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Praise for
The United States of Arugula


“Delightful. … A serious-minded examination of the flowering of food culture in this country … thorough and engrossing … deliciously entertaining.”

—Seattle Post-Intelligencer




“[A] Rollicking and gossipy history of ‘how we became a gourmet nation.’”

—Entertainment Weekly




“The depth and breadth of Kamp’s research are clear. The results are impressive. While Kamp is an excellent writer, he set out to do more than turn memorable phrases. This isn’t a tone poem, a travelogue, a memoir…. It’s thoroughly journalistic, built on retrieved facts, discovered anecdotes, and fresh interviews.”

—Frank Bruni, Diner’s Journal, New York Times




“A must-have directory for any respectable gourmand, a venerable reference that deserves a spot next to Irma Rombauer’s Joy of Cooking and Julia Child’s Mastering the Art of French Cooking. Kamp has accomplished a marvelous feat in collecting the telling details and anecdotes of those who have helped shape American tastes. Reading him is like gathering around the prep table gossiping with the line cooks—the kind who can really dish and who have seen everything, including that piece of rare tuna dropped on the kitchen floor and served for $28.99. Kamp writes about chefs the way sports reporters write about star athletes—detailing the motivations, training, shortcomings, and conflicts that have made them who they are.”

—Chicago Sun-Times




“With admirable lightness of touch, Kamp uses food to suggest a broader history, a tale of tastes and trends embedded in the grand epic of American consumer capitalism.”

—A.O. Scott, New York Times Book Review




“A comprehensive and dazzling book about the history of food in America … The book is full of encyclopedia-quality tidbits, both in the text and in his particularly entertaining footnotes. However, the primary virtue of the book is Kamp’s insightful sketches of everyone in the food world you have ever admired and quite a few that you probably forgot you knew. If he’s missed anybody, it’s the guy running a bodega at the end of your block…. You will never be able to make up for all the wonderful meals you’ve missed over the years, but now you can find out how good they all would have been.”

—Alan Richman, GQ




“Kamp chronicles change in the American diet with humor and enthusiasm. … In a nation of fad diets and obesity epidemics Kamp’s history succeeds in provoking pride, understanding, and, most important, appetite…. He relies on exceptional storytelling to weave gourmet figures into generational tapestries, tying together personal and cultural history. The United States of Arugula vividly portrays several eras of American culture while leaving the reader genuinely pleased with the changes in our national diet.”

—American Heritage




“This book is a great read: witty, warm, informative, well-researched. It begged to be written, and David Kamp has done it just right.”

—Mollie Katzen, author of Moosewood Cookbook




“Kamp’s an excellent writer. He uses his prodigious research, sly humor and storytelling skills to illuminate the back stories of well-known food-centric businesses such as Chez Panisse, Williams-Sonoma and the Zagat guides. He evenhandedly recounts foibles and missteps even as he celebrates the entrepreneurial derring-do that has provided Americans with new cuisines.”

—USA Today




“Kamp brings a colorful pop-culture sensibility to his portrait of the personalities and places that have helped spread the gospel of good food beyond a gourmand elite and into middle America.”

—Salon.com




“A great book…. If you want to know how we got to where we are as a culture, put this on your must-read list.”

—Michael Colameco, WOR radio




“A smart, engaging account of how serious foodies brought fresh, new, and delicious meals to American tables. Kamp’s deep understanding, appreciation, and respect for the key players in this history make his book a riveting read.”

—Marion Nestle, author of Food Politics and What to Eat
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PREFACE

MOST OF US HAVE AT LEAST ONE RAPTUROUS FOOD MEMORY FROM CHILDHOOD—OF fresh-baked Saturday-morning popovers, of sweet little strawberries picked in the wild, of a Cantonese lobster dish unveiled from beneath a dome at some dimly lit place with a name like Jade Pagoda. But I must confess, in defiance of societal pressure to view one’s bygone youth as a magical idyll of unsurpassable delights, that these memories pale completely in comparison to those I have of, oh, last week. Virtually every day of my adult life, I’ve been fortunate to eat something I simply never tasted as a young child. I’m talking not only about fancy foods, like white truffles and aged balsamic vinegar, but about commonplace, nonevent stuff: a tortilla chip dipped in salsa, a handful of picholine olives, a pat of goat cheese on a cracker, a crumble of aged pecorino, a fresh croissant.

Amazingly, these things were either unavailable in my youth or sufficiently scarce that my family didn’t know about them. I remember attending a wedding in 1984, when I was in my teens, at which a cousin from San Diego, where they were more food-forward than us East Coasters, grimly surveyed the restaurants and markets of the dire Pennsylvania town where we’d gathered, and said, “Dude, you people need to learn about salsa.” My response: “What’s salsa?” I remember my mother, in 1978, returning from a business trip to Palo Alto, California, and telling us that her associates had taken her to a Japanese restaurant where they served something called sushi, and that when some of this sushi was placed before her, the restaurant’s watchful Japanese proprietor, somehow sensing that my mother was a sushi novitiate, sped across the room, and, like a Secret Service agent taking a bullet for the president, inserted himself bodily between my mother and the table, crying “Raw fish! Raw fish!”

Suffice it to say, salsa, if I may toss out an oft-cited food factoid, has surpassed ketchup as America’s most popular condiment, and sushi has become so unthreatening that Schnucks, the St. Louis–based supermarket chain whose eminently Midwestern, howdy-do slogan is “The Friendliest Stores in Town,” now features a sushi bar in many of its locations. In other words, I’m not the only one who has come a long way culinarily. Judy Rodgers, whose San Francisco restaurant, Zuni Café, was named the Outstanding Restaurant in America at the 2003 James Beard Foundation Awards, and who herself won the foundation’s Outstanding Chef Award the following year—the food-world equivalent of winning Best Picture and Best Director at the Oscars—was originally a St. Louis girl, and she recalls that in her youth in the 1960s, white corn was considered outré. (“I didn’t like it,” she says. “I liked yellow corn.”) Today, as you might expect of a chef whose restaurant is named for a Southwestern Indian tribe but whose primary influences are country French and rustic Italian, Rodgers has gotten a lot more adventurous. Her menus feature items as varied as house-cured anchovies, homemade spaetzle, short ribs braised in ale, pasta alla carbonara, grilled meats marinated in the Argentinian chili-vinegar mixture known as chimichurri, roast chicken with bread salad (her signature dish), and esqueixada, a pungent Catalan salt-cod concoction.

The very fact of such cornucopian variety buoys me. I love the speed with which the food world moves, ushering forth new taste sensations and better ideas with the let’s-top-ourselves alacrity of Apple Computer and the anything’s-possible ambition of 1960s NASA. I love the way each new month brings with it some strange, unexpected, or simply delicious new edible to try, whether an artisanal Kentucky bacon whose down-home producers have just figured out e-commerce, an unfamiliar peach variety that some small-time farmer has grown from heirloom seeds, or the utterly bizarre “bubble tea” drinks that leapt from Taiwanese street stalls to American cities a few years ago, replete with giant tapioca balls that are slurped through an extra-wide straw.

I love the way that even the seemingly mundane staples of our daily life are being tapped for all the depth and complexity they can offer—to the point of ridiculousness, but benign ridiculousness. Butter is now something you can get in a variety of regional pedigrees and butterfat contents: 86 percent for the artisanal “cultured” version made by the Vermont Butter and Cheese Company, 85 percent for the butter from California’s Straus Family Creamery, 82 percent for the commercially manufactured but high-end Plugrá, and 80 percent for your basic supermarket Land O’Lakes. Sugar, too, is making a play for our attention, its enthusiasts arguing that there’s a whole world out there beyond the yellow Domino box, a world populated by varieties with such Dr. Seussian names as jaggery, piloncillo, muscovado, and demerara. What about salt, then? Well, at the restaurant widely regarded as the best in the United States, Thomas Keller’s French Laundry, in Yountville, California, I was soberly presented with a salt tasting—a salt tasting!—as an accompaniment to my foie gras course. The waiter, like some particularly elegant cocaine dealer, gently spooned nine mini-mounds onto a little board, each salt a different hue and consistency from the next—one as fine and white as baking powder, another as dark and chunkily crystalline as the inside of a geode.

