JAMES BEARD: A 20TH CENTURY REVOLUTION IN AMERICAN FOOD

A CONVERSATION & READING OF LETTERS WITH CLARK WOLF, RUTH REICHL, BETTY FUSSELL, JUDITH JONES, & MARION NESTLE
[Originally Recorded on May 3, 2004]
MUSIC: Gilbert & Sullivan, Doyly Carte Opera Company

INTRODUCTION
CLARK: Hello this is Clark Wolf and welcome to James Beard: A 20th Century Revolution in American Food…We’ll be talking about the influence of -James Beard on American Cuisine on cooking and the way we think about food and the way we enjoy food in this country along with reading some of his correspondence that is actually now part of the Fales Library at the Bobst Library at New York University right here in Manhattan….I’m pleased to have with me today my guests Ruth Reichl:

RUTH: I grew up in the Village and you would see him, at Balduccis, which back then was a fruit stand, this giant man and looking at how much he loved when people would come up to him, there was something really regal about him.

CLARK: And Betty Fussell… 

BETTY: Right and that’s why I connected to James a long time ago, he was really the first one I ever came across who said “Food Is Fun!” and it’s about pleasure, it’s about flavor and you can do it, everybody can do it, it’s so egalitarian…So he really changed my kitchen life entirely. He spoke to me as an American and my identification with that was total. 

CLARK: And Judith Jones…
JUDITH: Men cooking was just not, well it was unheard of, except maybe professional chefs…Jim changed that first because he was such a presence and he went all over the country and demonstrating, talking, getting people excited about food…to tell people that…cooking is a pleasure, it’s fun, it’s creative, it’s earthy, sexy, you name it, and Jim put that across with all his heart.  

CLARK: and Marion Nestle…
MARION: And in the academy, he made it legitimate to study. He set up a situation where instead of food being considered quotidian, and beneath contempt as a serious subject for study it now became used as a lens to study the problems of society

CLARK: So that’s why we’re here, to talk about him, to talk about the Village and to talk about food in America.
Let me start by saying hello to Ruth….[ruth says hello]...thanks so much for being here. Ruth, you grew up in New York and then you were a food reviewer and then you became the editor of Gourmet….what was James Beard, what did he mean to you?

RUTH: He was the person who invented the notion of being a food celebrity. He was the person who was not a chef or restaurateur but larger than all of that and he saw that living the food life was something worth doing. 

CLARK: Betty Fussell…[she says hello]…you also have spent many years living in the village and as a matter of fact I think you are still living in the belfry which I think James would have loved…[Betty says: Just around the corner]…and Betty, as an author and food historian… you wrote story of corn, on so many levels. You’ve certainly told the story of corn….Talk about American. What influence do you think JB have on, you should excuse the expression, the American housewife?

BETTY: I think, just extraordinary. He came at the right time. Somebody said that he was halfway between Betty Crocker and Gourmet mag as it was then. Because he occupied this middle ground, and he filled it [Clark laughs] so, he’s had an extraordinary way of putting his finger on the pulse that he knew emotionally. So it’s the emotional quality that I really loved in him, in his recipes. They don’t necessarily always show in the writing, they show in the bulk of his appreciation of food.

CLARK: That’s perfect, I was talking to Chuck Williams, who founded Williams/Sonoma more than 50 years ago …And I was talking about James Beard and he said you know, when his books came out, there were no books! I opened a shop about cookery and I had two books to sell. 
CLARK – It was very, very minimal in those days and that is why I’m particularly delighted to have Judith Jones with me here today from Knopf, his editor, the editor who took care of Julia, Marcella Hazan was introduced by you, many others, besides the fact that you have edited John Updike….would you tell us how you came to know JB and what his place was as the author of cookery in his 23 books?
JUDITH: It’s hard for you to imagine the scene in America in the 40s, 50s when Jim really started his career, people had one or two books, Joy of Cooking or the Fanny Farmer and we had been deluged since the mid-nineteenth century, we women, that we should be free of cooking, it was demeaning, time consuming, it was an ugly chore you had to do. I think that’s why they invented cooking as a science because they gave it more dignity. 

