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marker two.”” She nodded in my direction, reaffirming the
assignment she had seen fit to allot me. Perhaps I was not on
her hit list after all.

“‘Students will be addressed and will address one another by
their chef-and-table titles,”’ she continued in staccato tones. Use
of Christian names or surnames (like the use of tobacco) was
henceforth restricted to off-duty breaks.

Ingredients needed in the preparation of dinner were housed
in open shelves above us; utensils were in open shelves below.
There were curious miniature clipboards at fixed locations on
the wall above each chef’s work space, and to these appropriate
recipes were to be attached. The location was high but readable
for me. It was definitely at crouch level for Poul. In those first
intense moments at our recipes, peering from odd positions, we
must all have looked like a pack of hapless voyeurs.

There were two more ironclad rules: first, regardless of the
oral presentation — made by Fru Rasmussen —one’s own recipe
was to be read from start to finish before one did anything in
the kitchen; second, ingredients were to be gathered and used
in the order of their listing unless instructions were given to the
contrary.

The entire class was in action before I had finished the required
reading of the recipe. It seemed a strange combination for meat
loaf, but I knew the Danish predilection for sweets. If not swift,
I was sure. I even drew a smile from Fru Rasmussen as she
watched me scrape a knife across the top of a measuring cup.
Thinking in grams and kilos normally gave me enormous
difficulty, but tonight I was having no problems.

““You will all take a moment to observe Meat Loaf Chef Two,”
Fru Rasmussen commanded, ‘‘as she carefully but gently assures
no more nor less than the required amount.”

I felt very good and turned to beating two eggs (next item)
authoritatively into the bowl. There followed an impressive
sequence of spices whose names I could not translate and only
two of which I could identify with certainty, salt and pepper.

Since the meat loaf would be the longest cooking, and since
its chefs had been enjoined ‘‘to get on with it,”’ I began to feel
some pressure to keep pace with my colleagues, particularly

when I heard oven doors opening and closing around me. I beat
the ground veal and pork together with unrelenting strokes,
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much a part of daily life in Taarnby. Local homes and

scenes, like friends and neighbors, have been jigsawed into
a reality protective of actual identity. Where there is risk of
embarrassment, real events are dramatized within created con-
texts that obscure them from easy recognition. The most impor-
tant criterion for inclusion was whether the telling of it helps
the reader better to comprehend the frustrations and the
satisfactions of first fieldwork.

Published ethnographic accounts of fieldwork seem so sure.
As a graduate student I marveled at the confident progression
of logic that distinguished the many ethnographies we were
assigned, from the first scrupulously descriptive chapters to the
final theoretical explication of the research findings. Page fol-
lowed page in a mounting avalanche of supportive evidence to
the monograph’s culminating and erudite listing of refc.arences
cited. Behind such accounts, undeniably, lay lucid, first-rate
minds. My fieldwork was never to reflect that clarity of insight,
and my expectation that it should was for many years the most
inhibiting part of my field experience. In the context of first
fieldwork, life in Taarnby was life in a mine field from the
beginning. My most careful efforts seemed routinely to achieve

I have fictionalized the characters and places that were so
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a quality somewhere between Liza Crossing the Ice and A Night
at the Opera.

On the following Monday, I dressed for Taarnby School’s adult
cooking class. I changed my clothes three times before deciding
on a camel-colored sweater and skirt. Over them I wore my
venerable dyed-lamb coat, for Thor had warned me, ‘‘That place

" will be like an icebox.”’

Set among the thatched, peaked-roof cottages, the school
building with its poured-concrete architecture looked as alien
as a spaceship. I couldn’t have been more nervous if I had been
going to a ball at Fredensborg Castle. Clutching a small, folded
apron, I found it was no easy matter to locate the front door, let
alone the classroom. There seemed no break at all in the flat
facade. I moved back into the middle of the cobbled street to try
to get some perspective just in time for a man to maneuver his
bicycle around me and dismount.

““Hello,”” he said, whisking his bicycle onto a rack.

“I don’t suppose you'd know where the cooking school meets,”
I said.

““The door is just to the side,”” he gestured. ‘‘I am going there,
too.”” He moved rapidly ahead of me and then turned as I stood
weighing his pronouncement. ‘“Come! Come!’’ he urged. ‘“The
teacher is called ‘Talia the Terrible.’ She will have our heads if
we are late.”’

I followed him through a tunnellike entrance to the far side
of the building that took us through double doors down a short
corridor and into the classroom, bright with light and with white
tiles that covered the floor and walls to a height of about eight
feet. It looked rather like an empty swimming pool, except that
almost at the point of entrance and running crosswise stood a
great table with chairs around it. And behind it a half-dozen
smaller tables for four were spaced to form a kind of restaurant.
Along the far wall were several stoves. Sinks banked both sides
of the room. On each side of the sinks were work surfaces, and
above them cupboards had somehow been affixed to the tiles.

I shall never forget our teacher, Fru Rasmussen, alias Talia the
Terrible. When she turned her full gaze upon me I forgot every
word of Danish I knew. Except that she was half-again as tall and
three times as wide, she reminded me of Helen Hayes as she
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looked in the late-show reruns of A Farewell to Arms, standing
competently in the hospital ward in the uniform and headdress
of a World War I nurse.

Fru Rasmussen was laminated into an unsulliable white
buttoned-front dress that extended almost to her ankles and was
of such stiffness that the elbow-length sleeves encircled, but did
not touch, the skin of her generous arms. A triangle of the same
taut cotton hid all but an inch of her iron-gray hair. Impassively,
she lifted a large black cigar to her lips and waited for us to find
seats.