It is, in short, a great time to be an eater. And how often do we get to say something as unreservedly upbeat as that? Nowadays, it’s all too common—and, alas, valid—to complain that things just aren’t as good as they used to be: movies, music, baseball, political discourse, ladies’ millinery, what have you. But food is one area of American life where things just continue to improve. If we’re cooking at home, we have a greater breadth and higher quality of ingredients available to us. If we’re dining out, we have more options open to us, and a greater likelihood than ever that we’ll get a good meal, no matter what the price point. Our culinary elites—the chefs, cookbook authors, cooking-school instructors, purveyors, and food writers who lead the way—are suffused with feelings of boundless possibility, having liberated themselves from the old strictures and prejudices that hemmed in their predecessors. It’s okay for the traditions of peasant cookery to inform those of haute cuisine, and for haute flourishes to inform regular-guy food.

I daresay we’re in the throes of an American food revolution! Well, I would daresay, were it not for the fact that the national media have been declaring the advent of the American food revolution for decades, since way back in those primordial dark ages before people knew what salsa and sushi were. In November of 1966, Time put Julia Child on its cover, an acknowledgment of the huge following she’d acquired via her program on public television, The French Chef, and the best-selling cookbook she’d co-written in 1961, Mastering the Art of French Cooking. The story inside declared, “If 1966 is the year that everyone seems to be cooking in the kitchen with Julia, this is partially because Julia is just right for the times … Supermarkets have found that their gourmet counters are their handsomest profit earners, and are rapidly expanding them … [The] Bon Vivant supermarket in San Diego stocks more than 3,000 kinds of fancy foods, from kippered sturgeon and kangaroo tails to pickled rooster combs and 4–1b. tins of Caspian Sea caviar.”

Almost a decade later, in the summer of 1975, Newsweek featured the French chef Paul Bocuse on its cover, using his prominence as the Sinatra of the nouvelle cuisine Rat Pack as a pretext for examining the new culinary savvy afoot in America: “From Seattle to Savannah, sales are up on gourmet kitchenware. New York’s The Bridge Kitchenwares Co. has a six-month waiting list for the $20 porcelain mortars and pestles necessary for grinding fresh herbs. Chicago’s Crate and Barrel chain, whose revenues have tripled since 1970, can’t keep up with demand for woks, crepe pans or the $190 Cuisinart food processor that does everything to food but cook it.” And in 1976, James Villas wrote a landmark essay in Town & Country entitled “From the Abundant Land: At Last, A Table of Our Own,” in which he noted “our country’s present obsession with fine food and drink” and felt it was only a matter of time before “we could boast a cookery with all the subtlety and refinement of la cuisine française,” complete with a “formal codification of dishes and cooking techniques, so that people everywhere can truly understand this nation’s complex culinary heritage.”

In truth, the American food revolution has really been more of a food evolution, a series of overlapping movements and subtle shifts, punctuated by the occasional seismic jolt. If there’s a major difference between now and the sixties and seventies, it’s that the scale is so much larger; culinary sophistication is no longer the province of a tiny gourmet elite. The historically unrivaled run of prosperity in the United States in the eighties and nineties, compounded by the culinary advances that had so excited Time and Newsweek in the previous decades, has led to the creation of an expanded leisure class that treats food as a cultural pastime, something you can follow the way you follow sports or the movies.

The food world has its own ESPN (the Food Network, founded in 1993), its own constellation of marketable stars (Emeril Lagasse, Rachael Ray, Bobby Flay, etc.), its own power elite (Alice Waters, Wolfgang Puck, Charlie Trotter, Daniel Boulud, Jean-Georges Vongerichten, etc.), its own literary lights (Ruth Reichl, Calvin Trillin, Anthony Bourdain), and its own high-end glossies (Saveur and Food & Wine, as well as the old dowager Gourmet, revivified under Reichl). You can be a non-cook and still be a food obsessive, attending new restaurant openings like a theatergoer, religiously consulting the Zagat guides (launched in 1979), and ordering the finest prepared foods from Whole Foods, Dean & DeLuca, or Williams-Sonoma. Or you can be a serious cook and fill your kitchen with professional-grade equipment—the six-burner Viking Range, the Sub-Zero refrigerator, the supersharp Global knives from Japan—and buy your produce and artisanal edibles from the local farmers’ market that didn’t exist ten years ago, and exhibit your disdain for mere “feeders” by subscribing to and following the recipes of Cook’s Illustrated, the meticulousy researched, trend-averse anti-glossy that has thrived since its founding in 1980 without the benefit of any advertising revenue. While I don’t think we have realized Villas’s vision of a unified, codified national cuisine like France’s, nor do I think we ever will—America is just too big, unwieldy, multiregional, and multicultural for that—we have come that much closer to being a nation where, as in France (and Italy and Japan), food is a fundamental facet of our cultural life, a part of the conversation, something contemplated as well as eaten.

This is a big deal, for America has long struggled with the very idea of culinary sophistication, viewing it warily as a sign of elitism (an unforgivable sin in a populist land), weirdness, or worse. Booth Tarkington captured this attitude in an amusing passage in his 1918 novel, The Magnificent Ambersons, in which an Indianapolis commoner reacts skeptically to the latest highfalutin delicacy to hit the city, olives: “Green things they are, something like a hard plum, but a friend of mine told me they tasted a good deal like a bad hickory-nut. My wife says she’s going to buy some; you got to eat nine and then you get to like ’em, she says. Well, I wouldn’t eat nine bad hickory-nuts to get to like them.”

Much more recently, in 1989, in the black comedy Heathers, the movie’s teen protagonists were able to pass off their murder of two mean jocks as a gay suicide pact by leaving bottled mineral water at the scene. (“This is Ohio … If you don’t have a brewski in your hand, you might as well be wearing a dress.”) To this day, there are those who make alarmist hay of suspect food preferences. In her best seller Treason, the conservative commentator Ann Coulter derides liberals who opposed the invasion of Iraq as having “sulked with their cheese-tasting friends,” the French, as if being buddies with someone who appreciates a good Morbier is an act of sedition (and notwithstanding the fact that America’s foremost cheese expert, Steven Jenkins, of New York City’s Fairway Market, is a political conservative). And during the 2004 presidential election, an Iowa conservative group paid $100,000 to air a television commercial that excoriated supporters of the former Vermont governor Howard Dean as “tax-hiking, government-expanding, latte-drinking, sushi-eating, Volvo-driving” freaks.

But these food phobics are the laggards, the ones who haven’t gotten the message that Americans are increasingly sophisticated about what they eat and expansive in their tastes. Indeed, it’s getting harder, in a good way, to define what constitutes a “gourmet” product nowadays. Is brie really gourmet anymore, or extra-virgin olive oil, or prosciutto, or fresh pasta? Is it gourmet to use fresh herbs instead of dried ones from a McCormick tin? Technically, the millions of people who get their coffee from Starbucks every morning are purchasing, to use the trade term, “specialty” coffee, but at this point, with 5,000-plus U.S. locations and 10,000-plus worldwide, is drinking Starbucks coffee really that much of a specialty-food experience, or simply a better one than gulping down the watery deli swill we all used to put up with?

THIS IS A BOOK about how we got to this point—how food in America got better, and how it hopped the fence from the ghettos of home economics and snobby gourmandism to the expansive realm of popular culture. The paterfamilias of this saga is James Beard, who announced his corporeal presence on this earth in 1903 as an enormous, thirteen-pounds-plus newborn, and remained, until his death in 1985, a literally and figuratively outsize character in the food world, the undisputed dean of American gastronomy. There were plenty of other cookbook writers and cooking teachers before Beard, but none who had his knack for engaging so large and varied an audience, and for legitimizing American cookery as both a heritage to be drawn upon and a cause to be advanced. That’s why the action of this book begins, give or take a few digressions, in 1939, the year a despairing Beard, who had moved to New York from his native Oregon to pursue a life in the theater, recognized that he was no Lionel Barrymore and decided to supplement his meager income by co-founding a catering company—the first step in his massively influential food career, taken at a time when the words “food” and “career” did not sit comfortably together.