CLARK: That’s amazing, it’s amazing how much has happened since he started all of that. It’s like we hit a critical mass, Which is why I am delighted to move on to Marion Nestle Marion, it’s great to have you here as well.  [Marion: Happy to be here]

CLARK As a professor in Nutrition, Food Studies and Public Health, and as having reformulated that department in a very significant way to make it possible for people to get a BS, a Masters and a PhD in food studies, this is what I would have studied some 30 years ago [Marion: Me too!] if it had been possible ...Can you tell us a little bit about, … how you took something that used to be called home ec … and transformed it into an academic discipline that has in just a few years gained enormous respect and force in all of our lives. 

MARION: The timing was perfect is what we had to say about this. I just wanted to say to Judith that one of the reasons I got into this was because when I was in high school a friend of my mother’s had a cookbook collection with thousands of books in it, oh, I wish we could get it now!  But the food studies came out of what seemed to be a real need. We were hearing from people in the industry that they wanted to learn something about food, from people who loved food as I did that they wished there was a way to study it and we were just lucky to be able to put all the elements of it together and NYU which is very innovative and entrepreneurial and we were able to convince them that home economics, and the department was home economics until 1990, that this was a direction that home economics could go into, that it would not only be respectable but that it would open up huge areas of scholarships that before were not possible and of course that’s exactly what’s happened. 

HIS ASSISTANT EMILY GILDER

CLARK: His asst was a woman called Emily Gilder. She and her husband Harwood Gilder had lived on Washington Square Park across the street from those darn liberals, the Roosevelts. Anyway, Emily was quite a piece of work, she was from Westport and she knew how to make and consume a martini, my goodness….

And when James was slowing down she gave all his parties. And when he died in ’85, she said, I want to talk to you. Apparently, James who was very emotional, certainly those who knew him, know that he was very emotional, he could be quite, quite intense at times, was not particularly sentimental. And so as he would read a letter, and perhaps it was a letter from somebody we would all where we would all be shocked to think he got a letter from and would love to have, he would read it, make his remarks and toss it out. As he did Emily would fish things out of the garbage can, including his doctorate from Reed College…after he died, Emily said, Clark you take these and you do the right thing when the time comes, you’ll know. And for 18 years I did nothing other than make sure they were still locked in the drawer. And so when I met with Dr. Marion Nestle at NYU and when NYU and the Fales Rare Book Collection at the Bobst Library right on Washington Square Park acquired the Cecily Brownstone Collection, over 10,000 cookbooks and 5000 food pamphlets I thought maybe this is the place…

CLARK: There were a lot of letters …but there was one that I found that is actually from the Bergen Record and it was well into his career when he was very established and the Bergen Record had asked a number of very well known people to submit their handwriting and to have it analyzed for public review and this is what the analyst says about Beard’s handwriting:

CLARK reads letter…

Handwriting Analyst from the Bergen Record: 
I would be very surprised if this individual was not very successful…C, as the letter he was assigned, chose an independent course in life that break with traditional past, SHE insists on colors and textures and expression and she must be a delight at any party….well organized, he was never organized.

ONIONS & ACTING

CLARK: …On the first page of his autobiography, Delights and Prejudices, Beard announces that his mother’s kitchen was the scene of “my first gastronomic adventure” and goes on to tell us how he crawled into vegetable bin and ate a giant onion, skin and all. He said he loved onions all of his life. He was a restless, overweight adolescent, he wanted to be an actor, his mother intro’d him to theatre, he saw Madame Butterfly at the age of 6, and then he went to London to study voice…And then he gave up acting and he gave up the dreams of all of that and actually, I think he started out singing for his supper. …and then later on he began to actually cook for his supper, and turn what he did theatrically into all of that. Those were heady times.

FOOD CELEBRITIES
CLARK: Ruth, you were the one, you were the one, who put Rocco diSpirito on the cover of Gourmet magazine [Ruth: I did, I did] so talk to us about the celebrity, you mentioned it a bit earlier but talk to us about the difference between the Beard celebrity versus the Bobby Flay, Rocco di Spirito, zippity doo-dah celebrity of chefs today.

RUTH: Well part of it is that Beard took a bigger bite of the world. He didn’t want to just be a famous chef…and he didn’t just want to be famous, he had a reason behind it…It’s a more grown up idea of being a celebrity. What he wanted from it wasn’t just to be the flavor of moment and the sense you get with modern celebrities is that we all have this idea that everyone has their 15 minutes and the chefs on TV food network all want their 15 minutes and it’s to make money but he had a mission, and it was different.

