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PROLOGUE

ON A COOL AUGUST MORNING IN 2009, I drove up a sloping, narrow driveway in Glen Ellen, California, on my way to visit the past. Last House. This was where my great-aunt, the writer M. F. K. Fisher, lived the last twenty-plus years of her life, and where she died in 1992. I had not been back since then—none of us had. In the car with me was my grandmother Norah (M.F.’s sister), along with my father, my wife, and my five-year-old daughter. The house was set back a good distance from the country road, facing a dry, rustling meadow. I drove slowly, past a row of large walnut trees covered in extravagant drapings of moss. They were like something out of a dream, alien but beautiful.

The house was a fixture of my childhood: small and white, with a peaked tile roof, thick stucco walls, and arched openings over the veranda and entryway. M.F. referred to it with the barest note of irony as her “palazzo.” Inside were two grandly proportioned high-ceilinged rooms, and the largest bathroom I’d ever seen, with a bathtub in the middle of it and a shower from which jets of water shot out in all directions. The bathroom walls were painted a dark, Pompeian red.

I called my great-aunt “Dote,” which was her childhood nickname. We in the family all called her that, though she was M.F. or Mary Frances to friends. My grandmother was Noni or None—Dote and Noni, they called each other. M.F. was the older sister, by nine years.

In the 1970s, my parents, younger brother, and I used to come for lunch on our way to visit my grandmother for the weekend. Norah lived in Jenner, a bit farther north on the Sonoma County coast. I can still remember the pulsing, dry heat of midday, midsummer Glen Ellen, the pleasure of escaping the stifling backseat of the family car—a red VW Bug or white Toyota Corona, depending on the year—and entering the cool, dark interior of M.F.’s house. It always smelled faintly of cooking and even more faintly of vermouth and of books. The books were everywhere, and M.F. would have been reading while waiting for us to arrive, her glasses on a cord around her neck. As she rose to greet us when we walked in the door, her Siamese cat Charlie, never friendly, would retreat stiffly out of sight. The open kitchen was along one side of the large, square living room, and there was a long wooden table that looked out onto the terrace and the pasture beyond. The walls of the house were thick and solid, and the overall impression was completely different from that of the airy, open-to-the-elements glass-and-wood Joseph Eichler house my parents rented in Mountain View, in the Bay Area. M.F.’s papers were piled everywhere—on her desk, by her typewriter, in her bedroom.

I can still remember the dense and meaty grilled chicken drumsticks with watercress and homemade pickles she served for lunch when I was about ten years old. Or they may have been drumsticks from some other, smaller bird—I remember they were tiny and delicate, a little bit sweet. I loved them. Even more than the drumsticks, though, I remember my dawning sense of mortification as I heard myself say:

“This is exactly the same thing we had the last time we were here!”

The adults all laughed awkwardly. Needless to say, I hadn’t meant the remark as any kind of criticism, but that’s what they all thought, I realized too late. That I was suggesting she had a limited cooking repertoire. M.F. assured me she had made the dish again especially for me—since I’d liked it so much the last time we were there (which must have been months earlier; we visited three or four times a year).

I quickly agreed that I had, and still did.

Everyone watched me as I ate. I ate slowly at that age. This was another topic for discussion.

“Luke, you are a very slow eater,” M.F. said, not for the first time. She approved of this character trait. One should stop and savor the food while eating, take pleasure in the moment. She, too, was a slow eater.

M.F. spoke to children as if they were slightly amusing adults. She took them seriously, though, I remember. Her voice was quiet and confiding. She looked me right in the eyes and listened when I spoke, and in her eyes I saw an impossible combination of intense interest and dispassionate, calculating judgment. There was no condescension at all, but she left no doubt that she was at all times taking note. Of what you said, and how you said it, what you ate, and how quickly. That look in her eyes is my most lasting memory of my great-aunt.

The adults drank wine. Wine with lunch was something that happened only up north, in Sonoma County, at Last House and at Norah’s in Jenner. The lunches were correspondingly longer: leisurely hours spent around the table cracking crab and passing the salad and opening more wine. And there was dessert—an unusual and welcome luxury for a ten-year-old at lunchtime. After we cleared the table, M.F. served vanilla ice cream with baked nectarines.