And onward the story continues to Julia Child, the beloved, warbling giantess from Pasadena who demystified sophisticated French cookery for average Americans; Craig Claiborne of The New York Times, who turned food writing into a bona fide arm of journalism and invented the make-or-break, starred restaurant review; Alice Waters, the untrained Berkeley counterculturist whose co-creation of the iconoclastic restaurant Chez Panisse was as much a political mission to enlighten the masses as it was a culinary pursuit; Wolfgang Puck, the Austrian-born, Los Angeles–based chef who unabashedly embraced American capitalism, expanding a business that started with one restaurant, Spago, into a multifarious empire that encompasses upscale dining establishments, inexpensive cafés, and supermarket products; and dozens of other influential figures, some of whose names are recognizable as national brands (Chuck Williams of Williams-Sonoma; Joel Dean and Giorgio DeLuca), and some of whom have been forgotten or are unsung heroes whose names were never well-known in the first place.

It’s a rich cast of characters, because the American food world, though often perceived as a precious refuge for aesthetes, adorable eccentrics, and saintly earth-mother figures devoted to sustainable agriculture and arranging baby lettuces just so, is, in reality, like any other creative milieu—full of passionate, driven, talented, egocentric, sharp-elbowed people, some congenial, some difficult, most of whom know one another and regard one another with varying degrees of fraternity, rivalry, warmth, and malice. (One reason Bourdain’s scabrous memoir, Kitchen Confidential, resonated with so many food professionals is that it gave lie to the old PBS image of the kitchen as a becalmed place where Concerto No. 1 from Vivaldi’s The Four Seasons is always playing.)

The raggedy tale of Chez Panisse alone is rife with moments of idealist struggle, druggy abandon, screwball comedy, workplace romance, seat-of-the-pants innovation, and serious dissension—some of its participants extolling Waters as a magnetic, kindhearted soul of extraordinary vision and ingenuity, and others deriding her as an imperious, disengaged credit hog who can’t even cook that well. There have been personal friendships in the food world that, more by accident than design, have had nationwide repercussions—like the one Claiborne struck up in the fifties with the chef of Le Pavillon, Pierre Franey, which resulted in nearly three decades of collaboration at The New York Times, and the one Boulud struck up with Vongerichten in the mid-eighties, when both were young chefs on the rise in New York, egging each other on with fantasies of what it would be like to be not only chefs but chef-owners. And there are tiffs: the two chef-authors who have done more than anyone to educate Americans about authentic Mexican food, Rick Bayless and Diana Kennedy, don’t care for each other. The two most brilliant marketers of specialty foods in New York City, Eli Zabar and Giorgio DeLuca, nearly had a smackdown in Zabar’s shop in the late seventies when the former suspected the latter of stealing ideas. (Fortunately, tempers cooled before any vials of aged balsamic vinegar were toppled and shattered.) There is still simmering controversy, more than three decades after the fact, over who invented pasta primavera, and precisely what ingredients should be in it.

There are so many plots and subplots to the American-food saga, such a wealth of characters, that this book could potentially be several books, a multivolume epic of Proustian length. But in the interests of serving forth a digestible narrative—if you’ll indulge the gastronomical metaphors; then I’ll stop, I promise—I’ve sacrificed certain plotlines. Not every region gets its due (sorry, Lydia Shire, Jasper White, and all you great Boston-area chefs; sorry, Norman Van Aken and company down in Florida), nor do the whizzes and wunderkinds of the dessert and chocolate worlds (sorry Jacques Torres, Sherry Yard, John Scharffenberger, etc.). And I’ve given admittedly short shrift to the extraordinary American wine boom that’s accompanied the food revolution—a subject that really deserves a book all to itself.

I’m compelled to acknowledge, however, that every so often I encountered an interviewee who cocked an eyebrow and questioned this book’s very premise, arguing that food in America has, in fact, been going down the tubes for years. “Oh, it’s definitely gotten much worse, with all the processed foods and meals eaten outside the home—hardly anyone cooks at home anymore,” Marion Cunningham told me as we sat at her dining-room table in Walnut Creek, California, adjacent to the very kitchen where she tested the recipes for her landmark 1979 revision and modernization of The Fannie Farmer Cookbook. Cunningham, a Beard protégé for whom fame and success in the food world did not come until she was well into middle age, has been around long enough—since 1921, to be precise—to remember when mothers did most of their own baking, put up their own preserves, routinely used ingredients from their own gardens, and yoo-hooed their husbands and children to the table for a shared meal and a lively discussion of the day’s events. I don’t mean to turn a blind eye to the issues Cunningham raises, or even to those she hasn’t—such as the epidemic that has seen the number of Americans classified as “overweight” or “obese” rise to 64 percent, and the threat that rapacious agribusiness poses to small farmers, and the health dangers posed by farmed salmon and hormone- and antibiotic-treated beef, and the commercial food industry’s infliction upon us of ever-more-shuddersome products like green Heinz ketchup and stuffed-crust pizza. There are food-and nutrition-related problems out there that warrant serious consideration and action, and while these issues are acknowledged in this book, they are not its main subject. (I would suggest two excellent books by Marion Nestle, Food Politics: How the Food Industry Influences Nutrition and Health and Safe Food: Bacteria, Biotechnology, and Bioterrorism, for further reading on these topics.)

But I must respectfully disagree with Cunningham’s conclusion that we as a nation have slid backward culinarily. We enjoy a vastly greater choice of goods and eating options than our forebears did, and, if we choose well, we can eat better, and more healthfully, and with a greater knowledge of culinary cultures outside our own, than our grandparents ever could have imagined. Furthermore, the very fact that the aforementioned issues have come to the fore, and are now the subject of symposia and debate, is yet another indication of how far food has come in the American consciousness. You wouldn’t have McDonald’s scrambling to shore up its death-burger image by offering salads with Newman’s Own dressing, abolishing its Super Size portions, and switching to vegetable oil for its french fries, or Burger King angling for health and foodie cred by hiring Bayless to promote its Santa Fe Fire-Grilled Chicken Baguette Sandwich, or Alice Waters taking on the sorry state of school lunches as a pet cause, if the food world hadn’t acquired some muscle and cachet that it lacked even a decade ago.

I feel I should also address those dissenters who, rather less graciously than Cunningham, have condemned as their idea of hell the very climate of ferment and ambition that so excites me. The same James Villas who abounded with optimism in Town & Country in the seventies is now an unfettered (albeit whip-smart and entertaining) crank who proudly trumpets his abhorrence of sushi and salsa, refers to these times as the “era of gastropornography,” and believes that the heyday of American food came and went in the sixties, when fine-dining traditions were still prevalent and chefs kept to one kind of cuisine, in just one kitchen. “Contrary to all the ecstatic proclamations by the ever-gullible food press, the proliferation of trendy cookbooks, and the wildly buoyant Zagat restaurant surveys,” he wrote in his 2002 memoir, Between Bites, “gastronomy in America [has] evolved into nothing more than a sick joke” that would mortify the likes of Beard and Claiborne if they were alive today.

Likewise, Robert Clark, at the end of his otherwise impressive and cogent 1993 biography of Beard, The Solace of Food, throws a hissy fit about what the food world has become in the wake of its patriarch’s death, blasting it as shallow, trend obsessed, and in suicidal thrall to celebrity chefs and myopic Manhattan tastemakers who delude themselves into believing that “the whole country [is] greedily feeding on chanterelles and mâche.” Like Villas, he imagines that Beard would be horrified by it all, surveying the scene like the weeping Indian in the old Keep America Beautiful ad: “We seem as a people less inclined to gather at our stoves and our tables and take succor in the good things that happen around them … and James Beard would have thought that a tragedy.”