“‘Abject apologies,” said my guide, and I mumbled a repetition
of his words. We slipped into the only two vacant chairs that
remained, so positioned that they afforded a profile view of Fru
Rasmussen, who from that angle looked as if —perhaps without
the cigar—she might be affixed to the prow of a sailing ship.
Except for my cyclist friend, the class was female, and there were
perhaps a dozen of us.

“Exactly twelve!”’ said Fru Rasmussen, who I was now
convinced could read my thoughts. “‘And that is good,” she
continued. ‘‘Three tables of four. At every class we shall prepare
a complete meal of four courses, with each person at a table
responsible for one course. In this fashion each table prepares
and consumes a full dinner. You will, therefore, not eat before
you come. You will not smoke during the preparation, cooking,
or consumption of food. Tobacco is permitted before or after class
or during our ten-minute break.”’

We were then advised to choose our foursomes. With more
tables than arithmetically feasible, given the four-to-a-table
directive, we had a problem from the start. What ensued was
an aberrant version of musical chairs as women anxiously circled
the tables, weighing the consequences of where and with whom
they might suddenly find themselves irrevocably seated. The first
sorting produced two persons at five tables, with the bicycle rider
and I left standing. Fru Rasmussen’s left arm slashed the air with
the precision of a symphony conductor.

“‘Be seated,’”’ she ordered. If she had in the same tone ordered
me to leap to a tabletop, I should unhesitatingly have done so.

The bicycle rider and I quickly sat at an occupied table directly
in front of us, thereby producing the first foursome —like some
significant mutation in a precipitous evolutionary change. There




image6.jpg
16 Chapter 3

followed a disorganized shuffling about as nervous partners
rapidly occupied vacant chairs lest they be separated. At one
point six women converged on an empty table that went to the
swiftest and fittest. Eventually the remaining women faltered into
place.

Her next directive was to ‘‘put on the smocks!”’ I knew this
word only because a smock was a portion of the uniform required
of schoolchildren.

My apron evoked a wan smile from Fru Rasmussen. ‘‘Charm-
ing,” she said. And then, ““On Thursday, a smock!”’

We were shown where utensils, bowls, cutlery, and china were
kept. We paid our fees and our names were entered into a ledger
according to table membership, an undertaking that constituted
a mass, informal introduction. Socially we were roughing it. And
I thanked God. True and proper Danish introductions require
a complex etiquette which legitimizes the compulsive need of
Danes to know everything about one another.

My cycling friend was Poul, an engineer. He was from the
beginning entirely comfortable in a class of women. When Grete,
whom I recognized as the assistant postmistress, ventured that
he must be a gourmet, Poul said matter-of-factly, ‘‘Oh no! Not
at all. It’s simply that my wife is a dreadful cook.”

Grete shook her head sympathetically.

“‘Oh, it’s quite understandable,’ Poul continued. ‘“You see she
hates to cook. Always has, really.”

He was buttoning himself into what looked like a white lab
coat. It apparently passed inspection by Talia the Terrible, who
accorded Poul one of her rare smiles.

So we were four. In addition to Grete, Poul, and I, there was
Inge, who was blond and pretty and planning to be married as
soon as she and her fiancé could find a place to live in Copen-
hagen, where he worked as apprentice to a silversmith. Inge was
as assertive as Grete was timid. Poul was simply forthright. It
seemed to me a fortuitous group, congenial and united. Together
we should not be a total pushover for Talia the Terrible’s
juggernaut approach to Danish high cuisine.

We began with what I thought a humble enough assignment.
Cucumber salad, meat loaf, potatoes, and a sweetened berry
compote which is to Denmark what Jello is to the United States.
Fortunatelv, or unfortunatelv as it turned out. the meat loaf was
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;s:;gfled to me—a decision that left the rest of the table faintly

Food terms are a hellish but critical challenge in any language.
If you can develop the faintest comfort with a culture’s food
voFabulary, with the words .used for everyday fare, festive fare,
spices, beverages, food for children, food for the sick, hot weather
food, cold' weather foo.d, the never-to-eat foods (which in
Denmark give you anything from hives to night blindness), you
are l?alfway to b1'11ngualism if you never learn another word. My
Danish Made Simple listed thirty varieties of fish alone, only
two of which I could identify with confidence, the eel and the
stingray, and then only in their raw states. Why twenty-five
vegetables and twenty fruits were listed I could not imagine,
though I dutifully tried to commit them to memory. In two
months I had seen or tasted only red cabbage, carrots, cucumbers,
the ubiquitous potato (often prepared in two or three ways for
a single meal), and lumpy apples, which got that way from being
stored after harvest for months on attic floors and rotated lest
they rot.

However, that first evening at cooking class I felt welling up
within me an alien and buoyant sense of confidence. ‘I think
this is going to be great,”’ I told Poul.

Fru Rasmussen’s kitchen was very orderly. Virtually everything
was labeled. All the canisters. All the utensils. Even the great
wire whisk had a sliver of paper affixed to its handle to assure
that its identity was in no way to be a source of perplexity to
the uninitiated. Henceforth it and other terms would be engraved
on my mind, and in this easy fashion my vocabulary would soar
in no time at all.

Each table was assigned its own inviolable work surface, ample
and deep enough for four to work beside the stoves. L

“In the preparation of dinner, it shall be my practice,” said
Fru Rasmussen, ‘‘to read aloud to the assembled class
instructions for all courses.”” We were admonished to listen always
“‘with all ears.”’ After her oral instructions, she would hand a
detailed recipe, typed on a card, to the appI‘OPI'iate. chef.

““Each of you will be assigned a chef-and-table title. Thus,
tonight Fru Anderson will be Meat Loaf Chef Tyvo. jMeat-_Loaf J
since at her table the responsibility for the main dish will fall

on her. And ‘Two," since she occupies the table bearing the
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