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TAKING FOOD OUT OF CONTEXT

BY RAMONA BAJEMA

After an exchange of greetings familiar to all New
Yorkers—“Hello.” “Have you been waiting long?” “It’s getting
so cold”—my friends Shira and Scott then launch into a
dialog that is foreign to me.

One or the other will say, “I went to Tony Luke’s the other
night.” To which the other replies with
an exclamatory, “You did? How
could you go without me? How
was it?” “The same. It’s Tony
Luke’s.” A few more instances
of “How could you go
without me?” are
whined and then
the more universal
topic among the
three of us—life in
New York—begins.

One night, feeling
rather left out since I had
never been to Tony Luke’s, I
asked what this place was that
held such delights. Tony Luke’s
sells Philadelphia cheese steak
sandwiches. Ah. Not a particular fan
of the cheese steak, I did not reply “I
can't believe you don't take me!” but I
did probe further.

Both Shira and Scott went to
Haverford College in Pennsylvania. This
sandwich now serves as a common bond
between them—an instant reminder of
those days when they were not

professionals in New York S
running to jump the P

Number One train to meet

me for a cocktail. Though
college and Pennsylvania are
universes away now, a trip to Tony Luke’s in midtown can
bring back the memories with one bite.

I also have a list of foods that I relate to specific places. As
soon as I get off the plane from New York, I demand chips and
guacamole in Ojai. My family and I then sit in our garden,
under the palm trees, and feast. Drama ensues if there are no
ripe avocados. Tempers flare if there are no avocados at all. My
mother does not “believe” in purchasing avocados. She insists
that we have far too many friends with avocado trees—a
luxury I lack in New York. We have a young avocado tree
growing in our garden now. Hopefully, by the time this goes to
print, I will have had one of the three avocadoes that this tree

promises to produce. Sadly, three is not going to do it for
winter break, so expect to hear a commotion from Meiners Oaks.

When I am homesick for a certain place, I try and locate
the food I most associate with that locale. Sometimes it works.
Sometimes it doesn’t. Recently, California Navel oranges

hit the corner markets in New York. They are
delightful, but they have stickers on them
identifying them as California Navels. The oranges
that I eat while walking on Shelf Road (of
course, only the ones that fall to the
ground) do not have stickers on them.
Nor do the oranges on our tree in the
garden—though the tree itself is also a
matter of concern. I insist that it looks a
bit sickly and my mother insists that it
is doing just fine, thank you. Looking
out on snow and leafless branches from
my school library window, I eat these
rather tasty oranges and try to imagine
Shelf Road, the Topa Topas, and wonder if my mother has
called Oscar to figure out what is wrong with our tree. Food,
you see, can be a sort of magic carpet ride.

Readers, please excuse my buying nonlocal contraband
citrus. It’s not easy buying local in Manhattan in December; I
am sick of apples and the ones from upstate New York sold at
the farmers’ market are starting to look old. Soon their stands

will only have apple cider and yams—until March.
Life is good in Ojai when you can hike
Shelf Road and find ambrosia
waiting for you, or
wander over to BD’s
stand at the Ojai
Certified Farmers’
Market on Sundays
for a bagful of fresh,
organic arugula for the
price of one dollar. In the
meantime, I justify my decadent purchase of the California
Navel as the best means to prevent scurvy (the fate of
Magellan’s crew still haunts me from my elementary school
lessons—if only they had had oranges!)

I have also recently discovered a restaurant in New York
called Florencia 13. A Chicano family opened the restaurant
two years ago and has been trying very hard to recreate
Southern California Chicano culture and cuisine in New York.
Hmmm-—no easy feat. Yet, there are margaritas, baskets of
chips and salsa, music from the bartender’s iPod by Cypress
Hill, War and Los Lobos, and the walls are decorated with
posters from the musical Zoor Suit. It has dishes named after
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