These laments bring to mind the wounded, I-was-there-first bitterness of the early R.E.M. or Nirvana fan who has never gotten over the fact that his favorite indie band got big, and who therefore sees a positive development—the mass acceptance of what was once a small movement—as some kind of unforgivable sellout. There’s no doubt that chefs and food editors do indeed get caught up in risible trends (for example, blackened fish in the eighties, lemongrass abuse in the nineties, foams in the early twenty-first century), and that the celebrity-chef machinery coughs up the occasional vainglorious twit, but these are mere glitches in what has been a remarkable culinary evolution. While the whole country most certainly is not “greedily feeding” on mâche, things are moving fast enough that, in the decade-plus since Clark launched his gratuitous, unprovoked attack on the perfectly innocent salad green, a Chez Panisse alumnus named Todd Koons has started up a company called Epic Roots that distributes bagged, fresh mâche to supermarkets in thirty states. In the same period, an alumnus of Wolfgang Puck’s kitchen, Nancy Silverton, has rapidly expanded her La Brea Bakery, whose artisanal baguettes and sourdough loaves are par-baked in Southern California, shipped frozen to supermarkets across the country, and baked to completion on the premises the day they’re sold, allowing people all over the United States to enjoy fresh-baked bread of a sort that was once available only in expensive West Coast specialty shops.

Besides, I’m not entirely sold on the guilt trip that some in the food elite like to lay on non-cooks and infrequent cooks. Though I’m an enthusiastic home cook myself, I recognize that this is America, and part of what has made America America is its drive, its impatience, its demand of long hours in the workplace, its two-career couples, its lack of Mediterranean languor. It’s all well and good to pine for the vanished America in which moms stayed home and issued forth three hot meals a day, or to gaze across the Atlantic with envy at Europeans who still take three hours off for a midday meal with wine—and it sure is nice to appropriate the rhythms of these places over the weekend or while we’re on vacation—but that ain’t us.

So maybe it’s not the worst thing in the world that the bustling, everbusy, aromatic home kitchen of yore has been replaced by an ad hoc arrangement of dining out, ordering in, toting home prepared foods, and occasionally whipping up something from scratch. And maybe it wouldn’t be so horrible if those who flat-out don’t want to cook never had to, provided they had options and inclinations beyond processed fast food. Indeed, to some culinary thinkers, like the brilliant Chicago chef Charlie Trotter, this represents an exciting new frontier. “From an opportunity standpoint, it’s gonna be an amazing time to be a cook or a chef twenty, twenty-five years from now,” he says. “It’s a weird time at the moment, because you have a massive part of the population that doesn’t cook, maybe doesn’t even know how to cook, and yet is conversant in several food languages, knows its way around a sushi menu. And then there’s this whole ’nother segment of non-cooks that eats nothing but fast food and processed food, which is part of the reason we have the obesity problem. Either way, you have people who, whether for personal reasons, time-commitment reasons, or financial reasons, aren’t cooking. I think there’s extraordinary potential behind that, to feed people who aren’t feeding themselves, and to do it right. We can’t be afraid of progress in the food world.”

But this is getting ahead of the story. There are beans to be shelled, roasts to be trimmed, oysters to be shucked, big fish to be gutted …


INTRODUCTION
A WORLD WITHOUT CELEBRITY CHEFS

“IF SOMEONE SUGGESTS A ‘PIZZA PIE’ AFTER THE THEATER, DON’T THINK IT IS GOING to be a wedge of apple. It is going to be the surprise of your life.” So began the April 21, 1939, column of the New York Herald Tribune food editor, Clementine Paddleford, the doyenne of America’s then tiny contingent of food journalists. Her column went on to promote pizza as a “nice stunt to surprise the visiting relatives, who will be heading East soon for the World’s Fair. They come to be surprised, and pizza, pronounced ‘peet-za,’ will do the job up brown.”

That Paddleford, in 1939, had to explain how to pronounce “pizza” (in an article sub-headlined ITALIAN PASTRY APPROPRIATE WITH BEER AND WINE) speaks volumes about the gastronomic world Americans inhabited at the time. Dining out was for special occasions, ordering in was nearly unheard of, and most Americans adhered to a diet of what was familiar to them locally and culturally. Italian foods such as “peet-za” were alien to all but Italian Americans and a small minority of urban culinary adventurers. To America’s wealthy elite, eating Italian food was beneath contempt, irredeemably déclassé and stinky—a sentiment that Frank Capra, himself a Sicilian immigrant, exploited marvelously in a scene from his most famous film, It’s a Wonderful Life (1946), in which the movie’s moneybags villain, Mr. Potter, chides George Bailey, the big-hearted, immigrant-assisting director of the local building and loan, for “frittering his life away playing nursemaid to a lot of garlic-eaters.”

Paddleford, to her credit, harbored no such prejudices. A first-rate journalist with an endearingly loopy sensibility, she plunged uninhibitedly into New York’s ethnic markets, where, she wrote, “all the queer fish of the sea are congregated to sell wholesale or retail to Italians, Spaniards, Portuguese, Chinese, any one who knows the goodness of queer fish.” Paddleford was also shrewd and adventurous enough to recognize that within the 3,000-mile span of the continental United States lay a wondrous variety of homey regional foods, there for the discovering. In her single-engine Piper Cub airplane, she flew low over the land, using the one- and two-lane roads of the countryside as her guide, following their twists and curves to wherever a promising farmhouse or local café appeared.

But Paddleford didn’t have an audience of well-heeled food sophisticates to applaud her, no pulpit on National Public Radio or the Food Network from which to delight her followers with tales of eating wine-jelly pie in the South or Maine lobster stew in New England. Her work—her life—was relegated to what was then called the women’s page of the newspaper, a home-economics ghetto of recipes, advice columns, and helpful household hints. What’s more, her culinary fearlessness was undercut by her fealty to her role as the Herald Tribune’s resident wifey (though Paddleford was actually a divorcée) and the presumed conservativeness of her lady readership. Try as she might to zest up her readers’ lives with exotica once in a while, Paddleford knew that she couldn’t go too far—a frustration that revealed itself in her “queer fish” column, in which she suddenly implored her audience to “Be a kitchen rebel and glory in rebellion. Raise the eyebrows of your friends. Serve sea urchins after an evening at bridge.” She probably knew as she was typing those words that the urchins-after-bridge thing would never catch on.

James Beard was in a similarly awkward spot in ‘39, having taken a role as a junior partner in a new Manhattan catering company called Hors d’Oeuvre, Inc. This was something of a comedown for the thirty-six-year-old Beard, “Jim” to all his friends, who’d moved to New York City a year and a half earlier (having already lived briefly in the city in 1924–25) with dreams of making it in the theater, either as an actor, set designer, or costumer. Talk about a queer fish: the hulking, gay, six-foot-four Oregonian had a head the shape of an upended potato and huge ears that jutted out like pull tabs. He’d grown up as the spoiled, overfed only child of a sexually ambiguous Englishwoman named Mary Jones, who, prior to her marriage of convenience to a man named John Beard, had run a boardinghouse in Portland. Devoted to this mother—a stout, forceful hospitality-aholic who laid out stunning buffets of home-prepared breads, salads, cold dishes, roasts, soups, cakes, and sweets for her friends and neighbors—Beard had become a dab hand in the kitchen at a young age; by the time he was eight, he was baking his own bread. This kitchen precocity kept Beard afloat in New York when that big theater break proved not to be forthcoming. A born charmer with an affinity for bohemian types—two more traits inherited from his mother—Jim Beard made friends easily, and when money was tight, he could always cook for these friends in exchange for a seat at the table with someone else footing the grocery bill.

The prime mover at Hors d’Oeuvre, Inc. was the well-connected man-about-town William Rhode. Beard had met Rhode at a party, and the two men developed an instant rapport over their mutual love of food. The catering company they dreamed up together, with assistance from Rhode’s sister, Irma, and Beard’s friend Mack Shinn, was a success from the outset. Rhode was well acquainted with the sorts of Upper East Side ladies who needed canapés for their cocktail parties, and he was a gifted self-promoter, adept at planting items about himself in the papers; among the first to tout Hors d’Oeuvre, Inc. publicly was Rhode’s friend Lucius Beebe, the Herald Tribune society writer, who, in his “This New York” column, described the company as “a brand new sort of gastronomic agency [that] already shows signs of being a minor Klondike.” While Rhode’s tastes in edibles skewed fancier, more in the caviar-and-foie-gras direction, Beard’s kitchen creations drew upon his mother’s straightforward American repertoire. Hors d’Oeuvre, Inc.’s most popular item was a miniature sandwich of sliced Bermuda onion served between little rounds of fresh brioche that were spread with homemade mayonnaise and then rolled along the edges in minced parsley—essentially, a gussied-up version of a Mary Beard snack.