The nectarines weren’t hot, they were warm, and the same had been true of the drumsticks. M.F. always finished cooking long before her guests arrived, and then pulled dishes out of the cooling oven as needed, or left them on the counter. There was never a hint of effort or any last-minute flurry of activity.

“Did you bring your swimsuits?” M.F. asked after lunch. We had: in Jenner, we would go to Goat Rock Beach and wade in the surf, ice-cold even in summertime, or swim in the Russian River in nearby Guerneville, but at Last House there was a pool. It was just up the hill, behind the main house, which belonged to M.F.’s friend David Pleydell-Bouverie.

Bouverie was a debonair and idiosyncratic Englishman, an expat aristocrat—grandson of the fifth Earl of Radnor, a title dating back to the eighteenth century. He had come to America as a young man in the early 1930s, and eventually married Alice Astor, the heiress; they divorced after a few years, in 1952, and Bouverie went on to the life of a jet-setting bon vivant. He settled in Glen Ellen and built an estate suitable for the sort of grand entertaining he undertook, hosting dinners that mixed local characters, San Francisco socialites, and European royalty. The rooms were filled with art—paintings by Matthias Withoos and John Singer Sargent, among others—and dramatic pieces of overscale furniture. Trained as an architect, Bouverie had designed all the various buildings on his ranch, including a bell tower, a barn, and guesthouses.

M.F. and Bouverie met in the late 1960s, hit it off, and agreed to an unusual arrangement: he would design and build a house for her on his ranch, and she would pay for its construction; when she died, the house would revert to him or to his estate. She named it Last House, knowing that’s what it was destined to be.

Bouverie’s pool was round, lined entirely with tiny dark blue tiles. It was mesmerizing: the water was still, cold, and unchlorinated, glinting icily in the heat. My brother and I jumped right in, while my parents sat on the edge with their feet in the water.
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To a child, Last House always seemed a place of grown-up pleasures and writerly secrets, and it still does. Partly, of course, the mood here is that of any beloved place revisited years later: strangely different, yet somehow exactly the same, haunted by time and memory. But more than that, Last House embodies and represents a turning point, both in M.F.’s life and—as a consequence—in the life of American cooking. It was built during the fall and winter of 1970, after M.F. had sold her house in St. Helena, in Napa Valley. Her possessions boxed up and stored away while she waited to move into her new house, M.F. left that September for an extended journey to France with her sister, a journey that brought her into unexpectedly intense contact with many of her friends and colleagues in the world of food and cookbooks, including James Beard and Julia Child. It was a journey that would challenge many of her beliefs about herself, and about France, which she had loved for so many years.

Looking back, I can see the story of that journey embedded in the shape of Last House itself, in the architecture, the Provençal colors and materials, even if, now, there is an enormous high-definition television in the living room and a small dog yapping in circles in front of it. The TV and dog belong to John Martin, an Irishman who was for years Bouverie’s ranch foreman, and who now lives in the house. Bouverie left his land and all the buildings to a nature conservancy, the Audubon Canyon Ranch, and John Petersen, the director of the program, showed us around along with Martin, who now works for Audubon as a land steward. The barn functions as a classroom for visiting schoolchildren, with numerous bird’s nests on display. No one lives in the main house anymore, and it’s now used mostly for fund-raising galas and dinners. We walked around back, and there was the round, blue pool, still as ever: unchanged. From the veranda at Last House, too, the view was the same as it ever was, except there were no longer any cattle wandering around.

But if Bouverie Ranch and Last House seemed unchanged, the world of food and cooking over which M.F. for so many years presided has been utterly transformed. Within just a few miles of where we stood was a cornucopia of Michelin-starred restaurants, family-run organic wineries, self-taught goat herders and cheese makers, small-scale mushroom farmers, upstart Asian-inflected seafood cafés, artisanal salami and bacon producers, and too many farmers’ markets to count—and those were just the people and places I’d encountered in the preceding three days.

Sonoma County is saturated with sophisticated flavors and ambitious cooking, and, more than that, with an unmistakable sense of craftsmanship and idealism. During the week we spent there I heard much discussion about ingredients, where they came from, who grew and raised them, and how; about what was in season and what was not quite yet but soon would be; about the importance of procuring organic hay to feed the goats who produced the milk for the cheese—and the fact that you could taste the difference in the cheese itself; about the farms and gardens that many of the restaurants operated, where they also sold produce. There was a moral dimension to the conversation about food in Sonoma, a sense that quality and refinement and taste were deeply connected to the land itself, to how one worked the land, and how one lived on it.

