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I attribute the late start to my career to the prolonged time it took me 
to recover and move on from my unhappy family’s unique way of be-
ing unhappy. I was born during the Depression to impoverished  
parents, nonobservant Jews who, like those in the 1930 novel Jews 
without Money, were members of the Communist Party.1 My birth an-
nouncement illustrates some of my family’s dynamics (figure 3). It 
was drawn by the New Yorker cartoonist Syd Hoff, whom my parents 
must have known through Party connections. He wrote the classic 
children’s book Danny and the Dinosaur, but also drew political car-
toons under the name A. Redfield. The announcement puts my fa-
ther, Ted Zittel, at the center of attention and misspells my first 
name. I was supposed to be a boy and to be named Michael; Marion 
was the compromise. My middle name, Barr, was in memory of my 
mother’s deceased father, despite her despising him for earning so 
little money that her mother had to sell her knitting to support the 
family. I dropped it as soon as I could.

To his friends, my father was a larger-than-life figure, big, bois-
terous, and funny. Yet I hardly remember him, mainly because  
he was not at home much, but also because he died when I was thir-
teen, at the low point of my adolescent misery. He started out as a 
newspaperman but resented authority and never held jobs for long. 

1 A Long, Slow Start
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f iGu r e  3 .  Even though this birth announcement misspells my name, I like to 
think it inspired my lifelong appreciation of cartoons.
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Throughout my early childhood, he did freelance public relations for 
folk singers like Richard Dyer-Bennett and Burl Ives until they moved 
on to bigger-time agents. He also did publicity for labor unions. My 
sole inheritance from him is a scrapbook of newspaper clippings 
from 1939 to 1942, the results of his work for a union on strike against 
Manhattan’s Brass Rail restaurant.2

Both my parents were first-generation Americans. My father was 
the oldest of five children, all born in New York. My mother, Tillie, 
was the middle child of five, but the first to be born in America. Their 
parents all came to the United States in the early 1900s from Eastern 
Europe, but the family history was hardly ever mentioned, and  
I never thought to ask about it.

In the mid-1980s, when I was going through a second divorce,  
I went to a therapist for the first time. She urged me to interview my 
mother, then in her late seventies, to get her version of our family his-
tory. I spent several well-rehearsed days asking the questions  
I wished I had known enough to ask earlier. She told me about her 
dirt-poor upbringing in a two-room apartment over a store in New-
ark, where she lived with her parents, two sisters, two brothers, and 
two grandparents. She shared a bed with her sisters. “I never had a 
bed of my own until I married your father,” she said. (They always 
had twin beds.)

My mother had taken a secretarial job as soon as she graduated 
from high school because her parents and younger siblings needed 
support, but she never stopped resenting the unfairness of the  
family’s allowing her older brother to go to college. She married my 
father in part because he had a steady job that she assumed would 
free her from ever having to work outside the home. Even though she 
never did throughout their marriage, my father’s intermittent in-
come felt like a betrayal, and she never forgave him.

They fought constantly about money. Once, when I was about 
eight, my father gave her a watch for her birthday. By then, I knew the 
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rule: no matter what you think of a gift, you must say thanks for it. My 
mother’s response? “How could you spend so much money on some-
thing I don’t need when we don’t have enough for food or rent?” After 
more such accusations, he walked out. Those interactions were mis-
erable to witness.

Their one area of common ground was politics. They married in 
1930 at the beginning of the Great Depression, when the effects of 
economic and class inequality were especially stark. Many people 
concerned about those inequalities joined the Communist Party. For 
my parents, the party was their social life, their community, and their 
source of meaning. They were rank-and-file members, not leaders, 
so, unlike many of their friends, they were not harassed by the FBI, 
fired from their jobs, or imprisoned for their beliefs. Nonetheless, I 
was to keep their party affiliation a deep secret and never discuss it 
outside the home.

My parents believed communism would save the world from the 
harsh inequities of capitalism. Even as a child, I could see the unfair-
ness of the capitalist system. It seemed obvious that people do not 
choose to be poor, but have poverty thrust upon them; they are born 
into families with no education or opportunity, paid unfairly for their 
work, discriminated against, or are just victims of bad luck. Doing 
everything possible to ensure that everyone—Black and white, rich 
and poor—has a fair chance at a fulfilling life made sense to me then, 
as it still does.

