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PROTECT YOUR PLUMBING » Bath bombs are wildly
popular, but are luxurious balls safe for pipes? D3 

FUNCTIONAL ENTRY » Having designated places 
for everything is key to avoiding a mess. D6

SonomaHome

‘Last House’ Lessons
What we can learn from famed author MFK Fisher’s aesthetic, living large in a small house

JAMES FANUCCI

The simple Glen Ellen cottage that famed writer M.F.K. Fisher (1908-1992) named her “Last House” is where she spent the last two decades of her life, writing 13 books, reading and enter-
taining and cooking for friends. The house was built for her on her friend David Pleydell-Bouverie’s ranch.

By MEG MCCONAHEY
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

When famed writer 
M.F.K. Fisher 
moved into the 

new house she had built 
on her friend David Pley-
dell-Bouverie’s ranch, she 
was 63 and ready to down-
size. But it was not to be a 
retirement home.

Beginning in the 1930s 
with “Serve it Forth,” 
Fisher was the first to 
write extravagantly about 
food as metaphor and 
memoir in a lush and lit-
erary way that earned her 
an elite spot among 20th-century writers. Her two 
decades in the two-room cottage in Glen Ellen was a 
fertile time. 

She wrote and published 13 books and entertained 
friends such as Julia Child, James Beard, Alice Wa-

ters, Herb Caen and Maya 
Angelou, typically over 
simple meals from her 
galley kitchen.

She called her bunga-
low “Last House.” Here 
she consorted with “Sis-
ter Age” as she called it, 
fiercely determined to 
continue writing despite 
debilitating arthritis and 
Parkinson’s disease, writ-
ing by dictation and even 
in her head.

“I’m not hungry any-
more,” she told New York 
Times Magazine Food Col-
umnist Molly O’Neill two 

years before she died, alluding to the inner cravings 
that drove her work. 

“Yet this is the most creative time of my life.”

AUDUBON CANYON RANCH 

Fisher is seen relaxing in one of the arched porches that looked out on 
land now protected by Audubon Canyon Ranch in an undated photo. 
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Backyard bird count
You don’t have to be an 

avid birder to join people 
from all over the country 
in the Great Backyard Bird 
Count. Participants of  all 

ages, from beginning bird 
watchers to experts, are invited 

to participate in the four-day 
event this month.

Participants are asked to 
count birds for as little as 15 min-
utes on one or more days of  the 
count and report their sightings 
online at birdcount.org.

Marisela de Santa Anna, 
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This week we welcome the 
Sonoma County Master 
Gardeners to the Press 

Democrat’s Home and Garden 
section. These specially trained 
volunteers are dedicated to 
helping people in the community 
become better gardeners by us-
ing sustainable practices. Every 
other week they will dig deep to 
answer your gardening ques-
tions. Email them at the address 
at the end of  the column.

Question: What are those 
big green balls of leaves 
growing in the trees around 
Sebastopol?

Answer: The large globes of  

leaves you see, especially around 
Sebastopol, are European 
mistletoe (Viscum album). This 
plant parasite was introduced to 
the area by the horticulturalist 
Luther Burbank around the turn 
of  the 20th century. Burbank 
grew mistletoe plants from seeds 
and attached them to apple trees 
at his Gold Ridge Experimental 
Farm in Sebastopol. 

Since then, European mistle-
toe has slowly spread and you 
can now find it as far north as 
Windsor, west to Occidental, to 
the east side of  Santa Rosa and 

European mistletoe brought to 
Sonoma County by Burbank

JANET BLAIR / SONOMA COUNTY MASTER GARDENERS

The odd balls of leaves in this tree 
are mistletoe, a parasite. TURN TO GARDENERS » PAGE D3

ADVICE TO GROW BY » MASTER GARDENERS



president of  the Peregrin 
Audubon Society, will help 
you prepare for the count 
during a free one-hour 
online workshop at 10 a.m. 
Feb. 12, the first day of  the 
count. She is a staff biol-
ogist for the Mendocino 
County Resource Conser-
vation District and has 
been involved for years in 
environmental education, 
including leading bird 
hikes. The workshop is put 
on by the Sonoma State 
University Center for En-
vironmental Inquiry.

For a short introductory 
video on recording bird 
sightings, go to ebird.org.

To register visit cei.
sonoma.edu/calendar. 
For more information, 
call 650-996-8322 or email 
rawlinsm@sonoma.edu

SONOMA COUNTY

Learn basics  
of starting seeds

If  you’re hoping to start 
your summer vegetable 
garden by seed, February 
is the time to do it.

The Sonoma County 
Master Gardeners are 
offering a free workshop 
Feb. 9 to discuss the basics 
of  starting from seed. 
They also will talk about 
choosing and growing cit-
rus and asparagus in the 
garden. There will be time 
at the end of  the one-hour 
workshop to ask questions. 
12:30 p.m. To enroll, visit 
sonomamg.ucanr.edu

SONOMA COUNTY

Get the dirt on  
wonderful worms

Learn how to put worms 
to work in your garden 
during a free online work-
shop Feb. 13.