Sonoma County may be a particular epicenter of food, agriculture, and urbane bohemianism, but the way Americans eat and cook has changed significantly everywhere in the United States. You can see it in the quality and ubiquity of fresh produce, in the democratization and popularization of cooking knowledge and expertise, in our multicultural, internationalized recipes and menus. You can see it in the valorization of ethnic street food and gourmet food trucks; in the spread of Whole Foods, slow food, and “farm-to-table” restaurants; in Michelle Obama’s organic White House vegetable garden.

Of course, the culture of food is always changing, but the starting point for so much of the contemporary story is the epochal shift that took place at the end of the 1960s, when previously unquestioned European superiority and French snobbery lost their grip on American cooking. No one sensed this change more keenly than M.F., who had for years made France—the idea of France, the philosophy of France—a recurring theme of her writing. It was in France that she had found liberation, license, and pleasure. And it was in late 1970, on her trip to France with her sister, that she would come to terms, finally, with her European legacy, and her American future.

She would not be the only one making such a reckoning at that time.
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Who can know how history actually happens, where or when exactly an idea takes root, or blossoms, or wilts away? In December of 1970, the seminal figures of modern American cooking—M.F., Julia Child, Simone Beck, James Beard, Judith Jones, and Richard Olney—found themselves together in the South of France. They could feel their world was changing. Indeed, they themselves had set many of the changes in motion.

The gathering happened more or less by accident, but at a particularly combustible moment. So much was shifting in the larger culture—the politics of identity and style, the parameters of taste, of what it meant to be a sophisticated person—and they would each be making choices about how to move forward. There was new energy and a countercultural ethic in the air, and their reactions to it, and to one another, would change the course of culinary history.

This book tells the story of that moment: a few weeks in the hills above the Côte d’Azur, weeks that were full of meals and conversations, arguments and unspoken rivalries. The small group gathered there was the tightly wound nucleus around which all others orbited in the insular, still-clubby world of food and cooking in 1970. And while it would be folly to argue that they alone determined the future direction and sensibility of American cooking, their encounters in Provence, in rustic home kitchens, on stone terraces overlooking olive groves, in local restaurants, and at the ubiquitous farmers’ markets in the surrounding countryside, provide a unique, up-close view of the push and pull of history and personality, of a new world in the making.
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Of course, before there could be a “new world,” there had to have been an old world, and for all of them, that was Europe. Each of these cooks and writers had been profoundly influenced by their experiences on the Continent, and had fashioned themselves in its glamorous shadows.

It was M.F. who led the way. Her writing, starting with the 1937 publication of her first book, Serve It Forth, had defined for a generation how to talk and think about food and wine and life; she projected sly, knowing worldliness and American-in-Europe sophistication, and she did it with a light touch. In the book’s introduction, she describes various types of “books about eating,” so as to explain how hers would be different:


They are stodgy, matter-of-fact, covered very practically with washable cloth or gravy-colored paper, beginning with measurements and food values and ending with sections on the care of invalids—oddly enough for books so concerned with hygiene! They are usually German, or English or American.

Or, on the other hand, they are short, bound impractically in creamy paper or chintz, illustrated by woodcutters à la mode. They begin with witty philosophizing on the pleasures of the table, and end with a suggested menu given to seven gentlemen who know his wife, by a wealthy old banker who feels horns pricking up gently from his bald skull. These books are usually French. They are much more entertaining, if less useful, than their phlegmatic twins.



M.F. would navigate her own course, she wrote, finding a way to avoid both the dull and the decadent. She would write about meals she’d had, but they would most certainly not be the kind where “you sit, pompously nonchalant, on a balcony at Monte Carlo, tête-à-tête with three princes, a millionaire, and the lovely toast of London, God bless her!” Nor would Serve It Forth be the sort of book to discuss with “firm authority the problem of Bordeaux versus Burgundies, or when to drink Barsac”—that being the type whose authors, needless to say, “are young and full of intellectual fun and frolic,” and are, of course, “making a gastronomic tour on bicycles.”