But other aspects of my parents’ communist beliefs seemed con-
tradictory and did not make sense. If communism was about fairness, 
equity, decency, and community, why did my parents no longer speak 
to family members who did not share their political beliefs? How 
could they condone the Soviet Union’s forced removal of peasants 
from their land, purging of former comrades, or forging a pact with 
Hitler? I was never convinced by their excuses for these actions, and 
my skepticism did not make our day-to-day interactions any easier.
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With my father away as much as he could be, it was just the two 
of us—Mom and me—to get along. We did not. I was about eight 
when her constant sharp comments about how I looked and how I 
behaved made me think that she neither loved nor liked me. Nothing 
I did could please her. I viewed this situation as terribly unjust and 
could never understand it.

One incident particularly sticks. When I was around five, my 
mother’s sister Anna came to stay with us. At lunch one day, I said, 
“You are older than my mother, aren’t you?” Anna, who must have 
been in her late thirties at the time, burst into tears, left the table, and 
disappeared behind a closed door. My mother insisted I apologize 
immediately. But for what? I could not understand how what I had 
said was so offensive as to bring her to tears.

I tried to behave better, hard as it was to know how, but there was 
nothing I could do about my looks. My mother, who was considered a 
beauty, had long, straight hair. Mine is extremely fine and wildly curly, 
and nobody knew what to do with it. A torment of my early childhood 
was “What can we do about her hair?” and, later, “Can’t you do some-
thing about your hair?” My parents took me to men’s barber shops to 
get it cut, and I was often asked whether I was a boy or a girl. In today’s 
terms, I knew I was cis-gender female, but I didn’t look it.

One of my rare childhood photographs is shown in figure 4; it’s 
what I looked like at age two and a half. I have never enjoyed getting 
my hair cut, and for years have cut it myself. Here is one of the great 
ironies of my life: I am now regularly stopped by strangers on the 
street who exclaim, “Your hair is so gorgeous!” Go figure.

As a young child, I understood that the adults in my life saw me 
as difficult, but I thought this too was unfair. My worst problems were 
with that aunt—I still think of her as the dreaded Aunt Anna—and her 
husband, Uncle Harry. From the time I was about three, Uncle Har-
ry’s pet name for me was “Ugly,” as in “Come to the table, Ugly, it’s 
time for dinner.” Parents were supposed to love their children. Could 
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f iGu r e  4 .  This photograph of me at age two and a half 
appeared in the Daily Worker (the Communist Party newspaper) 
on February 9, 1939, with this caption: “This little girl holds in 
her tiny hands a poster calling upon democratic America to lift 
the embargo on the embattled democracy of Spain.” It illus-
trated an article about the Spanish Civil War of 1936–39.
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I have been adopted? I could not understand or accept how my 
mother and her relatives could be so hard on me, and said so. These 
protests brought on yet another childhood torment—“Why can’t you 
be nicer to your mother?”—from my father as well as my mother’s 
friends and relatives. At no time can I remember an adult friend or 
relative even once hinting that my mother might be hard to get along 
with. Only after her death did relatives let me know how difficult they 
found her. Advice about how to avoid taking her criticisms so person-
ally or how to deflect them would have been enormously helpful, but 
none was offered. I could not think of any response other than to fight 
back, which caused even more trouble.

Other aspects of my childhood were also difficult. We moved of-
ten, almost always in the middle of school semesters, making it hard 
for me to adjust and make friends. My parents lived in Brooklyn 
when I was born but could not afford to stay there, so we moved to 
Long Island, first to Northport, then to Great Neck. When I was well 
into the third grade, we moved to Manhattan. My father must have 
gotten a steady job that paid well enough to move us to a large, three-
bedroom apartment on 115th Street, albeit on the cheaper ground 
floor. I liked living there. Even at age eight, I could walk by myself to 
school on 109th Street (in what was then a largely Puerto Rican 
neighborhood), ride my bike in Riverside Park, and take the subway 
to my unsuccessful piano lessons in Greenwich Village.

The strangest, least expected event in my childhood happened 
when I was ten. I now had a “sister,” Eva, age eighteen. Eva had been 
living in a Jewish orphanage from which my mother hired babysit-
ters. My mother liked her, invited her to rent our spare bedroom, and 
became Eva’s legal guardian. Eva was pretty and popular, and had a 
job and a boyfriend. Eight years older than me, she was not someone 
I was likely to be close to. Thinking of her as a sister made no sense. 
I knew right away she was joining our family to be my mother’s ally, 
not mine.
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What was that about? In our therapy-induced interview, my 
mother recalled that she was not getting along with me or my father. 
She wanted at least one person in the family who loved her, and Eva 
did. When my father took a job in Los Angeles a couple of years later, 
Eva moved there with us.