BEARD’S MANIFESTO

CLARK – But Ruth, you’re right, he had a mission, he had an idea. And in his book Hors D’Oeuvres, or in his shop, Hors D’Oeuvres Inc., and in his book about that, he had sort of a manifesto. Would you share that with us?

RUTH reads letter:

However, our varied experiences came together and we agreed, part 2, on certain things. There would be no horrible things on tired pieces of toast, we would eschew all those custom which was so typical…nor we would use squeezebag and use cream cheese and make little towers of horrible stature and ughsome taste! No! We were the revolutionaries, we were going to do things very different.

CROWD: ughsome…I’m going to use this…

BREAD

CLARK: In his life what was it he published, 22 books? But a lot of his other friends were cookery book writers, Julia, Elizabeth David, we talked about earlier that there weren’t a lot of books but what were the earlier books then and what was the progession to today?

JUDITH Well the explosion really started with Julia Child and her Mastering and as Julia would always say, timing is just right….And I’d like to say just one thing about Jim. He was so welcoming when he saw the real thing and he knew the genuine article… and he was very much with whole wave. And I think also the pieces that he wrote, the syndicated column he had, he wrote for American Way, those are wonderful to look at, the range of subjects, and again the people he encouraged, knew and learned from, he really educated us so I think he had a lot to do with those whole proliferation.

CLARK: There was a point being made, a point being made. Putting that all together, to put it in a book, it seems to me that was sort of a challenge for him, wasn’t it?

JUDITH But he always wanted to rise to challenge, again after that first meeting with Julia Child, it was some years later the whole counter culture was starting to make bread and there was no wonderful simple basic bread book. I took JB to lunch and asked him who did he think was the best person to do this book and he said he’d have to think about it and then he’d call a couple of months later and say you know, I’ve been doing some thinking, shall we have lunch again? [ALL laugh. CLARK: Lunch is often involved here!] We had six wonderful lunches on this idea and then finally he put his cup down and said I think I have to do this book, and he meant it! It was an education really for both of us because JB had never really done a teaching book and one of the first things he did he loved, he wrote the first basic recipe and I gave it to 6 people at Knopf who had never baked a loaf of bread before in their lives and they brought in the six loaves and Jim came and we cut it and we criticized it and there was a lovely little when things go wrong list in that book. He fought having to sit down and concentrate when writing a book but he loved ideas, they were irresistible to him.
CLARK: I don’t know about Julia but  James had a lot of help with his writing and in fact, I do know about Julia, she wrote almost everything herself. [Judith: Absolutely] Absolutely. Judith said it on tape for everyone. But James was a real collaborator and I remember visiting his house early on and I won’t say which book if I could remember, but in one of his early books his collaborator was written on the frontespiece and he scratched it out rather mightily.  It was rather funny he was not having a good day with that person.

COOKBOOK WRITING/ELIZABETH DAVID
CLARK: The writer Elizabeth David can testify or could testify that writing cookbooks isn’t so easy. Betty, there is a letter in the collection that we would love you to share with us.

BETTY: 

For me, the fat’s really in the fire…goaded into writing two new books…hell of a lot to be done, a lot of cooking…start working at 4am and by midday I am done for….sardine or poached egg so prospects don’t look too bright. What am I doing? How can I expand those things into two books?

BETTY: And ten years later she is still complaining: 

I am in despair about my book…it’s impossible to work…all these things to do…I like Julia’s new book – how does she get all that work done?

CLARK: I think it was over a glass of wine with Paul, don’t you? 
GIFTS

CLARK: Betty, he was always sending things to people and people were always sending things to him. Can you read a little about what he sent to ED….

BETTY reads letter from Elizabeth David: 

Dearest Jim, The Fortnum van rolled up today with your princely gift of champagne, intended for Xmas, but just in times for Valentines Day. I shall try to keep a bottle for your next visit. Feb 14th, 1974

CLARK: You know, nobody did more to spread the word about ED than James. He wrote in Beard on Food: “this shy, knowledgeable charming English woman whom I’ve known for years and can count on her as one of my dear friends, could write with greater style or perception than anyone I can ever think of.” Betty, read us this last bit from this letter -- she was in her kitchen one evening and wrote the following…

BETTY: And her kitchen by the way, she cleared a little space for her to eat on…the rest was heaped with books…she says:

After writing this I was sitting up waiting for dough, what else, and came across the paragraph you wrote about me and well thank you! I wish I could write as well as you think as I do. As for shy, I am almost a recluse, not suitable for cook. Fondest love, Elizabeth

CLARK: And that must have taken some discipline on her part, he once said about her that you must two bottles of the best wines to lunch, one for her and one for you. 