Beard didn’t know in 1939 that he’d found his calling, nor was he yet aware that he was in possession of a preternatural gift, a highly cultivated palate that was every bit as special, in its way, as the extraordinary eyesight of Ted Williams, the rookie Red Sox left fielder who claimed he was able to see the stitches of a speeding baseball as it spun toward home plate. On the precipice of middle age and bereft of any theater prospects, Beard was just happy to have a steady job. No one thought of a food career as prestigious, and few even entertained the concept.

Julia McWilliams certainly didn’t; by 1939, her experiment in New York City life was already well behind her, and food hadn’t even factored into it, apart from the occasional trip to the lunch counter at Schrafft’s. After graduating from Smith College in 1934, she found a job as an advertising copywriter for a Manhattan furniture company, W. & J. Sloane. Though she flourished as a career gal, by 1937 she had quit Sloane’s and returned to her hometown of Pasadena, California, because she was approaching age twenty-five, and, unlike most of her Smith friends, had failed to hook a man. And so, while Beard was rolling his onion sandwiches in parsley, the wellborn McWilliams was living with her recently widowed father, attending Junior League functions, golfing, dating, halfheartedly pursuing new jobs, and not knowing what the future held for her. It wouldn’t be until the late forties, after she’d married a sophisticate named Paul Child and moved to France, that she even began to cook seriously.

The third future member of the food elite’s original Big Three, Craig Claiborne, spent the late thirties flailing miserably through college in his home state of Mississippi, unable to abide the premed program at Mississippi State University or the paddlings of his putative fraternity “brothers.” Claiborne wound up transferring to the University of Missouri with vague thoughts of becoming a journalist, and would endure an inept tour of duty in the navy, a stint at a Swiss hotel-management school, and a few years scrapping around New York as a freelancer before he would emerge, in the late fifties, as The New York Times’, and therefore America’s, foremost food journalist.

As ragged and itinerant as the Big Three’s pre-food careers were, it wasn’t as if there was a coherent food world that was excluding them, keeping them from their destinies. While the women’s pages plied their readers with recipes for butterscotch squares and “Lacy Valentine Salad,” a terrifying concoction of marshmallows, apricots, maraschino cherries, dates, celery, and canned grapefruit suspended in gelatin and garnished with curly endive and mayonnaise piping,* the “gourmets” of the time occupied their own, equally perverse little universe. Mostly male, they dined at fine old hotels like the Biltmore and the Astor in New York, and made a habit of lamenting the fast-vanishing ways of the previous century’s Gilded Age, when mustachioed men of means gorged themselves gouty on endless feasts of oysters, crabs, canvasback duck, prime rib, and terrapin.†

The ringleader of this gang was Crosby Gaige, a theater producer who fancied himself New York’s greatest epicure, oenophile, and bon vivant. His offices housed the New York chapter of the London-based International Wine and Food Society, and, when he wasn’t producing plays, Gaige was putting his name to such books as The Cocktail Guide and Ladies’ Companion and The New York World’s Fair Cookbook. But the foremost public gourmet was Lucius Beebe, the Herald Tribune’s top-hatted, extravagantly turned-out exemplar of the high life, whose columns often detailed his gustatory intake at such hoity-toity spots as “the Stork” and “the Colony.” Beebe found a new outlet for his florid prose in 1941, when Earle MacAusland, a former advertising manager for Parents magazine, founded Gourmet, a monthly that, at its inception, was more of a primer on fine living and worldly elegance than a place to look for recipes. In a characteristically showoffy-nostalgic piece about a visit to Locke-Ober, the venerable Boston restaurant, Beebe wrote, “Locke’s came into being in a grand era of ornate electroliers, floriated mahogany, and barroom nudes, when Tom and Jerry* was a standard commodity at all bars during the cold months and when two Southdown mutton chops complete with kidney, bacon, and appropriate quantities of potatoes, coffee, and hot cakes were considered the absolute minimum on which people might safely breakfast.”

Somewhere between the women’s-page ladies and the gourmets fell Sheila Hibben, the food editor of The New Yorker, Harold Ross’s literature-and-culture cavalcade for the smart set. As bracingly prophetic and contemporary as her “Markets and Menus” columns read today—visiting a small grocery on the Upper East Side in 1941, she found “a substantial reserve of that good Droste cocoa from Holland” and “a farm cheese from Wisconsin” that was “one of those honest products that prove ours is going to be a great cheese country once the flood of processed stuff subsides”—Hibben had little reach into the mainstream. Cecily Brownstone, who was the food editor of the Associated Press and was one of the few members of the old food brigade to survive into the twenty-first century, living until 2005, recalled Hibben in an unpublished interview with Laura Shapiro as “a very good writer, but not read by the masses. That’s the difference between now and then. You wouldn’t be looked at askance now if you mentioned the food books you like to your friends, but you would have then.”

In a rarefied food-lit category all her own was California’s M.F.K. Fisher (Mary Frances or M.F. to her intimates), who, in the thirties and early forties, published a series of piquant essay collections with pertinent recipes, starting in 1937 with Serve It Forth. Tougher, earthier, and altogether less twee than the waistcoated fops back East—ruminating on her title subject in 1941 Consider the Oyster, she wrote, “Life is hard, we say. An oyster’s life is worse. She lives motionless, soundless, her own cold ugly shape her only dissipation”—she carved out her own niche and was adored by the media intelligentsia: Look magazine profiled her, film stars sought her out for meals, and Paramount Pictures gave her a screenwriting contract.* But Fisher’s was a boutique audience. The general public had no idea who she was, Jim Beard included; he later admitted that he’d not heard of her until a friend presented him with Fisher’s third book, How to Cook a Wolf. Fisher wouldn’t have much company in the food-lit stakes until after World War II, when The New Yorker journalists A. J. Liebling and Joseph Wechsberg, both of whom had spent substantial amounts of time eating their way through France, started writing delightfully evocative culinary memoirs.

As for chefs, they seldom encountered the phenomenon known as celebrity. Though the Lucius Beebes of the world knew who Charles Ranhofer and Louis Diat were—the former had presided over Manhattan’s greatest restaurant of the nineteenth century, Delmonico’s, and the latter had, since 1910, run the kitchens of the Ritz hotel on Forty-sixth and Madison, where he famously invented vichyssoise—chefs generally toiled in anonymity. Ranhofer and Diat also happened to be Frenchmen, conveniently foreign and “other”—as the whole concept of fancy eating was to most Americans. It simply wasn’t socially acceptable for an American-born man to aspire to a career in the kitchen.

“I would say that any child who told his family that he wanted to be a cook in a restaurant would be sent to his room and told to stay there until he came to his senses,” says Chuck Williams, the founder of the kitchenwares retailer Williams-Sonoma, who was born in 1915. “The parents weren’t about to have a son who was a fry cook in some beanery.”

It would be decades, in fact, before chefs were even recognized by the U.S. government as professionals. Only in 1977, after years of ardent lobbying by Louis Szathmáry, a colorful, rotund Chicago chef straight out of central casting—with his tall toque and walrus mustache, he looked like he should have been feverishly pursuing a runaway chicken with a cleaver in a Warner Brothers cartoon—did the U.S. Department of Labor elevate the occupation of chef from its “Services” category (lumped in with domestics and dogcatchers) to its category of “Professional, Technical and Management Occupations.”

In today’s context of Wolfgang Puck and Emeril Lagasse, this seems shocking, as belated a delivery of justice as the American Psychiatric Association’s 1973 removal of homosexuality from its list of mental disorders. But the very unprestigiousness of America’s food culture was what left the door open for people like Beard, Child, and Claiborne to come in and make it their own. The Big Three didn’t fit into conventional mid-century society: Beard and Claiborne were gay men who had endured the pain of feeling “other” their entire lives, and Child was six foot two and unpretty, on a perilous path to becoming, in her own future husband’s words, “an old maid.” In their stumbling, halting efforts to figure themselves out, Beard, Child, and Claiborne found their salvation in cooking and eating. Their sheer joy in this discovery set them apart from the existing food establishment. Bound by neither the conventions of the Jell-O-abusing women’s-page ladies nor the froufrou affectations of the terrapin-eating boulevardiers, the future Big Three simply appreciated food as a source of pleasure. Funnily enough, this was a novel concept in America at the time.