“I am not old and famous,” M.F. wrote, “with friends whose names sound like the guest-lists of all the diplomatic receptions held in all the world capitals since 1872. Nor am I young and intellectually gastronomic on a bicycle.”

Actually, M.F. was young when she wrote Serve It Forth; she was still in her twenties. But already she had managed to invent a new voice in American literature, one that was irreverent but never acerbic, witty, feminine, casual, sexy, direct, impatient, the very opposite of stuffy—in a word, modern. It was both effortlessly authoritative yet confiding and personal. Serve It Forth ranged amusingly through history and gastronomy, from the honey of ancient Greece to the invention of the modern restaurant in nineteenth-century France, and then, without warning, presented the most intimate of scenes. A cold February morning in Strasbourg:


It was then that I discovered how to eat little dried sections of tangerine. My pleasure in them is subtle and voluptuous and quite inexplicable. I can only write how they are prepared.

In the morning, in the soft, sultry chamber, sit in the window, peeling tangerines, three or four. Peel them gently; do not bruise them, as you watch soldiers pour past and past the corner over the canal towards the watched Rhine. Separate each plump little pregnant crescent. If you find the Kiss, the secret section, save it for Al.



Al was Al Fisher, her husband, whom she had married at the age of twenty-one and then followed to France, where he was studying for a degree in literature. She described setting the tangerine pieces on a newspaper, which she placed on the hot radiator for hours and then, later, out on the icy cold windowsill. She ate them alone.


The sections of tangerine are gone, and I cannot tell you why they are so magical. Perhaps it is that little shell, thin as one layer of enamel on a Chinese bowl, that crackles so tinnily, so ultimately under your teeth. Or the rush of cold pulp just after it. Or the perfume. I cannot tell.



The writing was liberated and intoxicating—it was, at the time, even a little shocking for a woman to write this way. To embrace sensual pleasure so openly. But it was more than that. There was a streak of fearlessness in M.F.’s writing, a willingness to reveal herself. There is, for example, a chapter in the book describing a long dinner with her friend Dillwyn Parrish, an artist and young cousin of Maxfield Parrish, at her favorite restaurant in Dijon, Aux Trois Faisans. She and Al had spent many evenings there six years earlier, when they lived in Dijon, and the chapter is ostensibly about her fear that Dillwyn will be disappointed in the place, that it won’t live up to the glamorous, idealized version she has described for him. This would become a recurring topic for M.F.: the nostalgic past as viewed from the unsentimental present. And indeed, the first thing she notices when she is there with Dillwyn is a strange, faint smell (bad air), and her suspicions of degradation and decay follow her through the entire meal. Taking their order for glasses of Dubonnet, the old, favorite (and possibly drunk) waiter Charles remembers her of course. Dillwyn (called Chexbres in the book) says, “You are known, my dear! You should be much flattered—or I for being with you.”


He smiled, the sweet-tongued self-mocker, at me and at the table, and I looked with less haste at the tall crystal tulips to hold wine, at the napkins folded like pheasants, at the inky menu big as a newspaper …

On the little serving board beside us, Charles fussed clumsily with a new bottle of Dubonnet. Finally it was open. He poured it with a misjudged flourish. Purple spread on the cloth. I looked quickly, without meaning to, at Chexbres, but he was watching the quiet color of his glass. Perhaps he had not seen, had not realized, the fumblings of my perfect waiter?

He raised his aperitif. His eyes were wide and candid.

“I drink to our pasts—to yours and mine. And to ours. The wine is strong. Time is strong, too.” He bowed slightly. “I grow solemn—or sententious.”

I laughed at him. “I’m not afraid of time.”

“Don’t boast.”

“I’m not boasting. Really, I’m glad six years—oh, it’s too complicated. But this tastes good. I’m hungry.”



It was 1937 and M.F. was still married to Al Fisher at the time of this scene, and when Serve It Forth was published. But not for much longer. M.F. and Dillwyn had fallen in love.

