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Robert Farrar Capon (192520 3)

pISCOPAL PRIEST and the author of twenty-seven bog) -
AN E ’

:-al but some also memoiristic, Capon gained Sy
:}f :1;111:{:;‘:::15;‘;‘ his third volume, The Supper of the Lamb, frop, W:;Zi
we draw his lyrical and mystical meditation on the nature of the hump,
onion. In 1977, after a divorce of which his church superiors diSEPPm\'cd,
Capon left the ministry to devote himself to full-time writing, by, ;,
his later years served again as a priest and a theologian while continuing
to contribute columns on food and wine to The New York Times 34
Newsday. But as his discussion of the onion reveals, Capon’s culinary
writing is also itself religious. About his most celebrated book, the novelis
and Christian commentator Frederick Buechner declared that merely
call The Supper of the Lamb a cookbook would be like calling Moby Dicka

whaling manual.”

from The Supper_ of the Lamb: On the Onion

I MUST TEACH you first how to deal with onions.
Select three or four medium-size onions—1I have in mind the common, ot
yellow, onion normally available in the supermarket. The first movement of
oy mf"ipc is simply a stew; small white onions, while more delicate as 2 Ve§
Zla:cg:llriﬁwfn rigl:xt, a-rc a nuisance to cut up for inclusion in somﬂ]:lii“j

up the small SE;PE:CI::_% is enlarged beyond reason, and the attempt ¥
y balls you are left with can be painful.

Next take one of the onions (preferably the best-looking), 2 paring

and a cuttj :
stand at ng board and sie down at the kitchen table. Do not atte™ "
counter thmugh do it ¥
: these openi n fact, 0
tice, you should arr pening measures. | . ;offh"'

a , : -
exercise. Admitred] nge to have sixty minutes or so free for this Par ay
» Spendi ; . on M
¥» spending an hour in the society of an onio% " o

something vq .
g you have Never done before. You feel, perhaps, 2 certall res

knife:
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::ICS e you are seated, the first order of busines, .
Jpion & hand. (You must firmly resjg the ¢ t

t:zessaf}’: close the dﬂm.‘s %0 110 one will see yoy; by

P arssment) You will note, €0 begin wich, g " E"

eings juS€ 3 YOU 27 i for 2 moment, The pyg o )fr;: 2 hing, 2

qutual confrontation. Tugether “ilth knife, board, table, and ¢}, . here i

(he constituents of a place in the highest sense of air, you are

the word. This
" L] - ] w
meeting, a SOCIETY of things. $15a Session,
a

ave, you see, already discovered someth; .

Yﬂu h ’ Y d ' Yf‘ . ':tl_“"g: Thf- unquEnEH, tht‘
placiness, of place derives not from abstractions like ocatipn, by from con-
frontations ld::c man-onion. Erring theologians have strayed to their graves
without learning what you have come upon. They have insisted, for example,
that heaven is no place because it could not be defined in terms of spatial
co-ordinates. They have written off man’s eternal habitation as a “state of
mind.” But look what your onion has done for you: It has given you back
the possibility of heaven as a place without encumbering you with the irrel-
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This meeting between the two of you could be moved toa thousand dif-
ferent latitudes and longitudes and still remain the session it started out to
be. Indeed, by the motions of the earth, the solar systems, the galm: and
the universe (if that can be defined), every place—every mecting of mat-

(o ad Ito
: ; : . Location is accidenta

ttr—becomes a kind of cosmic floating crap game: Loc »
e are, but who-W

s deepest meaning. What really matters is not where W God face to face
lbeings—are with us, In that sense, heaven, where Weser Il places, as it 18
thmugh the risen flesh of Jesus, may well be the placiest of 2 ) 5{, ndeed sce
r MOt gloriously material of all meetings. Here:P Hhaps,hw&s of place for
Oonly through 5 glass darkly; we mistake one of the carthly b
the heare of its mattering, ow, try © lﬂﬂk.
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abandoned. It is what it i, o
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hat your onion has two ends. 2 loy,
aly by the blackish gray spot from which the rooy ey,

¢ earth; and an uppern which terminates (unless Youronjq,
L
have begun to sprout because you store them unde, le
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are over che hill 0;'1 ered peak of onion paper. Note once again what yo,, i

: in a wit T :
sink trap) in 2 ‘ i .Itis alinear th
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pward from base to tip. Stand your onion, therefore, oot

ting u : . .
wfitz:wt:r:;on%hc board and see it as the paradigm of life that it js— s
en

member of the vast living, gravit}r-dcfying troop that, across the face of the
carth, moves light-and airward as long as the world lasts. .

Only now have you the perspective needed to enter the onion itself. Begin

with the outermost layer of paper, or onionskin. Be careful. In the ordinary

rocesses of cooking, the outer skin of a sound onion is removed by pecl-
ing away the immediately underlying layers of flesh with it. It is a legitimate
short cut; the working cook cannot afford the time it takes to loosen only
the paper. Here, however, it is not time that matters, but the onion. Work
gently then, lifting the skin with the point of your knife so as not to cut
or puncture the flesh with it. It is harder than you may have thought. Old
onion skins give up easily, but new ones can be stubborn.

