicoastal item. She understood the culinary subtleties of seduction, and she explained her tactics in one of her most charming essays.

In a piece called “W Is for Wanton,” Fisher describes toying with a prospect before pouncing: “I would tease and excite him by bewilderment, and serve him what he thought he hated…I would quarrel with him on a celestially gentle plane.” For the denouement: “Good Scotch and water for him, a very dry Martini for me,” followed by three moderate courses. Rich food and copious alcohol? Only if you want to “rest inviolate.”

Along with that cheeky advice, the image of her in a cottage of her own has never left me. On the cover of Last House, a collection published after her death, is a photo of Fisher on her balcony wearing a Cheshire-cat smile. In the book, she meditates on the pleasures of living in a “palazzino” amid wildflowers like the “small blue coarse kind of daisy” that evoked vineyards in France and stirred erotic memories of her second husband, Dillwyn Parrish, who died two years after they wed.

Elsewhere, she noted that her guests were captivated by the sensory pleasures around her: “The air is very sweet…when people walk out to their cars their feet crush the falling eucalyptus buds, and they look almost dazed for a minute. I put some buds in their hands.”

The ranch where Last House sits is different now. In 1979, the author’s friend David Pleydell-Bouverie, an architect, donated the 535-acre property to Audubon Canyon Ranch. Since his death in 1994, bobcats, gray foxes, and rattlesnakes have roamed freely at the Bouverie Preserve of Audubon Canyon Ranch. Educational programs are targeted at third- and fourth-graders in Napa and Sonoma Counties; others who want to observe the pileated woodpeckers and red-bellied newts must compete for places on guided walks.

A renovated barn, now a nature center, is open to the public, but the Mediterranean-style house where Pleydell-Bouverie lived is off-limits. So, too, is Last House, a short walk down the hill past an imposing bell tower. Thirty years ago, a ranch hand rang the enormous bell at sunset. Now, the tower serves as an annual nesting place for Canada geese whose hatching dramas are recorded on a discreet “goose cam.”

Since the preserve is private, I couldn’t just pop in; instead, after many phone calls, I made an appointment at the nature center. Driving up the lane by the meadow, I slowed to a rubbernecker’s creep. A sweet sense of déjà vu set in when I neared Fisher’s cottage: with its flared roof and arched balconies, it looked much as it had in Fisher’s day, but Nancy Trbovich, the administrative coordinator of the preserve, warned me against investigating. “The man who lives there,” she said, “doesn’t like people knocking on his door.”

What she did allow me to see was so evocative, though, that I felt guilty about the nudging that got me into the writer’s home. After I surveyed the nature center, we strolled down the hill to Pleydell-Bouverie’s hacienda.

She led me through high-ceilinged rooms filled with touches from the historic homes where the owner (a grandson of the fifth Earl of Radnor) spent his childhood: rich fabrics, formal portraits, glittering chandeliers. Gleaming copperware and gilt-framed landscapes caught the light in the moss-green kitchen. Outside was a pool that perfectly mimicked a pond; it was framed by trellises trailing wisteria.

Socially eclectic, Pleydell-Bouverie (who was divorced from Alice Astor) entertained friends, including the Queen of Jordan and Maya Angelou, in Glen Ellen. After he wrote a note introducing himself in 1968, Fisher invited him to lunch at her Victorian house in Saint Helena—a jasmine-scented town in the Napa Valley. Her two daughters were grown, and she was ready to streamline her life; two years later, she proposed building on his compound.

Fisher lent Pleydell-Bouverie $39,400 to build what she called “a shack” inspired by her “eccentric specifications.” He gave her domed redwood ceilings, black tile floors, and a decadent bathroom the size of a second bedroom: its Chinese-red walls served as her art gallery.

Open to the living space, the kitchen was galley-simple. Its focus was a window above the sink where anyone sudsing and rinsing—once, an assembly line comprising Chuck Williams, Julia Child, and James Beard—could meditate on light and shadow in the grove.

Fisher’s serene bedroom had its own balcony with a view of the bell tower and endless reminders of her travels: a poster from Venice, nativity figures from France. Throughout the house were bookcases whose scarlet interiors echoed the red of the entranceway, which was dominated by a daybed that looked like an empress’s throne.

It all worked. “She seemed to wear her house—it was classic and simple as the perfect dress,” wrote the novelist Anne Lamott, who was a friend.

Like Fisher, the house continued to evolve; artworks were moved continually to keep the eye engaged.

“Mary Frances’ house was full of vitality—just really stimulating,” said Marsha Moran, the author’s assistant for twelve years. “When you entered her space you came alive.”