The 1940s saw the publication of four more of M.F.’s books—Consider the Oyster, How to Cook a Wolf, The Gastronomical Me, and An Alphabet for Gourmets—as well as her translation of Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin’s Physiology of Taste. It was in writing about herself, something she would do in all her books, by turns brazenly and obliquely, that M.F. found a way to the emotional core of her nominal topic, food and eating. The atmospherics of desire and betrayal, the seductive pleasures of a shared glass of marc, the fleeting ripeness of peaches and zucchini flowers: the human appetite for food and for love were one and the same in her writing. This was a philosophical joining, an alchemy, that could only have happened in France, where an anti-puritanical attitude about both prevailed. And yet as much as France was at the heart of her writing, it was her directness and humor that made it American, made it new. She had not invented Francophilia, but she’d come up with the mid-century modern version and made it her own.

M.F. had opened a door to pleasure, to a serious and literary consideration of everything from shellfish to freshly picked green beans to the pre-departure glass of champagne at the train station café, and Julia Child, James Beard, Judith Jones, and, later, Richard Olney, all walked through that door after her.
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“Why is it that each year our bread gets less and less palatable, more and more flabby and tasteless?” Beard asked in 1952. And bread was the least of it: the 1950s were a time of awful food in general in America. There was the convenience-driven rise of canned and processed foods to accompany increasing prosperity and suburban living—the “Station Wagon Way of Life,” as House Beautiful referred to it. Quick and easy cooking was celebrated. There were time-saving gadgets, premade salad dressings, instant and powdered soups, and Swanson TV dinners. And there were, to cite the usual suspects, tuna casseroles, sloppy joes, fish sticks, and numerous dishes involving melted marshmallows, canned mushroom soup, and Lipton dried onion soup mix. The dominant cookbooks were vast, practical compendiums of busy-housewife-friendly recipes: Betty Crocker’s Picture Cook Book, Poppy Cannon’s The Can-Opener Cookbook, The Good Housekeeping Cookbook, Better Homes and Gardens Cookbook, and many more.

Beard’s cookbooks, and then especially Child’s, led postwar America to better, fresher, and more sophisticated cooking. Like M.F., Beard and Child had experienced France and Europe as a revelation of taste, and they would bring those flavors to America in their recipes. Beard published Paris Cuisine in 1952, at the age of forty-nine, and the seminal James Beard Cookbook in 1959. His books made the case, in an accessible way, for fresh ingredients and ambitious home cooking. Beard wrote about food for House & Garden and Gourmet magazines, appeared on television to demonstrate recipes, and in general embodied the idea of cooking as an art form, something that transcended mere home economics.

There was a growing interest in cocktail- and dinner-party entertaining, and in French cooking, both because people were traveling to Europe in larger numbers and because French chefs were setting up shop in America—most notably in the White House, where Jacqueline Kennedy had installed René Verdon in the kitchen. Classic French cooking was of course the very definition of haute cuisine, as prepared at the best restaurants in New York. Henri Soulé’s Le Pavillon had long set the standard, and starting in the 1960s, so had André Soltner’s Lutèce.

But it was Julia Child—with the spectacular popularity of Mastering the Art of French Cooking, published in 1961, when she was in her late forties, and the even more spectacular popularity of her TV cooking program, The French Chef, launched in 1963—who made the biggest change to the culture. The book, written with Simone Beck and Louisette Bertholle, was clear, detailed, and accessible. In the foreword, the authors wrote:


We have purposely omitted cobwebbed bottles, the patron in his white cap bustling among his sauces, anecdotes about charming little restaurants with gleaming napery, and so forth. Such romantic interludes, it seems to us, put French cooking into a never-never land instead of the Here, where happily it is available to everybody. Anyone can cook in the French manner anywhere, with the right instruction.



Child demystified French cooking with her disarming personal style, and became a celebrity in the process. She also upheld a certain rigor in the face of the shortcuts and packaged foods popular at the time:


One of the main reasons that pseudo-French cooking, with which we are all too familiar, falls far below good French cooking is just this matter of elimination of steps, combination of processes, or skimping on ingredients such as butter, cream—and time. “Too much trouble,” “Too expensive,” or “Who will know the difference” are death knells for good food.