Worms are great at 
creating compost. From 
10:30 a.m. to noon, Sonoma 
County Master Garden-
er Jennifer Roberts will 
talk about how to set up 
a worm bin and what to 
feed worms and give other 
tips for care and mainte-
nance. To register visit 
sonomamg.ucanr.edu.

Submit home and garden 
related items at least three 
weeks ahead of  an event to 
meg.mcconahey@pressde-
mocrat.com.
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There is much about the sim-
ple house, nestled in a meadow 
on what is now the 535-acre 
Bouverie Preserve, that suited 
her needs and served her well. 

Working closely with Pley-
dell-Bouverie, an architect, she 
created a flexible multipurpose 
home with just enough space to 
do what she wanted to do, and 
no more. She winnowed down 
her objects to only those things 
she needed or truly loved, most 
which had a story or history. 
It was not pretension, but it 
accommodated a life of  nonma-
terial richness.

Last House reflected Fisher’s 
aesthetic rather than the latest 
in design. Yet there were fea-
tures she incorporated 50 years 
ago that are in vogue again, 
from the open kitchen and 
living room to the way the home 
invited in the outdoors and was 
at ease in the landscape, as if  it 
belonged there. In summer, the 
pale stucco walls blend with the 
dry grass.

There are many things about 
Last House, and how Fisher 
expressed herself  through it, 
that resonate in a timeless way 
and offer valuable lessons for 
creating a home that suits our 
individual needs and tastes, par-
ticularly as we age and during a 
pandemic when so much of  our 
lives are centered at home.

As Oakland writer Elizabeth 
Fishel put it, “She lived large in 
her small house,” and it “fit her 
perfectly, like a well-designed 
dress.” Fishel, who studies the 
homes of  famous authors and 
what they can teach us, recently 
led a writer’s workshop with 
Fisher’s daughter Kennedy 
Golden that focused on some 
of  the design and lifestyle 
principles embodied in Last 
House. The Last House Writing 
Workshop, which included a 
visual tour of  the house, was so 
popular it will be repeated on 
April 24 (egret.org/mfk-fishers-
last-house).

A new start
Fisher grew up in Whittier but 

spent some of  her most signif-
icant years in Switzerland and 
France, where her appreciation 
for the sensual pleasures of  food, 
the places where it was enjoyed 
and the people with whom it was 
shared took root and flourished. 
During her middle years she 
raised her two daughters in a 
Victorian on Oak Avenue in St. 
Helena. 

“It was wonderful for enter-
taining,” Golden recalled of  the 
Victorian house. “It had seven 
beds and a big kitchen where we 
had many meals with friends 
and family. But my sister and I 
had left the nest and my moth-
er was there by herself. While 
she loved the house, it was too 
much for her. She was basically 
running a bed and breakfast 
because everybody came to stay. 
She was totally incapable of  
finding any time to write and to 
work and even just to enjoy her 
life.”

The home’s three stories, 
counting attic and basement, 
were a lot to maintain and 
difficult to navigate as arthritis 
set in.

“The old house was like loving 

someone you feel passionately 
about but just can’t live with any 
more,” Golden said. 

Pleydell-Bouverie’s offer to 
allow Fisher to build a house 
not far from his own on his 565-
acre ranch was a blessing and a 
chance to create something from 
the ground up that was uniquely 
hers.

Downsizing is right-sizing
Like Fisher, many people find 

themselves wanting or needing 
to downsize to a smaller place 
in middle or later life. But a lot 
of  younger people are turning 
to smaller houses, too, for a 
multitude of  reasons, from 
budget constraints to the ease 
they offer.

Fisher decided she needed 
only two rooms — a combined 
kitchen and living room, or what 
we now call a great room, and a 
bedroom and workspace. 

Fishel said she has found, 
in Last House, several basic 
principles that would resonate 
with anyone wishing to create 
a comfortable environment, 
whether they live in a palace or 
a palazzino, as Fisher called Last 
House.

One is the idea of  creating 
a balance in your home that 
allows for company but also 
solitude.

“It’s a really important thing 
for a writer,” Fishel  said. “You 

need to be comfortable with 
your own solitude and that is 
where your creative wellspring 
comes from.”

Even within a relatively small 
house, Fisher found many dif-
ferent spaces in which to enjoy 
the quiet. She would sometimes 
cocoon with a book in a chair in 
her big bathroom. She painted 
the walls a deep Chinese red and 
filled them with paintings, many 
by her second husband and the 
love of  her life, Dillwyn Par-
rish. The room was warm and 
embracing, like a chapel rather 
than a church. She made a writ-
ing space at one end of  her bed-
room, with a long refectory table 
under the window for papers 
and a metal typing table. She 
sometimes had intimate talks 
with friends at a round table she 
brought from Switzerland set in 
a corner of  the bedroom.