When Fisher moved to Glen Ellen, she was sixty-two and independent. In the next two decades, eye problems, arthritis, and Parkinson’s disease turned her into an invalid. At the same time, the success of books, including Two Towns in Provence, brought the masses to her door; colleagues, including Alice Waters, visited, and Bill Moyers came to talk about love, loss, and aging.

Pilgrims brought food, so the house was alive with the aromas of herbs and bread and ripe cheeses. Entertaining was simple; Fisher often served what she called “go down easy wines” from local vineyards, accompanied by toasted almonds or tomatoes with olive oil and basil. Her drink: a pinkish cocktail of gin, vermouth, and Campari.

“She never turned anyone away,” Moran recalled. “She loved talking with people. Even at the end, she was always generous with her spirit and she shared it even when she was shutting down.”

As it happens, one of Fisher’s biggest admirers was John Martin, who now lives in Last House. The ranch foreman for Pleydell-Bouverie and now the preserve’s land manager, he moved into the cottage three months after she died.

“She was the nicest woman,” said Martin, a dynamic Scotsman with close-cropped white hair. “I counted her as a friend. I came here in 1986 and lived in the bunkhouse; she said, ‘You end up in jail, you call me first.’ ”

When I first phoned him from a market in Glen Ellen, Martin was polite but wary. He listened to my pitch and then invited me to come by.

His terrier, Fergus, was yipping at his side when he opened the door. Wearing shorts and a polo shirt, he led the way into the front room, with its arresting views of gold meadow and cloudless sky. A raptor sailed past a north-facing window. “Turkey vulture,” he said.

Like many sideswiped by fame, Martin guards his privacy. About twice a month, he said, Fisher cultists “come up here and I chase them away.”

In any case, the house is his now: Fisher’s Chinese-red cabinets are blue, Virginia Woolf and Brillat-Savarin are gone, and the closet that was the author’s wine cupboard is stacked with board games. A patio umbrella and Astroturf have been added to the balcony where she held court in a fan-backed chair.

Martin was leaving that evening to celebrate his birthday, and after he showed me through the cottage, Fergus began to bark more urgently. So I kept going: What was it like to be with M. F. K. Fisher in this house?

“Mary Frances would send a card with a matchstick girl on the front to invite me to come over,” he said, leaning on the rail of the balcony and squinting into the sunset. “I used to watch movies with her. She called it our ‘Shut Up and Eat Your Popcorn Club.’ ”

As Martin told it, the author’s work continues to offer sustenance to readers who imagine her living at Last House, writing about love and warmth and “hunger satisfied.” Even now, he receives letters addressed to her or to her family and friends.

“I opened one recently from a woman who was extremely ill,” he said. “She wanted to come visit because she’d always found Mary Frances inspiring.”

Which brought to mind something Fisher wrote about her legacy: “The only real thing to leave in the world is one’s spirit…the leavings of me, murking up the atmosphere, smogging the air, sprinkling a sort of mist over things so perhaps they will twinkle a bit.”

We were in his kitchen when I asked Martin whether he sensed that twinkling. Another man with a tattooed forearm might have laughed, but not one who had known the entrancing Fisher.

“Oh, yes,” he answered, as though we were talking about the cactuses in his garden or the tiny black frogs that Fisher found in her sink or the owl that she once called “my familiar.” Martin turned and led me into her sumptuous bathroom.

“Every time I go through this door into the bedroom, it closes behind me,” he said. “I know it’s Mary Frances.”

Originally published in August 2008. 

Michelle Green is a freelance journalist who lives in New York City and Columbia County, New York.
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San Francisco Noir

Dan Saltzstein

San Francisco is well known for its transformations, the most recent one fueled by tech money that has seemingly scrubbed much of the city clean. Evidence of it tends to be easy to mock: the $4 artisanal toast, the shuttle buses carrying workers from the city interior to Silicon Valley, the preponderance of reclaimed wood. But for almost a century, the city has been indelibly linked with an enigmatic genre that might be considered an antidote to all of that: noir.

Like the characters that populate it, noir can be tough to put your finger on: a fog rolling in from the bay and coating city streets; a lonely sort of glamour perched on a bar rail; a sense of menace just over your shoulder. It is a genre that revels in ambiguity.

And so perhaps a search for noir in San Francisco was bound to yield some mysteries. Was an apartment at the edge of the Tenderloin, one lovingly restored in the decor of a bygone era, actually home not just to the writer Dashiell Hammett but to his most famous creation, Sam Spade? Who was the enigmatic woman from the 1920s whose name adorns a nearby cocktail bar, lovingly made, speakeasy style, in an actual speakeasy? And what about that doorway at the end of the alley, a pivotal location in Hammett’s best-known book, The Maltese Falcon?

Above all: Could this city still be home to noir?

The search—through the Tenderloin, neighboring Union Square and Nob Hill
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