Mastering was a landmark, and The French Chef was a pop culture phenomenon. Nora Ephron (years later the director of the film Julie and Julia) described the scene in New York magazine in 1968. The so-called “Food Establishment” (as she anointed it in the piece) was an easy target for her amused sniping about its various camps and cliques, each more self-important than the next. Her larger point was that cookbook authors, food writers, TV cooking show hosts, and restaurant critics comprised a bona fide cultural movement, influencing how and what Americans ate. Ephron reeled off a litany of 1950s and ’60s dinner party food fads—“the year of curry,” followed by the “year of quiche Lorraine, the year of paella, the year of vitello tonnato, the year of bœuf bourguignon, the year of blanquette de veau, the year of beef Wellington.” She went on:


And with the arrival of curry, the first fashionable international food, food acquired a chic, a gloss of snobbery it had hitherto only possessed in certain upper-income groups. Hostesses were expected to know that iceberg lettuce was declassé and tuna-fish casseroles de trop. Lancers sparkling rosé and Manischewitz were replaced on the table by Bordeaux …

Before long, American men and women were cooking along with Julia Child, subscribing to the Shallot-of-the-Month Club, and learning to mince garlic instead of pushing it through a press. Cheeses, herbs, and spices that had formerly been available only in Bloomingdale’s delicacy department cropped up around New York, and then around the country. Food became, for dinner-party conversations in the sixties, what abstract expressionism had been in the fifties. And liberated men and women who used to brag that sex was their greatest pleasure began to suspect that food might be pulling ahead in the ultimate taste test.



Food and cooking were now part of the popular culture, as much as fashion, art, or rock ’n’ roll.
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Even as gourmet food and cooking gained broader acceptance and attained an air of chic in the late 1960s, even as a flotilla of cookbooks reached bookstores, more of them every year, even as Child and Beck worked on their highly anticipated sequel, Mastering the Art of French Cooking, Volume II—the ground was shifting once again. Indeed, the very same cultural impulses that had fueled American interest in authentic French recipes and fresh, high-quality ingredients (and had rejected The Can-Opener Cookbook and everything it and the 1950s represented) were now beginning to point people in a variety of exciting new directions.

The utopian idealism and anticommercialism that defined the moment led quite naturally to the organic food movement, to health food, to baking your own bread. Berkeley communes were planting vegetable gardens, natural food co-ops were opening. Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, published in 1962, had set in motion a new awareness and activism around environmental and food safety issues. Euell Gibbons’s books on natural food and foraging (Stalking the Wild Asparagus, Stalking the Blue-Eyed Scallop, and others) had introduced a kind of romance to the topic.

The nascent changes in the food world reflected the politics of the era—they were taking place in the context of the Vietnam War; the civil rights, environmental, and free speech movements; and sexual liberation and feminism. But more broadly, it was the sense of freedom from the old ways, of creating something entirely new, that inspired cooks and connected them to the moment. Cooking was essential, elemental, and, increasingly, local. The sensuality that M.F. had long associated with food took on a new currency and meaning in the late 1960s.

It was a time of discovery. There was an expanding interest in ethnic food and international cooking—Chinese, Indian, regional Italian. Judith Jones, the editor at Knopf who had discovered and championed Mastering, was looking for similarly definitive books about other national cuisines.

All this was percolating just as M.F., Child, Beck, Beard, and Jones gathered in Provence in December 1970. They would be joined there by Richard Olney, a self-trained American cook who had long lived in France and had just published The French Menu Cookbook, outlining a bohemian version of the French ideal. Olney maintained an aura of authenticity—his recipes were uncompromising, pure, and exacting—yet he rejected Cordon Bleu formality and restaurant traditionalism. He was an outsider to the American food world, a position he treasured, and he was also a snob, sure of his ultimately superior taste.

During the time they all spent together, Olney’s sharp-edged, angular personality would bring underlying conflicts to the surface: the democratization of taste versus the hard-earned judgments of snobbery; the new culinary freedom, informality, and experimentation versus doing things the old way; America versus France, in other words. Child and Beck had been increasingly at odds during the writing of their new Mastering book, over these very issues of authenticity and accessibility, tradition and innovation.

It was the question of France that loomed largest, and meant the most, for all of them. The very idea of transcendent cooking, of cooking as an art form, the rituals of haute cuisine, the luxury and decadence of a béarnaise sauce or mille-feuille pastry, the wit of the seminal gastronome Brillat-Savarin, the knowledge of chefs Marie-Antoine Carême and Auguste Escoffier—that was all French, and always had been.

