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20 THE GIFT OF LIFE

satisfying fruits, vegetables, grains, beans, and dairy products
can be, because these foods usually play supporting roles to
nonvegetarian main dishes (and heaven help the zucchini who
tries to upstage a pork roast!).

To the eye, to the pa}ate, to the entire body, the food is
good. But I don’t think that’s the whole story of the great plea-
sure we find now in our meals together. The real secret, which
we hope our children will cherish always, and that you, our
reader, will discover if you have not already, is the simple
knowledge that/every meal we eat spares a fellow creature,
gives the gift/of life.

Let me begin by giving you a
glimpse of the real heroine of this piece, the Prime Mover and
Guiding Spirit of vegetarian cooking as I know it. For that, we
need to go back a ways.

Tim and I first came to Berkeley in 1967. Julia was two;
Chris was yet to come. Being a mother absorbed and delighted
me, but still there were loose ends, wisps of energy without
focus, and I found myself seeking some kind of involvement.
Increasingly oppressed by the war in Vietnam, which in Berke-
ley as nowhere else one was never able to forget, 1 decided
to put a timid big toe into the maelstrom of Berkeley’s anti-
war movement. I found a group whose program appealed to
me: self-education on the one hand and helping to organize a
peaceful march in San Francisco on the other. Before long I
was attending weekly meetings and had long lists of people to
telephone.

One Saturday, a committee meeting was scheduled at an
apartment just a block west of Telegraph Avenue, the home of
someone I knew only as Laurel.

Mutual friends had spoken affectionately of Laurel, but I
had never met her. I knew that she had been arrested in Sproul
Hall during the Free Speech Movement, had had her teaching
credential withheld as a result, and now worked part-time at a

low-paying library job, part-time for the American Civil Lib-
erties Union. She was in high demand for her calligraphy,
which you would often see on flyers advertising a rally, a bene-
fit,or a demonstration. Here, I knew,was a woman of principle.
I prepared myself to be intimidated, and was alarmed when I
got to her apartment to see that no one else was there yet. It
was a basement flat—coming in by the front door was like en-
tering a cave. A voice issuing from the back of the apartment
guided me through two dark rooms that gave way at last to a
sunny kitchen opening onto a tiny patch of patio. Potted plants.
crowded every sill, and the walls were bright with color—
poster art was in its heyday then.

Laurel was just setting out four long, fat strips of dough to
rise for French bread. A light dusting of flour was especially
visible on her black cat, but it covered everything in the room.
Framing the whole scene was the most luxuriant sweet potato
plant I had ever come across. It shot up from one corner,
curled up across the ceiling, meandered along the far wall, and
darted out a window. Laurel herself was right out of Vermeer—
a sturdy young woman in her early twenties with wide, clear
blue eyes and a thick braid, her sleeves rolled up, a vast white
apron over her long skirts. I suddenly felt spindly and insub-
stantial. I must have looked it, too, because she pressed a hand-
ful of oatmeal cookies on me and a mug of coffee.

“These are pretty stale,” she said with a wry face, “and the
coffee’s been on since eight. I hope it doesn’t bite back.”

I dropped into a wicker chair and watched her work, won-
dering, as I munched, what T'd been eating all those times 1
had thought I was eating oatmeal cookies, and remembering
how my grandmother, too, always used to apologize for her
cooking. Laurel’s movements were sure and deft. The warmth,
the bright colors, the fragrance of the room enveloped me
completely, and I kept silent so as not to break the spell. In
ten minutes, though, some twenty-odd people were milling
about, all talking at once. The meeting went on all afternoon,
and when I left at five it showed every sign of continuing on
into the night, fueled by Laurel’s fresh bread and a big pot of
lentil soup. From this meeting and a few more, equally pleas-
ant but utterly inconclusive, I drifted off unsatisfied. As for
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28 THE GIFT OF LIFE

who doesn’t come completely into her own until she has some-
one to take care of. She stili had the same thick braid of dark
brown hair, but now it was on top of her head. The whole
effect was a little quaint, a little “old country,” as if she be-
longed more to the last century than to this.

Ordinarily, we'd have gone over and visited with them af-
terwards. For some reason, though, I put it off. I couldn’t say
why, but I felt a little shy. Weeks went by and they came
regularly to class, but still I didn’t approach them.

Meanwhile, our days as omnivores were numbered. The
scales were finally tipped—and not by financial, or nutritional,
or even ecological considerations. We were spending more
and more time now with our teacher, in class and during in-
formal visits, and we were coming to see that his relationships
with animals were almost as varied and personal as his rela-
tionships with people. For him every living creature revealed
divinity. He was incapable of harming another being, human
or animal, or of taking pleasure at their expense. For a long
time, he kept silent his deepest feelings on vegetarianism. At
last, though, sensing perhaps that we were all becoming grad-
ually more receptive, he began to reveal to us how he really
felt.

T'll never forget the first night he spoke openly about eat-
ing meat. He began in a very light vein, telling us about
George Bernard Shaw. When Shaw first decided to become a
vegetarian in his mid-twenties, physicians crowded forth to
warn him that an early grave would be the result. Sixty-five
years later he was asked whether he had ever gone back to
Harley Street to confront his medical friends. “I would,” he
replied with a twinkle, “but they all passed on years ago.”
When he died, Shaw used to say, he wanted his pallbearers to
be cows, sheep, pigs, and “a small travelling aquarium of live
fish, all wearing white scarves” in his honor.