Eva’s presence in our household created one more childhood tor-
ment: “Why can’t you be more like Eva?” As I learned much later, Eva 
had experienced her own version of this torment, but she interpreted 
it differently. I heard her version in 1990, when my mother was dying 
of breast cancer and in hospice care at Eva’s home in West Covina. I 
was deeply grateful to Eva for taking care of my mother during her 
last months. At that time, I was still new at my NYU job, but I flew out 
to Los Angeles every third weekend to visit. My mother was on mor-
phine and slept a lot, leaving plenty of time for Eva and me to talk—
for the first time, really. Eva had felt my mother’s sharp criticisms just 
as I did. But to my astonishment, she viewed them as expressions of 
love. Nobody in Eva’s life had ever cared enough about her to com-
ment on her looks or behavior until she met my mother. This was 
love? It never felt like love to me.

But if not love, what was it? When, in our interviews, I asked my 
mother why she had been so critical of me, her answer surprised me. 
She recognized how much we were alike. But her life had been deeply 
unhappy, and she did not want me to have an unhappy life. Her way 
of expressing love was to try to change me. Sadly, it didn’t work for 
either of us.

I wanted to be pretty, popular, and a joy to be around, but could 
never figure out how. By the time I was twelve and we moved to Cal-
ifornia, I saw myself as socially inept, unattractive, and unintention-
ally but consistently offensive. I had no idea help might be available, 
let alone how to ask for it. By then, I had concluded that if there were 
things I wanted in life, I had no chance of getting them. It was best 
not to want. I was good at only one thing: getting good grades in 
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school. I did not see this as anything special. If I could do well in 
school, surely anyone could if they put their minds to it. I did not un-
derstand, nor did anyone in my life—parents, teachers, friends—ever 
explain to me, that grades are not ends in themselves: they lead to 
choices. Only much later did I see that I had choices and could act on 
them.

Moving to California

My father had two brothers and two sisters, all younger. One brother, 
my Uncle Bernie, had moved to Los Angeles in 1940. In the summer 
of 1946, just before Eva entered our family, my father got the job that 
allowed us to move to Manhattan and also to buy a car, a Hudson. We 
drove cross-country to visit Uncle Bernie and his family, taking along 
Sandy Nemiroff, the daughter of friends of my parents, to keep me 
company on the long trip. We drove through the South, where I got a 
firsthand view of segregated water fountains and restrooms. Arriving 
in California, my father was enchanted by the miles of orange groves 
we passed and the bananas growing in Los Angeles backyards. Two 
years later, when he was offered a job running the first live theater in 
Hollywood—for plays, not movies—he moved there to take it. Months 
later, my mother drove Eva and me across the country to join him.

My father, I must now explain, had a serious weight problem. At 
five feet ten inches, he weighed more than 350 pounds, highly  
unusual in that era. Shortly after our first visit to Los Angeles, he had 
gone on a diet—I wish I knew what kind—and lost more than a hun-
dred pounds. But by the time we joined him in California, he had 
gained it all back. My mother’s unaffectionate first words on seeing 
him were “You are fat again.”

Once again the move occurred in the middle of a semester. I went 
to the nearby public junior high school in Hollywood, one quite dif-
ferent from my mixed-neighborhood school in New York. Everyone 
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at Bancroft Junior High was white and seemed to have more money 
than my family did. The kids of movie and early television stars went 
to that school. David Nelson, the son of Ozzie and Harriet, was in my 
class. I looked odd (that hair again), spoke with a New York accent, 
and induced hilarity by my mispronunciation of Yosemite and other 
California place-names, to my enormous embarrassment. When 
embarrassed, which was often, I blushed, which only induced fur-
ther embarrassment. The move was a painful adjustment, soon only 
to get worse.

In March 1950, a little more than a year after our move to Los An-
geles, my overweight, chain-smoking father had a heart attack and 
died at the age of forty-seven. The theater he managed had not been 
doing well, and he and my mother were always arguing; these stresses 
surely added to what we now recognize as multiple risk factors for 
coronary artery disease. Did his death trigger my later interest in nu-
trition? If so, I didn’t make the connection, although it now seems 
obvious. I just hadn’t been that close to him.