CLARK: Did any of you have mothers that used his books? Lord knows my mother used tater tots alot…

RUTH: my mother had no cookbooks…

[they all laugh]

CLARK: Marion, not you either? [Marion: No, no.] Wow, he really did provide something for a whole new generation. 

MARION CUNNINGHAM & FANNY FARMER

CLARK: One of his big influences, as I understand it, was Fanny Farmer, was that cookbook and actually to be able to find a voice to bring that back  into American life, Fanny Farmer cookbook, was extraordinary and I remember in preparation for the reading that we did at the NYU library when the letters were placed, Judith you said to me, I really want to include letters from and to Marion Cunningham because the voice that she had naturally as that American housewife was why Jim kind of fell in love with her as a collaborator. Would you give us a little bit of MC and JB together?

JUDITH: When the Fanny Farmer people were looking for someone to revamp the cookbook because it had become practically a boxtop collection and it wasn’t very interesting and I was not much interested because I felt it would have to be redone I felt from head to toe and I talked to Jim and he said maybe you could do it from head to toe if you find the right person and I said who? And this is when he started thinking of Marion and those letters and he starts taunting her with the idea. But I didn’t know who Marion was, she was just assisting him with classes on the West Coast but he had letters from her and he would show me little snippets, expressing her taste, what she made for dinner the night before, this wonderful frankness, it sounded very new England to me and I was sold just on the basis of the letters. Then we brought Marion to NYC and had her meet the Fanny Farmer president and he was smitten. But voice is the thing and I think it’s a shame in some ways that so many cookbooks suppress the voice now and it’s all sort of formula writing but Jim had a very strong voice in his recipes even though they weren’t greatly detailed, he wasn’t teacherly in that way but just the gutsy words he used. And Marion had that all American woman, you know, the way she’d say “well it was dandy.”

CLARK: would you read a bit from the letter?

JUDITH: reads letter

My name is Marion Cunningham, 53 years old, married….began my own cooking school…I met JB three summers ago….we became friends and just completed class assisting him…he recommended me…I have never written anything other than a letter to a friend….Frank Benson…I have said to Judith that I was not experienced….trusted her to do what is best for me and Knopf. 

RUTH: So artless!

CLARK: so artless and perfect…You know, I want you to read the next one as well about another little day she was having. She lives in the same house now as she did then, she was fifty three…She still has a very western life, she grew up in Pasadena, I think, just as Julia did, right? Maybe that’s the New England, the New England of California. But would you share that with us too?

JUDITH reads letter: 

Dear James, thank you for mentioning me to Family Circle…I am into soups with Fanny Farmer. And I do love her so well. She is the starchy stuff that made up the turn of the century America. None of the Hippie in her. 

RUTH – I love that because you get a piece of Marion here…not as humble as she sounds in some of these letters!

CLARK: I think she is profoundly funny and feisty on a regular basis. 

JUDITH reads on: 

….yesterday it snowed right here in the front yard…beautiful clusters of snow came down…snow ice cream…middle age hormone…tad psychotic…took pictures…I will write soon, love MC. 

I should say is that she writes in non stop sentences but easy to put in commas. What she has is the magic of that voice describing…

CLARK Well absolutely and I believe that’s why you get the big bucks because you are putting in the commas and the periods! 

CLARK: You know, one of my favorite stories about Marion, is James wrote to her in 1974:
Dearest Marion, I know how you feel about what they do in French restaurants, it’s so fascinating the way they garnish and do other things. My battle with some of them where they deck things out till there’s no food for the decking! Apparently they had a very public fight at Seaside where he was telling all of his students to stop all of that fussing around and he left the room and she turned to them and she well now, dear, you just garnish like hell!