Almost imperceptibly, our teacher's tone became more and
more serious. “When we come into the human context,” he
said, “no more precious responsibility falls upon our shoul-
ders than that of trusteeship for the earth and all its creatures,
All animal life looks to us for protection. How can we bear
to be its predators?” Pindrop silence fell upon the room. That

evening, though neither of us said a word, we knew our exper-
imentation was over. We were vegetarians for life.

But a vegetarian by commitment,
however determined, is still a far cry from a competent vege-
tarian cook. I found myself the next morning, feeling distinct-
ly miscast, in the Organic Foods Co-op. Tubs of beans, all
colors and shapes, surrounded me, and barrels of noodles—
buckwheat, whole wheat, soy, and spinach. Everything was
beautiful: earthen-colored and completely free of cellophane
wrappers, alluringly tactile. But no packaging meant no cook-
ing instructions—and no visible means of getting the stuff out
of the store. My stomach sank. Moving about me confidently
on every side were lithe, tawny young men and women in
faded blue denims, peasant blouses, and skirts made from old
bedspreads, their thick manes braided, rubber-banded, or fall-
ing free. I was painfully conscious of my wash-and-wear shirt-
waist dress.

Suddenly there was a familiar voice at my elbow. It was
Laurel, her blue eyes like deep wells of concern. She looked
no more Aquarian Age than I did, but that obviously didn't
faze her—she was completely at home.

“Can I help you find something?”

“Yes, I think I'm in over my head. What are the ground
rules here?”

“You've never been here before? Gee, next to the Cheese
Board it's my favorite place. Did you see these?” Her eyes
shining, she stuck her hand into a barrel of dark brown coffee
beans and let them fall in a rich, fragrant cascade.

“Aesthetically, it’s the living end,” I agreed stiffly. “I should
have brought my watercolors—but I was sort of hoping to
take a few things home with me.”

Laurel kindly ignored my churlish manner and helped me
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38 THE GIFT OF LIFE

As Laurel came graduaily into
clearer focus, I found it hard to understand how I couid have
felt overawed at first. True, as [ had anticipated, she did have
strongly held principles. She had specialized in American his-
tory at Cal, and the mere mention of Thomas Jefferson would
bring on a warm flush and a ten-minute disquisition. But all
sorts of contradictions kept emerging. She was an odd blend
of radical and conservative. Her loyalties went deep—she had
used the same shampoo since she was six, and she still drove
miles to get her shoes repaired at the shop she'd lived next to
as a freshman. On the other hand, the wonderful energies she
was possessed of used to come along sometimes and possess
her—pick her up and carry her along willy-nilly so that she
would do something completely uncharacteristic, shattering
whatever image of her you had managed to construct. Half
the fun of knowing her was watching her ride herd on the con-
flicting sides of herself. Boisterous, corny, and slapstick in the
morning, she’d turn sober and introspective in the afternoon,
and for all her high principles and right answers, she could
now and then nearly capsize under the great waves of insecu-
rity you would normally expect in a teenager. Indifferent, by
and large, to her looks, she wore clothing that combined Tra-
ditional Berkeley (baggy, dark, somewhat ethnic, and old as
the hills) with Neo-Sears and Roebuck Catalog. Every now
and then, though, for an evening in San Francisco, she would
haul out a full-length wool coat the color of a summer sky at
twilight, and when she put it on, hair, eyes, and complexion
glowing, you saw instantly what it was those Flemish painters

were all trying to capture.

Her love of the solid and traditiopal was nowhere more evi-
fient than in the food she cooked./Laurel is the only vegetar-
ian cook I know whose food can manage to taste just like

your mother's or grandmother’s without ever straying beyond
what is nutritious or vegetarian. She would never serve some-
thing just because it was nutritious; it had to laste good—and
look good, tco.

The concept of protein complementarity came Laurel's way
at just the right moment, for after two years of relying heavily
on eggs and milk for protein, she was becoming interested in
a more varied cuisine. Within two days after I had sketched
out the basic idea of balancing proteins, she was conversant
as a chemist with the whole mysterious business. She could
call every amino acid by name and tell you where he lived and
in what concentration. Little by little my cooking lessons
came to be workshops, where we experimented, cautiously at
first, then with a bolder hand, with all the ways you could
maximize the protein in a meatless diet. Here Laurel’s sure,
stubborn sense of the classic rescued us—and our families—
time and again. A particular dish might balance out right on
the dime, but if it didn’t make it on the flavor scale, nothing
doing.

We didn’t stop with the tired old question, “Well, but where
do you get your protein?” Other challenges were presenting
themselves, like coming up with a low-calorie reducing diet
for vegetarians. And what about children? What are their
special nutritional needs, and can a vegetarian diet really meet
them all? How can we prepare vegetables so that people will
want to eat lots without drenching them in caloric sauces?
How can we cut expenditures to a minimum and still serve
appetizing and varied meals? All these were questions of great
practical importance for us. 1 doubt, though, that we’d have
gotten quite so embroiled in answering them if we had been
thinking strictly of our own needs.

For we were aware by now that we weren't the only people
curious about vegetarianism, nutrition, and good eating. By
this time we were spending more and more time with other
meditators, people attending the same classes we were. Sup-
porting one another, sharing our new sense of purpose and
direction, we were becoming much more than just friends. Any
excuse would do for an impromptu get-together: a jam session
in someone’s basement, a volleyball game at the beach, a work
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