Cold as it may seem, I don’t remember feeling much sadness 
when he died, and I only realized the enormous tragedy of the loss 
years later. After his heart attack, I was taken to visit him only once 
during the three weeks he was in the hospital before he died. He had 
been away from home too much and done too little to help me deal 
with my mother to be a strong presence in my childhood. What I felt 
when he died was embarrassment—at both my lack of grief and his 
abandonment of me. I would now be alone with my mother and Eva. 
We would have some money from his small life insurance policy, but 
my mother, who never wanted a job, would now have to get one.

The summer after his death, my mother took me to the East 
Coast, where I went to camp and she went to Connecticut to live with 
one of my father’s sisters. Eva had a job in California and stayed be-
hind. My mother’s plan was to use the summer to refresh her typing 
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and shorthand skills and decide whether to remain in Los Angeles or 
move back to New York. I wanted to return to New York. We had not 
been in California long, and I thought I could pick up where I had left 
off. But my mother decided against that, saying, “The move to Cali-
fornia was so traumatic for you, I don’t want to put you through that 
again.” I did not believe her, but I had no choice in the matter. Later, 
during our therapeutic interview, I asked her to explain that decision. 
She said, “I couldn’t afford the rent in Manhattan, and if I had to live 
in Brooklyn, I might as well live in Los Angeles.”

This also made no sense to me—subways joined the two bor-
oughs then as they do now—and I suspected that she might have 
been involved with one of her party comrades in California, but that 
was all she told me. She was only forty-three when my father died, 
and still attractive. She dated a bit, but within a few years announced 
that she was no longer interested in men, and she lived alone for the 
next forty years. Now I wonder if she might have preferred women. 
If so, I doubt she would have been comfortable acting on something 
so socially unacceptable in that era.

Given our precarious finances, we soon had to move to a smaller, 
less expensive rental. My mother encouraged Eva to marry her boy-
friend, a handsome, decent, and hardworking man to whom she re-
mained married until her death in 2015. (He and I are still in touch.) 
After I left home to go to college, Eva and I never lived in the same 
town again, although we continued to see each other occasionally 
over the years. But from 1951 on, it was just Mom and me. She moved 
us again, this time to an even cheaper bungalow with one bedroom—
the third move in less than three years. I went to high school from that 
place. I studied and slept in the bedroom, grateful that it had a door I 
could close. My mother slept on a couch in the living room. Our living 
situation made it hard to invite friends over and contributed to my 
overwhelming sense of difference, inadequacy, and lack of options.
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The Joy of Food

I have painted a bleak picture of my childhood as unloving, unfair, 
and limited in choices, which was how I experienced it. But it had 
moments of pleasure, many of them having to do with food. I have no 
memory of going hungry, except between meals; nor do I remember 
much about my mother’s cooking except her attempts to disguise 
canned spinach by mixing it with mashed potatoes. On rare occa-
sions, she produced delicious apple pies.

Before the war, we lived in Northport, then a small Long Island 
fishing village, and had a victory garden. It produced tiny red toma-
toes that I ate like candy. Milk was delivered to our door in glass bot-
tles. In winter, the cream rose to the top, froze, and popped the cap 
up an inch or two. My parents cut off the frozen cream, thawed it, and 
used it for cereal and coffee. Every morning, I was forced to drink a 
tiny glass of fresh-squeezed orange juice (canned juice didn’t exist 
then), to wash down a daily dose of cod-liver oil. It was decades be-
fore I willingly drank orange juice. The rare visits to my maternal 
grandmother were always a treat. On Friday nights, she shaped left-
over pieces of challah dough into small birds with raisin eyes—faygele 
in Yiddish—for me and the other grandchildren.

My father’s parents were better off. His mother once came to visit 
us in Northport at the height of the Depression, bringing a gorgeous 
cake from an expensive Manhattan bakery. But I don’t remember en-
joying it. My mother was furious: “How could she spend all that 
money on cake when we need food and rent?”

Once we moved to Manhattan, we were still dealing with food ra-
tioning. We saved bacon grease to donate to the war effort. A class-
mate from a wealthy Chinese family lived up the street from us. My 
parents must have done them some kind of favor, because they took 
us to an elegant restaurant in Chinatown where we were the only 
non-Chinese diners. That was my introduction to real Chinese food, 
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quite different from the chow mein served in local restaurants (al-
though I liked that too). Most schooldays, I came home for lunch, but 
sometimes I was given a quarter to buy my own lunch, which I hap-
pily spent on cream cheese and walnut sandwiches at the Chock Full 
o’ Nuts on 116th Street. I could not imagine anything better to eat.