But a seismic shift was in the offing. And there was no better place to see it coming, to feel the sudden, moving fault lines, than in the steep, rocky hills of Provence in late 1970.
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This book is a history, a narrow slice of it, but also a personal story. It is the story of my great-aunt, trying to decide at age sixty-two what to make of her life thus far, and what to do with the rest of it. And that had everything to do with the events in Provence that winter, and with the future of American cooking, its debt to France, and M.F.’s role in that trajectory. France had been her ideal for decades, and that was changing. She was changing.

I know this because I found her diary.

I had started my research at Harvard, at the vast culinary collection of the Schlesinger Library, to which M.F., Child, and Beck had donated their personal papers. Mostly, I read their correspondence. M.F., Beard, and the Childs (both Julia and her husband, Paul) were prolific, elegant, amusing, and all-around brilliant writers of letters, and wrote one another frequently. Beard’s letters were archived at New York University; Olney’s were stashed in a box under a bed in Provence. Taken together, the letters formed a resonant picture—immersion in an echoing, ongoing conversation—and they are the basis for much of this story. I also spoke extensively with the very few people who were there at the time and are still alive, including my grandmother Norah; Judith Jones, who edited M.F., Child, and James Beard; and Raymond Gatti, the French chauffeur they all regularly hired.

But it was in a storage unit in Hayward, California, where I found what turned out to be the most intimate record of the period. My cousin Kennedy is M.F.’s younger daughter, and it was she who drove me to the one-story warehouse attached to a strip mall where she keeps our family archive. It was a room filled with boxes, stacked all the way up to the ceiling. There were a few old chairs and, along one side, vertical stacks of paintings leaning against the wall, many of them by Dillwyn Parrish, who became M.F.’s second husband.

I realized immediately that I would have to open every box. There was no other way of knowing what might be inside: books, magazines, letters, family photographs, medical records, legal documents, M.F.’s passport. I spent a day sorting through it all, looking for material relating to the Provence trip of 1970. It was thrilling work, a kind of treasure hunt, and never more so than when I came across a pale green spiral-bound notebook with the year “1970” written on the front in ballpoint pen. It was stashed in a manila folder along with the page proofs and edits for M.F.’s book As They Were, published in 1982.

In the notebook was the story of M.F.’s time in Provence that winter, written during the final weeks of the year. It was a daily journal, but as I read closer, what I found was something else: a minutely observed account of her changing relationship with France, and, finally, a kind of existential reckoning and break with the place where it had all begun for her, the place of her own writerly self-invention. The diary was almost stream of consciousness at times; it was moving, and revealing, and I soon realized it was also an inside-out version of the very story I was researching, about American food and cooking finding its way from beneath the shadow of France.

As I read it, I knew: I had found the key to my story, and to this book.
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ALL ALONE

December 20, 1970

M. F. K. FISHER WALKED INTO THE LOBBY AT the Hôtel Nord-Pinus in Arles trailed by a bellhop.

Famously beautiful in her youth—she’d been photographed by Man Ray and peered out glamorously from book jackets—M.F. was still a striking woman. Her long gray hair was pinned up in an elegant twist at the back of her head, her eyebrows were pencil thin, and she was dressed in a tailored Marchesa di Grésy suit and a wool overcoat. She made her way to the front desk to check in. The decor was Provençal rustic, almost cliché, with tiled floors and wrought-iron chandeliers. She’d been here years ago, and it hadn’t changed a bit. Her heels made echoing noises in the empty lobby. It was the week before Christmas 1970, and the weather was unusually cold. She had the distinct impression of being the only guest at the hotel. The place was a tomb.

The tall man at the front desk was vaguely hostile. He was sullen, but then that seemed to be the default posture of French service personnel in general, at least when it came to Americans during the off season. Veiled contempt. He explained that the room she had written ahead to request—one facing the Place du Forum—would be too cold at this time of year. He did not apologize for the lack of heat, he simply stated it as a fact.

She asked to see for herself, and he was right: the heat was off in that part of the hotel, which was noticeably colder. And so she chose a room at the back of the building, on the first floor. It was named for Jean Cocteau (there was a small brass nameplate on the door), and inside was the largest armoire she’d ever seen. It must have been twelve feet tall. It was grotesque, she decided, but she liked it for the audacity of its scale.

The bed was comfortable, so there was that.