GOOSEBERRIES & THE SHOWER

CLARK: Jose Wilson was actually responsible for Theory and Practice of Good Cooking which really emphasized technique, Judith was saying, over recipe over context sometimes and he wrote that column for years with her help. His excerpt from one in which he explains a special experience he had with a gooseberry, or several:

On a recent trip to London I had lunch with ED we went searching for white gooseberries…she bought some and we decided to buy some and I took some into shower…and found that they all had eaten…through some incredible ESP…all three munching gooseberries…

MARION reads letter:

Dear Emily, I’ve toned down that we in the shower thing…losing sense of dignity…Josie, August 18th
CLARK: I don’t know if you all remember but he had on the 2nd floor of the townhouse on 12th street a shower, an open shower. The excuse was that the bathroom was too small because it was a Village house. But in point of fact, it was an open shower…
JUDITH: It was an open shower you looked out at the New York sky…
EVERYONE speaks 

BETTY: It was theatre!

CLARK: Yes, it was theatre. We should mention that in the Village and in many parts of Manhattan the houses are on either side and the yards meet each other. So if you were living across the way…[RUTH: Or next door…] or next door! I guess Ruth knows somebody in the neighborhood. It was theatre in the round.
RUTH: People were shocked, I tell you, shocked.

CLARK: We’re going to take a break…
[break at 29:30]
[45 seconds of music]
CLARK: We’re back…

AMERICAN COOKERY & THE FOOD REVOLUTION

CLARK: I want to read a little something from James: less than 10 years ago, when my book American Cookery was published, people still thought of our national cuisine in terms of hamburgers, apple pie and such regional old standbys as clam chowder and Boston Baked beans. Nowadays I am gratified to see that Americans are more aware of how embracing and how important our culinary heritage really is. It’s a melting pot every bit as diverse as our population. Of course we have developed a good many indigenous recipes too. All of it, the inventions, the traditional recipes, the inventions, makes up what we can confidently call American cuisine.... and at last it has been taken seriously, not only in this country but abroad as well. 
RUTH: I think it’s almost impossible for people who weren’t around then to have any idea of how disdained how American food was, both by Americans and by people from other countries, you would go to Europe and they would go, oh, Americans, they eat hamburgers…
JUDITH: And people simply didn’t talk about food, it was a subject, like sex, you didn’t mention it at the table and you didn’t make appreciative sounds and our cooking was very much English oriented and without much flavor and without spice and deliciousness and all that changed.

RUTH: And he was also, for me, he was very involved in the American food revolution in the seventies, coming out of this time in the 60s when no one cared about food, I mean, Americans who cared about food were a tiny minority. And he was the person who said we really have good products here…
Clark: Ruth, he was really in a funny kind of a way so much a part of that revolution that you were a part of that I feel connected to, that Alice Waters is considered the leader of – what was that like?

RUTH: It was very much, we are in the forefront, it was young, extremely well educated people who chose cooking which was one of the other things that Beard and MFK pioneered the way, these were not people who had to be cooks or had to write about food, they had choices, and so they very much became the mentors for this group of kids who got out of college who said that said I don’t want to be the lawyer or doctor and what I really want to do is cook. Here you have people who were joyfully going into kitchen, connecting with farmers, looking at recipes, thinking about doing restaurants in a whole new way and being proud of being American and thinking that this was a food revolution, it was political, it was something we could do with our own hands, we can make a change.

CLARK MEETS BEARD

CLARK I met James Beard in the middle later 70s, I was running a cheese shop at the base of Knob Hill and there I was and one day the door went dark, it was as if a big cloud came over the sky but in fact there was this figure in the door with a floor to sky black leather trench coat, and as he came into the room kind of like the QE2, I realized it was James Beard. One of the first things he said to me was: “My doctor says I’m not supposed to come into a place like this!” and I thought to myself, “What kind of a place is this?” It was a place full of happy fat and James ordered a piece of, let me see if I can remember…St. Nectaire, raw milk morbier, and appenzeller, of course I remember, my god it was James Beard. 

CLARK: Why was Beard such a commanding presence, not just his physicality. His hands were huge, I remember he would cook and sometimes make his students feel the raw eggs in the bowl, right? So that they would experience all of it. 

CLASSROOM/TEACHING

BETTY I was really lucky to take cooking classes with him in the mid 70s, and what a revelation! We were instantly bonded as a class because of him, he directed us to connect with each other as well as him, we had drinks at someone’s house and we never wanted it to end because of him.