Back then, I was not particularly adventurous or curious about 
food; I didn’t understand that there was anything to be curious about. 
Here is an example I still can’t get over. The bungalow in Los Angeles 
where my mother and I lived after Eva got married had a large avo-
cado tree in the back, but we had no idea—and nobody we knew did 
either—that the rock-hard green things that fell to the ground could 
be edible, let alone scrumptious. We threw them out.

My One Haven: Higley Hill

I should have been more curious about food, because I knew what 
real food tasted like. I learned this at the one place I remember being 
happy—Higley Hill, the summer camp I went to in Vermont. Through 
Communist Party connections, my parents were friends with George 
and Bunny Granich, a couple who ran a small camp in upstate New 
York. But in the summer of 1946 George was dying of cancer, and 
they moved the camp to a Vermont farm recently purchased by his 
brother Max (Manny) and his wife, Grace. On the way back from that 
first cross-country trip to Los Angeles, we stopped at the camp so that 
my parents could visit George. I liked being there so much that they 
went on to New York, leaving Sandy and me at the camp for a couple 
of weeks. The farm occupied more than a hundred acres, with fields, 
woods, streams, and a pond. There were only a few other campers 
that first year, and the adults were preoccupied with caring for 
George. We kids were free to run wild.

I loved Higley Hill, and I loved being away from my parents, but 
mostly I loved the food. Grace and Manny had lived in China for 
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many years, and Grace knew how to stir-fry ingredients picked fresh 
from the large kitchen garden. If we campers were good, we got to 
pick the vegetables for dinner. When it was my turn to pick string 
beans, I bit into one. It was warm from the July sun, crisp and sweet. 
Raised on canned vegetables, I had no idea that a string bean could 
taste anything like that. This was my vegetable epiphany: I’ve loved 
fresh vegetables and gardens ever since, and I now cherish the blue-
berries, raspberries, peaches, figs, tomatoes, and herbs growing in 
pots on my Manhattan terrace.

Grace would send us kids out early in the morning to pick the 
raspberries and blackberries that grew wild on the property. These 
went into pancakes soaked with maple syrup they had tapped months 
earlier. Higley Hill had its own sugar house. In the spring of 1948, my 
parents took me there during the sugaring-off season. Manny and 
some friends collected the sap in buckets, poured it into troughs, and 
boiled it down into increasingly concentrated and delicious syrup. I 
got to taste it at every stage of concentration and especially loved the 
thick, dark syrup poured over fresh snow. My father must have loved 
it too. He had just taken up painting as a hobby. One of the few pic-
tures he painted before he died showed maple sap collection at Hig-
ley Hill (figure 5). I spent another summer at Higley Hill in 1948 and 
worked there for a few weeks as a junior counselor in the summer of 
1950, after my father’s death.

Those were the camp’s earliest years. During the anticommunist 
McCarthy era, Higley Hill became a place of refuge for the children 
of parents who were under investigation by the FBI, jailed, or in hid-
ing because of their communist associations. I was not afraid that my 
parents would be taken away. My father died before the peak years of 
anticommunism, and my mother’s affiliations seemed more social 
than political. For me, Higley Hill was the one place where I felt free 
and could eat glorious food.3
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The Struggle to Escape

Our Los Angeles apartment was on the borderline between two pub-
lic high-school districts, Hollywood and Fairfax. I went to Fairfax, 
along with most of my junior high friends. At the time, the Fairfax 
area was populated with Jewish refugees from World War II, and the 
school was 90 percent Jewish, 100 percent white, and highly aca-
demic: almost everyone went on to college. It included poor kids with 
single moms like me, but also the offspring of Hollywood producers 
who got cars or nose jobs for their sixteenth birthdays. The social en-
vironment of the school was explicitly hierarchical, and everyone 

f iGu r e  5 .  My father, Ted Zittel, painted this picture of maple sap collection at 
Higley Hill, the Vermont farm where I went to summer camp, learned to appreci-
ate fresh local food, and had the happiest moments of my childhood.
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knew the ranks of the many social clubs (essentially sororities and 
fraternities). The most popular kids, from wealthy, socially promi-
nent families, belonged to the top social clubs, and so on down the 
line. I was not invited to join any of the clubs until my senior year, 
when I got a bid from the lowest-ranked club. By then, I was used  
to being an outsider and too proud to join that club: I declined the  
invitation.