She unpacked her things, three suitcases’ worth, clothes for every occasion and weather, multiple pairs of shoes, books, and assorted papers, all of which fit easily in the enormous armoire. There was a writing table and a chair, and a photograph of Cocteau on the wall. She sat for a moment in the silence of the suddenly foreign room, looking at the quaint toile de Jouy wallpaper, and then withdrew from her purse a new notebook—small, pale green, spiral-bound. On the inside cover, she inscribed the words

WHERE WAS I?

in underlined capital letters.

Where was she indeed? And why? She’d spent the previous weeks in the mostly pleasant company of family and friends, having traveled from Northern California to southern France with her sister Norah Barr, and then finding herself swept up in an epic social and culinary maelstrom, which seemed to involve everyone who was anyone in the American food world. Julia Child and her husband, Paul. James Beard. Simone Beck and her husband, Jean Fischbacher. Richard Olney. Judith Jones and her husband, Evan. Together they had cooked and eaten, talked and gossiped, and driven around the countryside to restaurants and museums and to the incredibly beautiful chapel that Matisse designed in the late 1940s.

She had left all that behind at the crack of dawn that morning. Raymond Gatti, the local chauffeur she knew well from a previous trip, had picked her up in his Mercedes and delivered her to the Cannes train station, telling her repeatedly that they would be far too early for the ten o’clock train. But she didn’t care. She preferred to be early: she had a great fondness for leisurely hours in train station cafés. And most of all, she was eager to get away and be on her own. She needed to write, think, and figure out what she wanted.

In her new journal, underneath WHERE WAS I?, she wrote:


I am in southern France, and it is December, 1970 and I am 62½ years old, white, female, and apparently determined to erect new altars to old gods, no matter how unimportant all of us may be.



The “old gods” were French, of course. They were the gods of food and pleasure, of style and good living, of love, taste, and even decadence. M.F. had spent the last thirty-odd years writing a kind of personal intellectual history of these ideals in her books, memoirs, and essays. These works were her “altars,” so to speak, and she was now embarked on a new one. This notebook would serve as the site of her daily communion with France.

France had long been at the center of her philosophy. She had made France a touchstone of her writing, in which she alchemized life, love, and food in a literary genre of her own invention. But she was suddenly keenly aware of the need to make new sense of the old mythologies. The events of the previous weeks had shown her the limitations of her own sentimental attachments—to the past, to la belle France—and confronted her with the too-easy seductions of nostalgia, the treacheries of snobbery.

She was alone in Arles for a reason. It was a reason she was still in the process of formulating.

[image: ]

The next day, M.F. wandered the cold streets, pushing against the wind, looking for a place to eat. The town was closed for the season. FERMETURE ANNUELLE, read the signs on every restaurant, including, most unforgivably, the restaurant and bar in her own hotel.

The tall and less-than-friendly front desk clerk told her this without looking up. “Rat bastard,” she thought. This occurred with some frequency: she would swear to herself, fuming at an irritation while outwardly maintaining an air of dignified, steely calm. There was the man at the American Express ticket office in Cannes this morning, for example, who had issued her a ticket for a nonexistent train to Arles. She’d returned to the office, and he had impassively explained that she was surely wrong, then looked at the schedule and discovered he was wrong, and blandly handed her back the ticket and said she could take the next train, in a few hours. “Too bad,” he said, diffidently. “You rat bastard,” she thought. “You damned rat bastard.”

And now the hotel clerk and his closed-for-the-season restaurant and distinctly unsympathetic attitude. She asked where she might find something to eat. She spoke excellent French, but had an American accent; he replied in French.

“Oh, a dozen places,” he said idly. “Jean will indicate them whenever you wish.”

“I am hungry now,” she replied.

“Jean!” he said. Jean turned out to be a teenager in a thin, dirty white jacket whose long blond hair whipped in his eyes as he stepped outside and pointed the way.

“Go down to the big boulevard. Turn to the right. They’re all there, quantities of them!” He ran back into the warm hotel.

The sidewalks were icy. M.F. passed by a couple of gypsies playing intense, dramatic guitar music and eventually made her way to a brasserie on the other side of town, after a half-hour walk. She ordered mussels, followed by pieds et paquets—long-cooked stuffed and rolled lamb tripes—and sat reading Le Provençal and drinking a gin and red vermouth. She watched the room, mostly young men in groups or older men reading the local paper and eating alone. None
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