Look now at the fall of stripped and flaked skin before you. It is dry. It
is, all things considered, one of the driest things is the world. Not dusty dry
like potatoes, but smoothly and thinly dry, suggesting not accidental des-
sication, not the withering due to age or external circumstance, but a fresh
and essential dryness. Dryness as an achievement, not as a failure. Elegant
1.:lr}rncss.. Deliberate dryness. More than that, onion paper is, like the onion
1tscllf,_ directional, vectored, ribbed. (It will, oddly, split as easily across -
SEnarmns as with them: Its grain has be : d d . drvness to 2 merely
visual quality.) Best of a]] tho < s S0.¥5cneed by r}'n_ browni
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> and white onion thaf n:‘:rl‘f;?; (til'sl. EXP‘;SCd, are "-"irgin land. Like the ;
You, Jow i -,ﬂmﬂﬂds in . > : €y present ‘hEmSelves 0 you . € incredip)
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gers within fingers, each,

self. Be rust up from the base through the center of the one before it. The outer
e ordingm digisare indeed swollen to roundness by the pressure of the inner, but thei
d by pe ;Y sphericity s incidental to the linear motion of flame inthrusting flame.

legitimate Next, the colors, The cross-section of each several flame follows 2 rule:

Onits inner edge it is white, on its outer, pigmented; the color varying from
the palest greenish yellow in the middle flames, to more recognizable onion
shades as you proceed outward. The centermost flames of all are frankly and
surtlingly green; it is they which will finally thrust upward into light. Thus
the spectrum of the onion: green through white to green again, and ending

osen only
jon. Work

Not tOo cut

ughe. Old

t is dry. It dlin the brown skin you have peeled away. Life inside death. The forcef of
dusty dry being storming the walls of the void. Freshness in the face of the burning,
iral s uidizing world which maderizes all life at last to the color of cut apples and
yut a fresh ol Sherry, *
e. Elegant Next, pressure. Look at the cut surface: moisture. The incredible, “fli:t A
the onion *etaess of onions, of course, you cannot know yet: This is fml"" the Ym
across ifs "0l presing of juice. But che sea wichin all lfe has tipped it hand. hok
) a merely Ve Ut open no inanimate thing, but a living tumescent bemg—-a\l-'l o
brownish 8, a5 all Jife smaller, simpler than its parts; which hr::lds[,i as; ]-1- .
{ copPCry lm € pieces of its bei ng in compression. To prove it, try o },Fch gt
ness only “ofthe onon back together. It cannot be done. The faces Wll:,: convex,
che pape” N 0 plane surfaces drawn by a straight blade are noW mu:iu; e. pposi
any- = r:“-‘ 3gainst each other. Put them together on on¢ side an

ne of tml A "i-gap of more than two minutes on a clock e o smell of onion;
1;[;:; irzl Iﬂfﬂsedn’ Pressure. But now pressure roward };?:0 verys of course—V"

Y the ﬂowing of its juices. Hardly 2 d
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sauces 0 . lt%vatcr, nothing can hold a soul. Reflect finally wha, . Sol;]and 1 Z'::: AmIC
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strained aftera single word. How will you stop your senses when it rajge, thig - meeting
stage whisper to a shout? . . Word W

Now, however, the two halves of the onion lie, cut face up, befor, you, 9 But,

With the point of your paring knife, carefully remove the base, or bory,, . umsO
(or heart) much as you would do to free the leaves of an artichoke or of 2 heyg = well, th
of lettuce. Take away only as much as will make it possible to lift out, one . wholei
one, the several layers. Then gently pry them out in order, working from e .~ fromth
center to the outside. Arrange them in a line as you do, with matching pans ke And
from the separate halves laid next to each other, making them ascend thus by '-Z that it~
twos from the smallest green fingers, through white flames, up to the outer - freelyn
shells which sit like paired Russian church spires. ~ astosp
Then look. The myth of sphericity is finally dead. The onion, as now dis - sure, is

played, is plainly all vectors, rissers and thrusts. Tongues of fire. But the per
tecost they mark is that of nature, not grace: the Spirit’s first brooding on
the face of the waters. Lift one of the flames; feel its lightness and rigidity,
its crispness and strength. Make proof of its membranes. The inner: thin,
translucent, easily removed; the outer, however, thinner, almost transpar
ent—and so tightly bonded to the flesh that it protests audibly against scp*
ration. (You will probably have to break the flesh to free even a small pie) :
The membranes, when in place, give the onion its fire, its sheen, soft wichin - World ,
- l;-rightcr.wﬁh““t- But when they are removed, the flesh is revealed in® '
- Eggshell is the only word for it; but by comparison ©
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cingWith i will be reconvened in more than memory. It has spoken 2
xdwith power, and even the echo is not in vain.

ut, second, the onion itself is all but gone. The flesh, so crisp and solid,
amsout to have been an aqueous house of cards. If you have done pressing
«l. the little scraps of membrane and cell wall are nearly nonexistent. The
whole infolded nest of flames was a blaze of water, a burning bush grown
from the soil of the primeval oceans. All life is from the sea.
And God said, Let the waters bring forth abundantly. . . . And God saw

re you.
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thus by that it was good. This juice, this liquor, this rough-and-ready cordial, runs
e outer frely now on board and hands and knife. Salt, sweet, and yet so much itself
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ling o, ifnot with safety, then with caution.
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