My friends were also outsiders. All of us intended to go to college, 
but neither I nor any of the other girls I knew had career aspirations. 
If we planned to work at all, it would be as secretaries, and we would 
quit the minute we got married. My three closest friends knew what 
they wanted from life—to marry a doctor, a professor, and a rabbi, re-
spectively—and they all did just that. I knew only one girl, a year 
ahead of me, who intended to go to college to prepare for a career: 
she wanted to be a physicist. But when I ran into her years later, she 
had instead married a physicist. At my twenty-fifth high school re-
union, the only one I ever went to, I was the only woman in my grad-
uating class with a doctorate. Hardly any of the women worked, and 
the few that did were helping their husbands. This, mind you, was an 
academic high school.

I now realize that plenty of women had careers in the early 1950s, 
but I didn’t know any of them. None of my mother’s women friends 
had jobs unless they worked with their husbands. When I turned six-
teen my mother insisted I get a work permit—no car or nose job for 
me. I babysat, wrote letters for a blind woman, and worked as a sales-
clerk at the May Company department store. The going rate for all 
that was eighty-five cents an hour. In summers I could earn a couple 
of hundred dollars as a day-camp junior counselor. Whatever work I 
did at least got me out of the house and gave me a little money to save 
for college.

When it came time to apply to college, I knew I could qualify for 
University of California schools on the basis of my grades, much as I 
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minimized their importance. Most of my classmates opted for UCLA, 
but I wanted to get as far away from home as I could. I remembered 
being happier in New York and somehow got the courage to write to 
Barnard and Radcliffe for applications. I was invited to a Seven Sis-
ters tea held in Los Angeles to meet recruiters for those schools. I did 
not know anyone else who had been invited, and had no idea what to 
wear or say. It took every bit of nerve I could summon just to go to it. 
I felt awkward and out of place.

I never filled out the applications. My mother refused to give me 
the fifteen-dollar fee for each application—“I don’t want you going so 
far away”—and that seemed like a lot of my hard-earned money to 
spend on a whim. Even if I did get in, how would I pay for tuition, 
room, and board? My school counselors were also discouraging: “It’s 
cold in New York and Boston; you won’t like it there.” Worse, the one 
recent Fairfax graduate who had gone east to college had committed 
suicide his first year. Nobody even hinted that I might qualify for a 
scholarship. Not one person said to me what I routinely tell wavering 
students: “Apply. You have nothing to lose. If you don’t get in, you’ll 
go somewhere else. If you do get admitted, it’s your decision.” I did 
not have the confidence—the agency—to figure that out for myself.

I applied to Berkeley and, as my one long shot, Stanford. Berkeley 
seemed possible. In my junior year, I had visited an older high school 
friend who was a student there. The campus and its view of San Fran-
cisco were magnificent. My friend lived in a low-cost student co-op, 
Sherman Hall. That too seemed possible.

Stanford, a private university, would be prohibitively expensive 
without a full scholarship. But I took a chance and applied, as did 
three other students in my class. Perhaps by coincidence, Stanford 
accepted only the one of us who was not Jewish. Fortunately, my 
Stanford rejection arrived on the same day as my Berkeley accep-
tance, which included a scholarship offer. I would be the first in my 
family to go to college.
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Berkeley was nearly four hundred miles from Los Angeles, and I 
would not be able to get back often. Best of all, Berkeley was afford-
able. In the 1950s, state legislators still sent their kids to University of 
California campuses and voted generous funding for the university. 
(That changed when Ronald Reagan became governor.) My tuition 
fees amounted to $32 a semester.4 I had been given a state scholar-
ship worth $300 and had another $300 saved from my high school 
jobs. My mother agreed to send me $20 a month. That took care of 
needs. I rarely covet things I can’t afford, but even then I regretted 
not being able to buy the Olivetti typewriter I longed for. It cost a pro-
hibitive $100, and I had to settle for one I could get for $30.