* This recipe appeared in the Chicago Tribune in 1937 under the byline of Mary Meade, the pseudonym of the paper’s longtime food editor, Ruth Ellen Church.

† The terrapin, an aquatic sea turtle, used to flourish off the shore of Maryland and in the brackish waters around Brooklyn and Queens, and was a staple of nineteenth-century menus in polite New York society. Overharvesting led to their disappearance from the rich man’s diet in the early twentieth century. Edith Wharton’s work abounds with references to terrapin, for example, this passage from her short story “The Blond Beast”: “Draper, having subsisted since infancy on a diet of truffles and terrapin, consumed such delicacies with the insensibility of a traveller swallowing a railway sandwich.”

* A hot alcoholic beverage made with eggs, rum, and brandy, falling somewhere between a toddy and a nog.

* One Paramount executive, besotted with Fisher’s author photo, wanted to sign her as an actress.




CHAPTER ONE
AMERICA’S DYSFUNCTIONAL RELATIONSHIP WITH GOOD FOOD

[image: ]


John Harvey Kellogg, cereal pioneer and renowned quack, presides over his health sanitarium in Battle Creek, Michigan, 1937.




Hogs are in the highest perfection, from two and a half to four years old, and make the best bacon, when they do not weigh more than one hundred and fifty or sixty at farthest: They should be fed with corn, six weeks, at least, before they are killed …

—prepping instructions for curing bacon,
The Virginia House-wife, Mary Randolph, 1824




SPAM, SPAM, SPAM, SPAM/Hormel’s new miracle meat in a can/Tastes fine, saves time/If you want something grand/Ask for SPAM!

—radio jingle for Spam, sung to the tune of
“My Bonnie,” 1937



“IN THE BEGINNING, THERE WAS BEARD,” JULIA CHILD FAMOUSLY SAID, IN A CHARACteristic display of generosity. But precisely what Beard began bears some explaining. Though she’s among the foremost of Beard’s protégés, the cookbook author Barbara Kafka can’t contain her exasperation at the received wisdom that there were no good meals to be had in America until her mentor reared his enormous head. “It’s like there was no food in this fucking city, or this country, until this miraculous apparition came along!” she says. “Or there was no cooking at home until Julia. Don’t tell me this kind of nonsense! I think that Le Chambord,* which I went to as a child, was probably the best French restaurant that New York has ever seen and will ever see. And in the West Forties, way over, there were bistros lined up and down. Guys got off the ships right opposite the biggest harbor, practically, in the world—off the Normandie and the Ile de France. And they were French guys.”

So, yes, it is wrongheaded to presume that Americans did not eat well until the Big Three became big. The very first American cookbook, American Cookery, written by a Connecticut woman named Amelia Simmons and published in 1796,* demonstrates that there were both cooks and eaters in those days who appreciated fine ingredients and flavorful food. American Cookery is considered the “first” American cookbook because, though several cookbooks had been published before it in the colonies and the young republic, they were adaptations or reprints of European cookbooks, mostly British. Simmons’s book, on the other hand, was expressly aimed at born-and-bred Americans who used ingredients not available in Europe, such as the “pompkins” she used in a “pudding” recipe that differed very little from our current ones for Thanksgiving pumpkin pie. Her “Indian Slapjack,” a cornmeal pancake of the sort now found on the menus of upscale Santa Fe bruncheries, would have gone very nicely with her “Beft bacon” (as her “Best Bacon” recipe seems to read in its antiquated ornamental typography), which, in a manner that would excite today’s aficionados of artisanal foodstuffs, was cured in molasses, sea salt, and saltpeter for six to eight weeks and then smoked over corncobs.

Further evidence of a culinarily attuned America comes in the most celebrated cookbook of the nineteenth century, The Virginia House-wife, by Mary Randolph, a pillar of late-eighteenth-century Richmond society (her brother was married to Thomas Jefferson’s daughter), who, after her husband experienced some reversals of fortune, ran a boardinghouse and collected her recipes into a book, published in 1824. Not only was The Virginia House-wife a work of astonishing breadth and worldliness—Mrs. Randolph knew how to cook everything from the expected Ye Olde dishes like roast goose and Indian-meal pudding to seemingly very contemporary offerings like polenta and ropa vieja (Cuban- or Spanish-style shredded beef)—but her respectful use of vegetables was downright Alice Waters–ish. Randolph cautioned against overcooking asparagus, and advised that a perfect salad should have “lettuce, pepper grass, chervil, cress &c.,” which “should be gathered early in the morning, nicely picked,” and served with a lovely tarragon vinaigrette.

President Jefferson was himself quite the epicure and procurer of exotic foodstuffs, importing seeds from Europe to plant in his garden and cultivating Mediterranean fig, olive, and almond trees at Monticello. In his personal “Garden Book,” he kept records of what produce was available at Washington’s vegetable market during the years of his presidency, 1801 to 1809, and the sheer variety sounds much like what a latter-day foodie might gush over at San Francisco’s Ferry Plaza Farmers Market on a bountiful summer day: sorrel, broccoli, strawberries, peas, salsify, raspberries, Windsor beans, currants, endive, parsnips, tomatoes, melons, cresses.

All this said, not for nothing is the United States known as a meat-and-potatoes kind of place. In the early years of the republic, it wasn’t uncommon for Americans to have beefsteak not only for dinner, which was consumed at midday, but for breakfast—a habit only exacerbated as the country expanded westward, opening more land for ranching. Foreign visitors to the United States in the nineteenth century routinely expressed their shock at the huge, meaty smorgasbords set out on groaning boards in the public rooms of hotels at all hours of the day, not to mention the joyless, gluttonous dispatch with which the natives went about the business of eating. Charles Dickens declared that Americans ate “piles of indigestible matter.” Thomas Hamilton, another Englishman, wrote an account of his journey to the United States in 1833 called Men and Manners in America, in which he observed, “In my neighborhood there was no conversation. Each individual seemed to pitchfork his food down his gullet, without the smallest attention to the wants of his neighbor.” The food in these places wasn’t of high quality, either, with vegetables boiled to a fare-thee-well and starchy potatoes and puddings served in great quantities. The Canadian historian Harvey Levenstein, in a droll study of early-American dietary habits called Revolution at the Table, notes that “the enormous amounts of meat and starch and the short shrift given to fresh fruits and vegetables made constipation the national curse of the first four or five decades of the nineteenth century in America.”

It’s hard to square this bleak picture with the Edenic one painted by Mary Randolph and Thomas Jefferson, and, indeed, the feisty old culinary historian Karen Hess, who edited and wrote the introduction to the facsimile of the first edition of The Virginia House-wife, dismisses the work of Levenstein, her rival, as that of a “stupid idiot.” (As she points out, the Randolph cookbook alone presents clear evidence to refute Levenstein’s assertion that in the nineteenth century “herbs were used mainly for medicinal rather than culinary purposes” in America.) Still, it’s possible for an unbiased observer to use Hess’s and Levenstein’s works complementarily and draw the conclusion that while the United States had some terrific cooks, cornucopian markets, and an abundance of wonderful homespun culinary traditions, it also had some serious food issues. The novelist James Fenimore Cooper, author of The Last of the Mohicans, spent several years in France as a U.S. consul, living in Lyons, the nation’s gastronomic capital. Upon his return home in 1833, he recorded his horror at the state of American food, calling his fellow Americans “the grossest feeders of any civilized nation ever known,” a culinarily clueless people who subsisted on a diet of “heavy, coarse, and indigestible” fare. The chasm between French and American food was all the more appalling to Cooper because he grew up wealthy in the woodsy hinterlands of upstate New York, where all manner of wild game roamed and edible plants grew, and knew that his country could do better.