CLARK: Well and in fact he was greatly encouraged by his collaborator Josie Wilson to do television but he was never very comfortable with it, was he?

JUDITH – Jim was an actor and therefore as soon as he got a mic in front of him he would start acting [CLARK laughs] and when he went on with Julia Child who was a natural, he seemed a little unlike himself, he was manufactured.

CLARK: And yet he was perfect in the classroom environment. He LOVED the participation class because he believed a great deal of art could come from chaos.

CLARK: And Marion as a teacher you know how important performance is, [Marion: alas yes] and keeping them awake. And one Marion to another, when he was talking to Marion Cunningham, he was, I think, pretty well directed in about what he wanted to do and pretty complex about his approach. Marion do you want to share that letter with us?

MARION reads letter:

Dear Marion, not me the other one…we finished our classes…they love each other had a great time…don’t let us have another class without each other….it was so exciting. I realized how much I missed not teaching and how happy I was doing it, it’s something I adore…Jan 20, 1975
MFK
CLARK …he had a lot of great story telling friends and one of the greatest was Mary Frances Kennedy Fisher who lived in Sonoma and who of course wrote some of the most memorable writings on food. 

RUTH: Mary Francis was…she was like the queen of it all. People made pilgrimages up to the Bouverie ranch and if she invited you there you felt incredibly privileged and she would sort of receive you and make you lunch in casual way and you would sit there thinking I am having lunch with MFK Fisher, she cooked this food with her own hands. People sat at her feet and she loved it. She LOVED it.

Clark: Ruth would you read us a bit from MFK Fisher?

I’m glad you’ll see Julie and Paul and will write soon to tell her about a trick….I use a recipe for courgette…the combo is like a tian…nothing new under culinary sun…do you know garlic chives? Also have you used giant shallots?
This is a letter, actually Ruth, if you’d be kind enough to read it, to Mary Frances, that he wrote in the 70s.
RUTH reads letter:

Dear Mary Francis, potato peeling is over and it was a successful bout. I’m on my way to Julia’s….I trust we can have a gavotte together…USS France is pleasant…enough old timers who adore the sea to make it pleasant…I’ve answered a lot of questions…large man with beard said I should be you…

TRAVELING

CLARK: He was one of those people who really did love to travel. Again, he traveled with a coterie, saw a lot of friends when he traveled…he wrote to Emily from Venice:

It’s been warm and lovely here, not much to do but walk and stare at people but one can’t have everything. 

CLARK: Actually he loved staring at people. 

CLARK: But people did know him as the “Father of American Gastronomy” and even abroad people knew what he looked like. Betty, will you read what he wrote?

BETTY reads letter: 

I never knew so many people knew who I was…it takes a trip like this to realize you have admirers…it’s 11:20 and I’m just having breakfast tea. Isn’t that awful of me?  

CLARK: But even though he was enjoying himself, even though he was relaxing and chatting with passersby, he was always thinking about food. On that trip he was so concerned about his friend Gino’s efforts with croissants. In fact he wrote to Emily: tell Gino that he puts too much flour in his dough….

CLARK: Even when he was traveling, he was still worrying about money, always. From Venice, he wrote to Emily:

I fear we are running out of money. Is that true? …Let me know when and how much. 

So there he was sipping $9000 coffees at the Gritti palace worrying about $2000.
HEALTH

CLARK: JB was never in good health but he really became ill later in his life and actually had a lot of heart trouble. William Jayme North, a California business man who helped bring about the Fanny Farmer cookbooks, wrote about a funny moment that he had with James. He wrote: 

Some years ago, the distinguished cook, author and bon vivant James Beard required a serious operation and there was fear that he might never recover. He did recover of course. Happily, the man is invincible. Several weeks after the surgery I encountered Jim at a party looking fit as a Stradivarius. And what does death’s door look like, I asked being funny. It had a sign that read Out to lunch, replied Jim, being funnier. That was March 10, 1980.

