
Rule #1: Live with 
Abandon
Life itself is the proper binge.

In the summer of 1946, Julia McWilliams and Paul Child drove 
across America. A bottle of vodka and a thermos of mixed 
martinis rolled around the backseat of Julia’s Buick. It was a 
time before air-conditioned vehicles and open-container laws. 
It was a full year before Jack Kerouac and Neal Cassady went 
on the road. It was ten years before the passage of the Federal-
Aid Highway Act prompted the government to build a decent 
interstate highway system connecting sea to shining sea. It was 
twenty-five years before my dad, in a rare chatty moment, 
offered me this piece of excellent advice: Never marry someone 
until you’ve driven cross-country with him in a car without a 
radio.

Paul and Julia apparently held the same belief, for that’s what 
this trip was all about: getting the full measure of each other 
without any interruptions. They’d spent two years together 
working for the OSS, the Office of Strategic Services, during 
World War II, and now they needed to see if they could stop 
being coworkers and start being lovers.

They’d met in Ceylon (now Sri Lanka). Resort-like Kandy, set 
amid emerald-green hills and tea plantations on a balmy 
subtropical plateau, was possibly the most peaceful place in 
Asia. The environment resembled an ongoing fraternity mixer, 
if the fraternity was comprised of scholars, anthropologists, 
sociologists, military strategists, and cartographers, every 
weekend a flurry of cocktail parties, dinners, cocktail parties, 
outings, cocktail parties, sightseeing, and cocktail parties. Even 
though they were both single and the setting was ripe for 
romance, Julia and Paul just weren’t that into each other. 
There are opposites, and then there are opposites in a parallel 
universe.

Julia was a strapping California “hayseed,” her favorite self-
descriptor, a freckle-faced redheaded party girl and prankster 
whose personal motto at Smith College had been Less 
Learning, More Moonshine. The only time she felt inspired to 
improve her mediocre grades was when she learned that 
seniors who maintained a B average could keep a car on 
campus[1] .  Her taste in men ran toward “he-men,” tall, broad-
shouldered guys who were manly in an obvious, golf-playing, 
hail-fellow-well-met, Southern California Republican sort of 
way. Paul Child was not this guy. He was too old (forty-two to 
her thirty-two), too short (five foot nine to her six foot three), 
and not much of a golfer.

Paul was a different kettle of fish: complicated, sophisticated, a 
painter and photographer, a lover of food and wine, who 
preferred his women small, dark, brilliant, complicated, and 
sophisticated[2].  He found Julia girlish, immature, excitable-
verging-on-hysterical. Privately, which is to say in letters to 
Charlie, his identical twin, he disparaged her awkward virginal 
quality. Paul was a veteran of numerous love affairs, flings, and 
dalliances. Before joining the OSS he’d shacked up for years 
with Edith Kennedy, an erudite woman twenty years his senior. 
In matters of amour, Paul Child was as French as it was 
possible for an American man to be.

Paul and Julia headed east: San Francisco; Crescent City; 
Bend, Oregon; Spokane; Coeur d’Alene; Billings; Flint, 