But the United States, a country wary of elitism and susceptible to populist, xenophobic demagogues, would always have mixed feelings about taking culinary cues from the French. Long before the age of “freedom fries” and the efforts by an adviser to George W. Bush to damage John Kerry’s 2004 presidential campaign by saying the Massachusetts senator “looks French,” the advisers to the Whig presidential candidate of 1840, William Henry Harrison, tried to smear the Democratic incumbent, Martin Van Buren, as a fey monarchist aristocrat—on the evidence that he drank champagne and had hired a Frenchman to be White House chef. The scrappy old soldier Harrison, on the other hand, subsisted on “hard cider” and “raw beef and salt,” and won the election.*

Whether it was a matter of this country’s Puritan origins, its early inheritance of British culinary stodginess, or just a general don’t-tread-on-me stubbornness, America would always have a dysfunctional relationship with the idea of culinary sophistication. A strain of the Harrison campaign’s plainspoken beefy populism persists to this day: in 2004, the CEO of the fast-food chain Hardee’s, Andrew Puzder, touted the company’s Monster Thickburger—a 1,420-calorie sandwich composed of two one-third-pound beef patties, three slices of cheese, and four strips of bacon on a buttered, mayonnaise-spread bun—as “not a burger for tree-huggers.” (Many of whom, presumably, look French.) Similarly, the thickset founder of the Wendy’s chain, Dave Thomas, did a commercial in the nineties in which he addressed a grateful roomful of 300-pounders who called themselves the “Big Eaters Club.” In another spot, Thomas portrayed himself as being trapped at a pretentious cocktail party where a mincing waiter offered him a dainty, absurd-looking hors d’oeuvre and said, “Crab puff, sir?” Cut to a shot of a relieved Dave back at Wendy’s, sinking his teeth into an enormo-burger.†

On the other end of the spectrum were those who shied away from fancy feeding for ascetic or religious reasons. Many preachers, such as the Presbyterian minister Sylvester Graham (1795–1851), inventor of the graham cracker, inveighed against spicy and heavily seasoned foods because of their supposed aphrodisiacal qualities. (Despite this, Graham was later embraced as a hero by sex-mad 1960s hippies for his advocacy of vegetarianism and early opposition to refined white flour, which, he sensibly argued, had less flavor and nutritional value than whole wheat flour.) Even when the robber barons of the Gilded Age did embrace the sophistication of French cuisine in all its glory, hiring French chefs for their New York mansions and Newport cottages, they were countered in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries by quack food faddists who were suspicious of pleasurable eating. Among the most famous was Horace Fletcher (1849–1919), a retired businessman with no scientific background who developed a huge following by advocating that all food be “thoroughly masticated”—chewed and chewed and chewed until it became flavorless and involuntarily shushed its way down the esophagus, thereby aiding the digestive system. (In fact, the probable health benefit from Fletcherizing, as this chewing process came to be known, was that it took so long that it made overeaters eat less than they would have otherwise.)

Marginally more credible was Dr. John Harvey Kellogg (1852–1943), who, in addition to developing a breakfast-cereal empire with his brother, Will, ran a “health resort” in Battle Creek, Michigan. Though he later rescinded his 1902 endorsement of Fletcherizing, Kellogg had his own peculiar thoughts on food, arguing that eating meat encouraged masturbation (a bad thing) and urging his guests to take yogurt enemas, the concept being that the active cultures in the yogurt would provide healing benefits to bowel walls aggravated by a lifetime’s worth of steak-eating and boozing.*

In a sense, the home economists and food-company executives who held sway over the women’s pages at the time of Beard’s move to New York were quacks in their own right. As the nineteenth century turned into the twentieth, and as the United States grew more industrialized and urbanized, the sensualism and agrarian seasonality of home cooking gave way to the rise of processed foods and rigorous, supposedly scientific methodologies in the kitchen.* Even Fannie Merritt Farmer, whose 1896 Boston Cooking-School Cook Book is still considered a lodestar of honest American home cookery (and was renamed for her in subsequent editions), was a humorless home-ec lady, inordinately obsessed with couching her instructions in laboratory-speak. The first edition of The 1896 Boston Cooking-School Cook Book kicked off with, “Food is anything that nourishes the body. Thirteen elements enter into the composition of the body: oxygen, 62 ½%; carbon, 21 ½%; hydrogen, 10%; nitrogen, 3%; calcium, phosphorus, potassium, sulphur, chlorine, sodium, magnesium, iron, and fluorine the remaining 3%”—not exactly a mouthwatering lead-in. Farmer also expressed her hope that the day would come when “mankind will eat to live,” the implication clear that doing the opposite—living to eat—was reprehensible. On and on she went in this dour, lab-coated way, defining ingredients in terms of chemical compounds—for example, sugar as “C12H22O11”—and describing buttermilk, rather disquietingly, as “liquid remaining after butter ‘has come.’”

While Farmer, at least, was well-intentioned in her commitment to nutritionally correct (if not particularly palatable) food, the new wave of big food companies cynically used pseudoscientific claims of healthfulness to appeal to customers. General Mills, the food conglomerate responsible for the creation of the fictional homemaker-sage Betty Crocker, launched an offensive to proclaim the “wholesomeness” of white flour and white bread, even though the very advances in industrialized milling that made white flour possible were the ones that removed the germ and the bran from a wheat kernel—and therefore, most of the nutrition. C. W. Post, the main competitor of the bowel-obsessed Kellogg brothers, plugged his first ready-to-eat breakfast cereal, which he called Grape-Nuts, as “brain food”; taking his chutzpah a step further, he intimated that Grape-Nuts were also effective in fighting malaria and consumption. After chemists in the 1910s and 1920s discovered vitamins—naturally occurring nutrients in foods that aid in metabolic processes—Post’s company seized upon the opportunity to play up the cereal’s calcium and phosphorous content in magazine ads that portentously asked readers, “Are you bringing up your children properly?” Even the Schlitz brewing company got in on the “health” act, boasting, oddly, that its beer was so pure that “when your physician prescribes beer, it is always Schlitz beer.”

James Beard had no time for factory foods, health fads, or pseudoscience. Well before he became a professional food person, he was reveling in the pure, the regional, and the homemade, even as his country’s cuisine, if it could even be called that, became ever-more processed and standardized. His unbridled enthusiasm, his pure love of taste, was so infectious that he could excite people even when he was describing eating experiences that, frankly, sound repellent. In his 1964 memoir, Delights and Prejudices, he documents his earliest “taste memory”—a phrase he is credited with coining—as he recalls being bedridden with malaria at age three. His family’s male Chinese cook, Jue-Let, who worked in tandem with his mother, Mary, in the kitchen, spoon-fed him a cure of chicken jelly: chicken broth with the white of an egg and its shell mixed in, then strained, then chilled into quivering blobs. To Beard, this icky stuff was “superb … magically good,” and “the true essence of chicken … [with] a texture that was incredibly delightful.” Likewise, the slightly older Beard reveled in shopping with Mother in a fine-poultry shop where “I would come away with two pounds of gizzards and hearts for myself.” Few people today would ever want to eat chicken jelly or chicken hearts—or, for that matter, the raw onions that Beard so adored—but fewer still could remain impervious to the sensual joy he took in eating these things, or to his conclusion that “the flavor of perfectly prepared chicken [has] remained a stimulant to my palate ever since.”

The dinners he prepared for his bohemian friends in New York in the 1930s were every bit as sensual and always made from scratch, with none of the canned foods or “ready mixes” such as Bisquick (which General Foods had introduced in 1931) that were proliferating on grocery shelves. Even if Beard was just making a poor man’s repast of mushrooms on toast—a favorite snack of his—he bought his mushrooms fresh from an Italian corner grocer and used good bakery bread. Earlier still, while knocking around the Portland, Oregon, theater community in his twenties, he cooked unpretentious backstage meals for appreciative casts and crews with ingredients he’d procured from the city’s open-air farmers’ market on Yamhill Street, where he and his mother shopped when he was a boy. The Yamhill Market was crucial in shaping his culinary sensibility, as were the meals he and his family ate outdoors in Gearhart, the coastal Oregon resort town where the Beards kept a modest summer cottage. Right on the beach, Mary Beard boiled crabs and grilled razor clams that she and Jim had caught and dug themselves; Beard also picked the strawberries and the huckleberries that appeared in the pies and tarts the family and their guests ate for dessert.

