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[ came to diary keeping by way of confessing, and one of the things I needed to confess about was
food. Now, reading some of our world’s most notable diarists, I see the same tendency—the com-
pulsion to write down what one has eaten in order to guiltily disclose transgressions or goad oneself
to niggardliness. Take Tolstoy, who, browbeating himself as usual, remorsefully records “three glasses
of ice cream.” Or this: “[25 May 1889] An undefined quantity of food does harm, I think. I must have
tWo cups of tea and nothing more.” In a volume of Tolstoy, if the word “recipe” catches your eye,
It turns out to be one for establishing “loving relationships with the people you live with.”

The confessional mode, however, isn't the only one
when it comes to writing to yourself about food. There are two
kinds of diarists, it sometimes seems to me. One will tell you:
“Breakfasted clear up to my Adam’s apple” (Thomas Edison), but
then not give you a lick of what it was that he stuffed himself
with! The other will go into perhaps more detail than anybody
€xcept a culinary historian might wish.

Consider, for example, Kafka, at a most Kafkaesque
cafeteria [October 30, 1911): “This craving that I almost always
have, when for once I feel my stomach is healthy, [is] to heap up
in me notions of terrible deeds of daring with food. I especially
satisfy this craving in front of pork butchers. If I see a sausage
that is labeled as an old, hard sausage, I bite into it in my
imagination with all my teeth and swallow quickly, regularly,
and thoughtlessly, like 2 machine. The despair that this act, even
in the imagination, has as its immediate result, increases my
haste. I shove the long slabs of rib meat unbitten into my mouth,
and then pull them out again from behind, tearing through my
stomach and intestines. I eat dirty delicatessen stores completely
empty. Cram myself with herrings, pickles, and all the bad, old,
sharp foods. Bonbons are poured into me like hail from their
tin boxes. I enjoy in this way not only my healthy condition but
also a suffering that is without pain and can pass at once.”

There is more to this than stomach rumblings, desire,
and denial. Three days later Kafka describes “the joy again of
imagining a knife twisted into my heart.” About a year and a half
later, May 4, 1913, the knife works on him once more as he
imagines himself a kind of food: “Always the image of a pork
butcher’s broad knife that quickly and with mechanical regular-
ity chops me from the side and cuts off very thin slices which fly
off almost like shavings because of the speed of the action.”

I don't pretend to fathom the mind of a Kafka com-

pletely. But neither can I understand a mind like William Byrd's.
One of colonial Virginia’s richest men, a diplomat, man of public
affairs, plantation owner, part owner of a slave ship—Byrd has
given us in his diary one of the most peculiar gastronomic
documents I've ever attempted to read.

Apparently Byrd kept a journal in shorthand throughout
most of his adult life. The portion called “The Secret Diary of
William Byrd of Westover (1709-12)” was published in 1941 after
it was discovered in the Huntington Library, San Marino,
California. It would be a mistake to give the impression that food
was the only thing Byrd discussed. It is true, however, that
unfailingly he recorded his meals. Page after page, the diary
reads: “ate chocolate for breakfast,” “ate milk for breakfast,” “ate
nothing but beef for dinner,” “ate nothing but pork for dinner,”
“ate not much for breakfast being to go abroad,” “there was
plentiful dinner but I ate nothing but bacon and fowl,” “ate
nothing but hashed beef for dinner,” “ate chicken for dinner.”
The litany continues: “roast pork,” “milk and hominy,” “fricas-
see,” “boiled pork and pie,” “battered eggs,” “fowl and bacon,”
“boiled beef,” “mutton hash.” Then, as spring approaches:
“squirrel and asparagus,” “fish and asparagus,” “mutton and
asparagus,” “cherries,” “red herring and sallet.” And always this
refrain: “I had good health, good humor, and good thoughts,
thanks be to God Almighty,” though Byrd never mentions what
these good thoughts were.

No dissection of the soul, this. Still, I find it more dis-
concerting than if it had been—and by turns both more and less
interesting. Byrd's transcribers seem to be likewise ambivalent.
They concede the monotony of his pen, at least where food
writing is concerned, but remain enthusiastic, noting by way of

analysis that Byrd was “greatly preoccupied with his health.”
continued on page 2
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DiarleS continued from page 1

They also point out that he once made it a rule to “confine
himself to a single main dish at each meal.” Hence, his determ-
ination to record the keeping of this promise to himself. Of the
perpetual tick, “ate milk,” that readers of the diary will find, the
transcribers note that he did drink unusually large quantities, by
any century’s standards, often “warm from the cow.” A food
faddist who continually “dosed” himself, he also recommended
a milk diet to ailing neighbors. Tedious and repetitious though
it is, Byrd’s diary does seem to be tracking something: what he
would be made of, what would literally become him—even as
Kafka imagined himself literally becoming meat.

But Tolstoy, Kafka, Byrd—they're all men. What of
women diarists and food? Are there just a few of us who have
written about food in our diaries because we thought we had
nothing else to talk about? Dorothy Wordsworth, companion to
and housekeeper for her brother, William, at Dove Cottage near
Grasmere in the English Lake district, kept a diary. March 17,
1802, for example: “He read me his poem. I boiled beefsteaks”,
perhaps more a comment on the age in which she lived than on
the diarist.

The last published volumn of Virginia Woolf’s diaries,
covering the years 1936 until her death in March 1941, is full of
references to food, both literal and metaphorical. We read that
she will “live like a cat stepping on eggs” until the 600 pages of
The Years are corrected [Thursday 11 June 1936). And that TS.
(“Tom”) Eliot looked a “little muffin faced” one evening in 1938
when he was at the Woolfs’ table for dinner. War is approaching,
nerves are “harassed,” and eventually there is no sugar to make
pudding, the ration of margarine is meager, meat rations even
smaller, and milk shares such that “we have to consider even the
cat’s saucer.” One day in December 1940, Woolf joylessly
reports: “I spent an hour making butter from our skim of
cream—a week’s takings provides about 1/2 1b.”

When deprivations are real, we write about food in our
diaries for the most graspable reason of all, and Anais Nin’s
comment that we diarists write to “taste life twice” becomes
ironic in its unintended meaning. March 8, 1941, twenty days
before Woolf drowned herself, as reasons for doing anything at
all anymore slipped from her hands, she makes this observation:
“And now with some pleasure I find that it's seven; and must
cook dinner. Haddock and sausage meat. I think it is true that
one gains a certain hold on sausage and haddock by writing
them down.” —JEANNE SCHINTO

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Sir:

Since 1940, 1 have spent a large part of my active life in profes-
sional kitchens as a teacher and chef, both in France and in the

United States. Unless the members of the Chambre Syndicale de
la Haute Cuisine Frangaise (discussed in AWEF, April) become

personally involved in presenting the French Ministry of Edu‘:;
tion with a modernized culinary curriculum, France’s “Chef
File” status is in danger of being lost forever. »
An educational reform stressing the understanding

concepts rather than recipes, modern food science, history of
multiple French cuisines—the plural is meant—even thOS‘f of
women, and the development of pride in producing On€ s e
work rather than copying others’, is a national emergency fos
native country. Have the members of that august new e
thought of starting at the bottom of the scale? It would be
surest way to end up at the top.

Madeleine Kamman

Bartlett, New Hampshir€
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SCUYLER INGLE lives in Seattle where he writes about food
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JEANNE SCHINTO lives in Lawrence, Massachusetts. Her .
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