Last House has twin enclosed 
porches on either end of  the 
house, framed with wide arched 
openings through which Fisher 
could look to the Mayacamas on 
one side or to Sonoma Moun-
tain on the other. She had beds 
on the patios for visitors and a 
settee inside that pulled out into 
a bed, just enough to accommo-
date an overnight guest but not a 
crowd or extended stays.

But she was not a hermit. 
“She had endless spaces where 
she would sit and talk to peo-

ple,” Golden said. On the front 
porch in her queen chair looking 
out over the valley, on a couch 
in the living room, by the fire 
in her two cast-iron stoves. One 
doesn’t need multiple rooms, 
just distinctive spaces.

Fisher welcomed many guests 
to her home, making signature 
meals with maximum taste and 
minimum fuss in a no-frills 
galley kitchen along one wall. 
She had a pantry and tall open 
shelves for kitchenware and her 
Provençal pottery so she could 
easily see, find and retrieve 
whatever she needed without 
bending and digging. 

For Fisher, cooking was 
more about the ingredients, the 
flavors and the company, not the 
equipment.

Living above her means
The kitchen’s finest feature 

was a picture window which 
looked out into the branches 
of  an ancient oak. This is one 
of  the ways Fisher lived well in 
simplicity, focusing on natural 
beauty rather than finery, wise 
advice for anyone.

“She took pleasure in so many 
of  the great things in life that 
are free,” Fishel said. Art, books, 
music, nature and of  course, 
friends. That’s a big part of  what 
gave quality to her life.”

It was a way, they said, of  
living above her means.

She surrounded herself  with 
precious things that were mean-
ingful to her but not pricey. For 
instance, a green ceramic bowl 
she bought in France made its 
way to Last House. It was worn 
from use but carried the memo-
ries of  so many salads and meals.

“It was just a local artisan 
pottery,” Golden said. “She also 
bought the plates at the time and 
a number of  casseroles she used 
until they fell apart.” 

In downsizing, one has to 
make hard decisions about what 
is most important, what items 
bring the greatest pleasure. For 
Fisher, it was her books, paint-
ings and records. She brought 
some 2,000 volumes with 
her from St. Helena and had 
built-in bookcases throughout 
Last House. She even removed 
some of  the built-in bookcases 
from her St. Helena house and 

installed them in Last House. 
By her bed was a revolving 
bookcase, one her family had 
received years ago with an ency-
clopedia.

“She loved that thing,” Golden 
said.

Her paintings were also dear 
to her. She had collected pieces 
her whole life, and every bit of  
wall space became a gallery, 
including in the bathroom. 
Paintings by Parrish, the cousin 
of  painter Maxfield Parrish, 
were particularly precious. 
She had a special closet built to 
contain her paintings upright. 
Because the house was too small 
to display every painting, she 
rotated them so she could spend 
time with all of  them.

“It’s a message of  the pan-
demic world,” Fishel said. “We 
are cooped up but all of  these 
pleasures of  the mind — books, 
art and music and definitely 
nature — are still available.

Sensual pleasures
The writer John Updike called 

Fisher “the poet of  our appe-
tites.” She expressed that not 
just with her writing but in how 
she lived, Fishel said. She always 
had fresh flowers and delicious 
meals. She had boxes of  farm 
fresh produce before they were a 
thing. “It’s another thing we all 
can do to enhance our lives that 
has relatively little cost, and we 
can do it while we’re sheltering.”

The fourth takeaway from 
how Fisher lived at Last House 
was the way she treasured every 
minute of  being alive, Fishel 
said. Fisher once said “carpe 
diem” was engraved on her 
heart. She endured great sad-
ness. Parrish suffered from an 
excruciating disease and finally 
found release in suicide in 1941. 
A year later her brother killed 
himself. She raised her two 
daughters as a single mom.

“Writing was the way she 
survived,” Fishel said. Her home 
was a haven for her creative 
expression, and she lived as fully 
as she could.

Golden said the only notable 
miscalculation in the design of  
Last House was the presence 
of  several stairs between the 
bedroom and the living room. 
It wasn’t a high rise but Fisher 
found it impossible to navigate 
in her last years, preventing her 
from spending time in her living 
room. 

The carport was concerted 
into a caretaker’s room. Many 
people now planning their own 
last houses are encouraged to 
think about “universal design” 
that calls for level surfaces and 
other design features that enable 
people to live independently 
through old age.

But in the larger picture, 
Fisher effectively honed in on 
those things that meant the most 
to her, an object lesson in living 
large in a small space.

“There is always a little bit of  
trauma associated with leaving 
the old family home behind,” 
Fishel said. “That’s where the 
memories are. The younger 
generation wishes they could go 
back there. But I really think it 
was the right thing to do and the 
right moment for her.”

You can reach Staff Writer Meg 
McConahey at 707-521-5204 or 
meg.mcconahey@pressdemocrat.
com. OnTwitter @megmccona-
hey.
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M.F.K. Fisher filled Last House with fresh flowers, paintings and objects with special meaning collected over a lifetime.

JAMES FANUCCHI 

A contemporary photo at Last House shows the red bathroom that Fisher 
lined with paintings, many by her second husband, Dillwyn Parrish.
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