CLARK: He ate too much, he suffered physically from overeating, although he never liked to drink that much. He drank, but he was not a big drinker. He was always referred to as misbehaving when in fact what he was doing was overeating. There’s one letter from MFK that eluded to his behavior…Ruth?
RUTH reads letter: 
I’m sorry you misbehaved in Venice but you know how to follow your pattern… I’ve been grounded for a while and hate to be told that I can’t cross TransSiberian. Tell Doctors where I want to go. We pick pinot next week. You have taught me a lot…love mary francis.
THE DEATH OF JOSIE WILSON

CLARK: …changing tone a little bit, the hardest thing that James ever had to deal with was the death of Josie Wilson, his longtime friend and partner, who had her challenges in life and who was really an integral part of his existence. Marion, you read this when we had our reading at NYU in October and I would love if you shared some of it with us now…
MARION: Well it’s the most poignant letter, it’s certainly the last letter to James Beard and probably the last letter she ever wrote:

Dear Jim, I know my death is going to be a shock if not a surprise….

And here I think, she does the most astonishing thing...I’m glad we did Theory and Practice…You’re a very special person in this field…You deserve it…no stationary…august 1980.

CLARK: That’s extraordinary and the work on Theory and Practice was so benchmark, Judith wasn’t that a book that has lasted through the years?

JUDITH: Yes, I wish it was better known today. I think it was the first book that approached cooking thru understanding technique, at least American cooking. Julia did that in a way with French cooking but it was translating French to American kitchens. But this was analyzing what we do everyday and understanding it so that you can really do it on your own, once you have it under your belt. It was an extraordinary book. 

CLARK: And they worked on it for quite some time together. And at that time, after he lost Josie, he was really beginning to lose some of his other contemporaries and some were beginning to retire from the efforts that they had made in the world of writing about food. Betty, lttr from ED:

BETTY reads letter: 
Dear Jim, your lovely champagne was delivered before Xmas. I shall enjoy a few glasses at New Year. Weeks of dismal rain, feeling that I’ve reached the place called stop…dates sprayed with silicone, the time has come to other activity like bookbinding…

CLARK: After Beard’s death, Mary Hamblett, a life long friend who was usually pretty upbeat was also upset. 

RUTH reads MH letter: 
James, at least with me, never wanted to contemplate his death….I’ve cried so much…we took his ashes to beach…Feb 26 85

CLARK: Goes right on talking about someone else’s career. She was a free spirit and once said she had a fabulous life. I think that could speak for James as well.

LARGER THAN LIFE

CLARK: Beyond his impact on American food, we remember him as a person, he was larger than life in every way. …in her intro to Delights & Prejudices, Julia said Beard was quintessential American cook that he was always an endearing and lively teacher. He loved people, loved a good time. Do you agree everyone? How can you not? 

JUDITH: I remember I once wanted a cookie recipe that I remembered from Schrafts as a child, it was called a butterscotch cookie, and Schrafts by then had gone out of business but there was still a company and Jim said I’ll get it for you and he called the president and we literally got the formula for Shrafts butterscotch cookie. We had to reduce it and there were about ten products I had never heard of but he said just use Crisco and it was the best cookie, I promise you.
CLARK: I loved that man…it was hard to get thru the first part of the day because those of us who knew him and loved him often spoke to him once day or more…he was on the phone like crazy…
JUDITH: [muffled]…I would be working with him and the phone would ring and he simply couldn’t bear not to answer it. It might be someone from Oklahoma saying that they were having trouble with their popovers…[Clark: maybe it was his popovers] and he would walk them through the whole recipe and chat and that connection with people, it was genuine.

CLARK: We’ve all said this about James and we have another moment before we finish to talk about the fact that he never wanted food to be boring, did he?
BETTY: And it never was…he invested himself in it fully, he embodied food he adored.

RUTH: Can I say that maybe the best legacy he left is that the food world is much larger but it is still extremely generous, I mean this is a group of people who are wonderful to each other, supportive, generous to new people coming in. Beard in particular, unlike food people in other countries which can be backbiting nasty world, left an American spirit, a largeness of spirit that he left to this generation and I think it’s an amazing legacy.

CLARK: Well you know, he gave me a copy of his book, a paperback I must admit, of Delights & Prejudices and in the back he wrote what I think is very telling about the man and the book and his career, he wrote this Clark, is all true, strange as it seems. 
Thank you Ruth Reichl, thank you Betty Fussell, thank you Judith Jones, thank you Marion Nestle, for being here today in New York City, New York. This is Clark Wolf. 
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