So by the time Beard finally recognized that cookery was his vocation as much as it was his avocation—the success of Hors d’Oeuvre, Inc. led to a contract for his first book, Hors d’Oeuvre and Canapés, in 1940—he realized that part of his mission was to defend the pleasures of real cooking and fresh ingredients against the assault of the Jell-O-mold people and the domestic scientists. His second cookbook, published in 1941, was called Cook It Outdoors, and while it didn’t have an exhortatory exclamation point at the end of its title like the one at the end of Awake and Sing!, the social-realist play written by the leftist playwright Clifford Odets six years earlier,* it might as well have. By the time of his fourth cookbook, and his first attempt at a comprehensive masterwork, the 1,217-recipe The Fireside Cook Book: A Complete Guide to Fine Cooking for Beginner and Expert (1949), Beard was pointedly telling The New York Times that what he’d written was no “laboratory manual.”

The opportunity to write Hors d’Oeuvre and Canapés arose through the good graces of a social butterfly named Jeanne Owen, the secretary and day-to-day manager of the International Wine and Food Society chapter that operated out of Crosby Gaige’s office. The American-born but Paris-raised Owen saw promise in Beard and took him under her wing, educating him about French cookery and securing him the book contract. The book, however, was the undoing of Beard’s partnership with Bill Rhode, who resented Beard’s solo effort to profit off the business and his references in the text to “my shop”; upon joining the staff of Gourmet as an editor in 1943, Rhode saw to it that Beard didn’t write for the magazine, and this blacklisting lasted until Rhode’s death in 1946.

While Hors d’Oeuvre and Canapés was a minor work, it sold well enough to prompt its publisher, M. Barrows & Company, to commission Cook It Outdoors, Beard’s paean to grilling. The book had sixteen different recipes for barbecue sauce and twelve for hamburgers, but it was no Dave Thomas–style sop to dumb, torpid lugs; it included, audaciously for the time, a recipe for a “Pascal Burger” of ground lamb and lamb kidneys and a “Bagdad [sic] Burger” served between two slices of grilled eggplant. There were also elaborate instructions on how to build one’s own backyard barbecue pit, and a recipe entitled “If You Should Run Over an Old Hen” that began, “Such things happen, this running over a farmer’s hen …” Clearly, Beard was eager to get the fellas involved in the dying art of home cookery, too, by appealing to their machismo. The jacket copy, if anything, protested too much: “It is a man’s book written by a man who understands not only the healthy outdoor eating and cooking habits, but who is an expert at the subtle nuances of tricky flavoring as well … A good workable book that will take a heck of a lot of wear and be a darned good companion to the outdoor cook.”

“It’s very important that Jim was a man,” says Barbara Kafka. “That’s how he made a difference. Historically, you had cookbooks and cookery writing by two groups of people, women and chefs. And, as in so many things, Jim was a crossover person. Also, because he wasn’t afraid to be enthusiastic, he went right to the heart of people. His real talent was for the American voice.” Beard’s considerable girth, far from turning people off, abetted his crossover appeal, because he wasn’t some fussy schoolmarm or a flaming gadabout like the tails-wearing, Rolls-Royce-driving Lucius Beebe. “He was not seen as gay by the public,” Kafka says. “If they’d met Jim in person, they might not have been so sure, but he was just seen as a big man, and big is good, in terms of cooking.”

What Beard began, in essence, was a new perception of American food and cookery. If there was no going back to the halcyon days of Mary Randolph’s sumptuous feasts of pure goodness—which were laborious to prepare, and, to face facts, made possible by slaves in the South and servants in the North—there was at least a way to reclaim the pleasures of real cooking and unrushed food, even if only as a leisure activity, as outdoor grilling increasingly became in the 1940s. Whereas Irma Rombauer, the author of The Joy of Cooking, represented a sane middle ground for housewives of the thirties and forties, urging them to make their own stocks in the early editions of her book* but advising that “a can of bouillon should be kept for quick aspics and for use in the place of stock”—and explaining that The Joy of Cooking had been compiled “with one eye on the family purse and the other on the bathroom scale,” with “occasional lapses into indulgence”—Beard transcended the very notion of cooking as part of homemaking. To him, cooking and eating comprised a fulfilling cultural pastime, to be pursued as ardently as golf, opera, painting watercolors, or any other activity that aroused one’s passions. In the bargain, with his charisma and approachability, he also made a better case for the preservation of regional foods than the zany Clementine Paddleford† or the highbrow Sheila Hibben.

But even as Beard was coming to prominence as a cookbook author, he saw that the state of American gastronomy would get worse before it got better. Throughout and immediately after the war years of the forties, the big food conglomerates were putting ever-more grotesque packaged products on the market, many of which were by-products of their efforts to produce tinned or freeze-dried field rations for the troops. (However, Spam, George A. Hormel & Co.’s “miracle meat” in a can, predated America’s involvement in the war, appearing on grocery shelves in 1937.) In time, the packaged-food companies would abandon any pretense of claiming their processed and frozen products were superior in taste, instead stressing their convenience. Cannily (and often with canned foods), these companies’ advertising campaigns actually stigmatized the experience of spending hours in the kitchen. As Laura Shapiro puts it in Something from the Oven, her history of 1950s American cookery, “During the postwar era, time became an obsession of the food industry and eventually of American homemakers as a manufactured sense of panic pervaded even day-to-day cooking.” Shapiro cites an ad for Minute Rice that sounds like it was written by someone hopped up on Dexedrine: “Baby fussing? Dinner to get? When baby wants attention and Daddy wants dinner, your best friend is quick-quick Minute Rice!”

Beard despaired of such developments, and of the nonsensical recipes that were urged upon readers by the women’s pages, such as a popular one for “Flapper Salad,” an atrocity that called for a canned pear or peach to be decorated with carrot slivers and/or pimientos to simulate the face of a 1920s flapper, with the fruit then covered in aspic, surrounded by lettuce, and covered in a sweet dressing. “I showed [the recipe] to someone who took it seriously,” Beard wrote to his friend Helen Evans Brown, a Californian and cookbook author and kindred-spirit food purist. “God, where can their sense of humor be?”

Fortunately, Beard and Brown didn’t have to fight their battle alone. One of the salutary effects of the war was that it caused an influx of talented kitchen workers whose cooking abilities and regard for real food complemented Beard’s nicely. Though William Henry Harrison’s cronies might not have approved, these influential newcomers were French.


* The Café Chambord, as it was properly known, was on Third Avenue near Fiftieth Street in Manhattan, and was a popular celebrity haunt in the 1940s and 1950s. Jackie Gleason and his Honeymooners cast dined there regularly after their live Saturday-night telecasts.

* The book’s full title was American Cookery, or the Art of Dressing Viands, Fish, Poultry, and Vegetables, and the Best Modes of Making Pastes, Puffs, Pies, Tarts, Puddings, Custards and Preserves, and All Kinds of Cakes, from the Imperial Plumb to Plain Cake. Adapted to This Country, and All Grades of Life. By Amelia Simmons, An American Orphan.

* And promptly died of pneumonia, having served just thirty-two days in office.

† Thomas had quadruple-bypass surgery in 1996 and died of liver cancer in 2002.

* Kellogg’s quackery was later the subject of a novel by T. Coraghessan Boyle, The Road to Wellville.

* The founder of the home economics discipline, also known as “domestic science,” was a chemist named Ellen Richards, who in 1873 was the first woman ever to graduate from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.

* Odets’s producer, Cheryl Crawford, was among the wealthier members of Beard’s bohemian circle, and frequently had the cash-poor Beard out to her estate in Connecticut. She also used her connections to get him his first paid catering job in New York City, before Hors d’Oeuvre, Inc.

* Rombauer, a bourgeois St. Louis housewife of German descent, compiled the first edition of The Joy of Cooking in 1931, when she was fifty-four, as an exercise in getting over the 1930 suicide of her husband. The first edition was just a private printing of 3,000 copies, but the subsequent edition, published by Bobbs-Merrill in 1936, became a national best seller. At the time of Rombauer’s death in 1962, more than 26 million copies of the book, in its various editions, had been sold. Though Rombauer kept her distance from the “gourmet” ranks, she forged close friendships with both Beard and Cecily Brownstone.

† Beard admired Paddleford, though, remarking that she is “surely the getting-aroundest person I have ever known, except for Eleanor Roosevelt,” and he socialized with her frequently.
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