Room and board at the student co-ops cost only $45 a month be-
cause residents all had to work five hours a week on whatever was 
needed to maintain the place. I lived at Sherman Hall and did my hours 
in the central kitchen, where I peeled huge piles of potatoes under the 
supervision of Narsai David, the student in charge. He later became a 
well-known Bay Area restaurateur and is one of my oldest friends.

A Fairfax classmate who was also headed to Berkeley had a car 
and offered to drive me. Everything we were taking fit easily into his 
small car, in contrast to what kids bring to college today. With much 
relief, I said goodbye to my mother, and we drove up the hot Central 
Valley to the fog-cooled campus. He had arranged to live at a men’s 
co-op, Cloyne Court, and, soon after dropping me off, called to invite 
me to a party there that night. That was how, on my first night in 
Berke  ley, I met the group of politically active students who would be-
come lifelong friends. Among them was Victor Garlin, whose last 
name I recognized because our fathers had been friends in New York. 
Victor introduced me that night to Manny Nestle, who lived at Cloyne 
Court while attending law school. We soon began dating and married 
two years later.

This was an exciting time to be in Berkeley, and I felt lucky to 
have connected immediately with students who actively opposed 
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McCarthyism, cared about civil rights, and would go on to become 
leaders of the student movement. My freshman English class en-
couraged analysis of societal conformity and pushed us to think in-
dependently.5 Social and humanitarian values were honored, not 
persecuted. Berkeley felt like an adult version of Higley Hill, the 
home I had never had before.

But I had no idea what to study. One of my mother’s friends col-
lected cookbooks, and I enjoyed looking through them, trying out an 
occasional recipe, and discussing them with her. Knowing that I was 
interested in food, she suggested I study it. But how? One choice was 
agriculture. But I was a city girl and knew nothing about farming. The 
other option was dietetics, a decidedly women’s field one step up 
from home economics. And if I chose dietetics, I would be able to get 
a job as a dietitian once I graduated.

That choice lasted only one day. My first classes in dietetics were 
unchallenging, and if classes were easy, I did not value them. The 
one exception was the five-credit chemistry class required for the di-
etetics program but also taken by science majors. This class was seri-
ously challenging and therefore worth taking. In my sophomore  
year I took a class in public health from Henrik Blum, then the health 
officer of neighboring Contra Costa County. I admired his work and 
enjoyed the class, but it seemed too easy. It never dawned on me that 
the reason I found it easy was that I think like a public health person 
and was a natural fit for this field. Public health is very much about 
how socioeconomic factors affect disease risk, and if people are hun-
gry or sick, the best preventive strategy is to make sure everyone has 
access to jobs, good schools, and affordable health care.

My science classes were a struggle, but I thought they were worth 
it. I was often the only woman in my lab sections but managed to get 
through them despite the teasing (harassment, in today’s terms). I 
would often open my lab drawer and find a dead rat in it. The guys in 
my class thought this was funny. I had no idea what I wanted to do 
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and drifted from one major to another. By the end of my sophomore 
year, I was still undecided, but it no longer mattered. I quit school to 
get married.

An Army Bride

Everyone I knew was getting married; I went to eight weddings in the 
summer of 1956. I badly wanted to fit in, and also got married that 
summer, to Manny Nestle, the man I had met on my first night at  
Berkeley and the first man I had ever dated seriously. He was eight 
years older, finishing law school, and about to be drafted into the 
army. (The Korean War had ended, but young men were still being 
drafted into military service.) As was almost unquestioned in that 
era, I took my husband’s name. By the time we divorced ten years 
later, we had two kids, and I kept his name so as to have the same 
name as my children. I do have regrets about the loss of my Zittel 
name. I love my Zittell (two-l) cousins and do not love the irony of 
having almost the same name as Nestlé, the multinational food cor-
poration infamous for its history of promoting infant formula in re-
gions where it cannot be used safely (figure 6).6 My adopted name 
has no accent on the final e and is pronounced like the verb—to 
nestle—not the company.

Shortly before our marriage, Manny received his draft notice. This 
was at the peak of the red scare era, when the FBI and Senator Joseph 
McCarthy’s House Committee on Un-American Activities were ag-
gressively identifying and forcing the dismissal of alleged commu-
nists or sympathizers from American universities, Hollywood, and 
government. In 1947, President Harry Truman had signed an execu-
tive order establishing a loyalty oath for all federal employees, mili-
tary as well as civilian. Military draftees were required to swear to  
support and defend the Constitution and to obey presidential and  
officers’ orders, and universities and schools required teachers to 
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