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A delectable odyssey

Nancy Mehagian, author
of Siren’s Feast, on the joys
of food, spirituality, and
adventure

LO5 ANGELES - People whose Hves are
as fully lived as Maney Mehagian's serve
asaspiritual and intellectual feast for the
rest of us.

We tnay never stiwak out of our teen-
age bedrooms and cross the railroad
tracks to see Ray Charles and James
Brown perform, We may never find our-
selves in the back room of a gift shop in
Tangier with a group of stoned hippies,
eating spicy tagines, drinking mint tea,
and using a jeweled kif pipe to smoke
Morocco’s finest hashish, We may never
attend a party on Ibiza with blues singer
Taj Mahal and folk singer Joni Mitchell,
But through Mehagian's ghttering culi-
nary metnoir, Siren'’s Peast: An Edible
odyssey, we can live her experiences vi-
cariously.

1 den't regret anything,” Mehagian
says about her life, even her time in
prison. “Bvery life has its ups and downs.
1 was young, | dudn't have the greatest
judgment all the time. But having a pood
heart can go a lotyg way and can protect
you in difficult circumstances,”

Escape from home

Mehagian grew up in Phoenix, Arizona,
in a fairly conservative Armenian-Ameri-
can farnily, Her maternal grandfather had
escaped from Hadjin, Turkey, during the
Genocide, Scon after, Mehapian's father
also fed the city. Mehagian is the grand-
daughter of Samuesl Mardian, who was
part of one of the first three Armenian
farnilies to settle in Pasadena, California.

“It seemed that every Armenian family
that wanted to come to America [was)
told to go find Samuel Mardian,” Me
hagian says, "My mother said she grew
up with 40 people sleeping in her home."
According to Mehagian, her grandfather,
weho buile the first Armenian church in
Pasadena, gave jobs to newly arriving
immigrants and helped them settle in
their new country.

Mehagiatt describes the Phoenix of
her youth as segregated and Republi-
can. As a young girl, Mehagian was "and-
tnated, curdous, taughty,” she weites in
her memair, She was the family's “wild
child.” By 14, Mehagian and her friends
had fake IDs that they used to get into
jazz clubs, They considered themselves
beatniks, foregoing beer and football
games to smoke peyote.

"My experience with peyote marked
my initiation into the world of spirit,”
Mehagian writes in her book, As high
school graduation neared, she was more
than ready to leave Phoenix.
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Mehagian at the ucL Festival of Books.

Sex, drugs, and couscous

Mehagian traveled extensively over the
next few years, visiting London and Por-
tugal, hitchhilking through Spain, and
endingup in Morocco, She recounts these
advertures vividly in her metnodr, taking
the reader along on her sometimes dan-
gerous exploits, which inchaded drogs,

A spiritual experience on a mountain-
top during a full moon convinced her
that she had to open a restaurant, The
next day. a local hustler came to tell
Hunter, a wealthy friend of hers, that
a small space was available. Hunter ftn-
mediately insisted that Mehagian open
a restaurant — and offered to fund it

romance, and Eastern spirituality, But - withoot knowing she had already come

Mehagian's greatest love affair appears
to have been with food,

“Food represented love i our family,”
she says, “Tt's a way of sharing” As a
child, she loved the Armenian dishes her
mmother made at home and the Mexcan
food native to the American Southwest.
But her palate quickly evolved.

After she maved to the island of Thiza,
Mehagian began te notice that her life
was filled with Jungian synchronicity.
Time and again, when Mehagian found
herself in need of help or an escape, it
would present itself.

Mehagian believes it was synchronic-
ity — or perhaps the power of intention
and focused thought - that allowed her,
a nearly penniless young woman from
Armerica, to go into business in a foreign
country,

to the same concluson,

Mehagian's Double Duck was the first
vepetarian restaurant on Thiza, More
than 30 years ago, she and her friends
understood the benefits of whole grains
and organic vegetables,

“TI'm very prond of what we did in those
days,” Mehagian says., though they were
often ridiculed for their hippis ways, "A
lot of the things we discovered - yoga,
meditation, erganic food, recycling - all
of that started in the Sos with the hip-
pies, S0 we did make a contribution, We
were definitely pioneers.”

“That whole diet that we advocated
way back then,.. of course, now, all the
docters say it'’s the dist you need.” Me-
hagian still eats organic foods, though
she now allows herself fish and fowl,
She believes that despite the growing
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awareness of healthy eating, society still
Tas it wrong.

"Nobody wants to do that work any-
more,” Mehagian says, “They just want
to take a pill that’s going to make them
feel better, make the pain go away, in-
stead of looking at where [the pain]
comes from, That's why ['ve always been
attracted to ancient wisdom.”

Insatiable wanderlust

Despite having her own restaurant to
rum, or perhaps because of its daily bur-
den, Mehagian continued to feel the urge
to travel, She left Ibiza and flew to Kath-
mandu to reconnect with a lover, sure
that they were meant to be together, In-
stead, he was cold and more interested
in smoking hashish than spending time
with her, Mehagian found herself hor-
ribly sick with amoebic dysentery and
alone in a foreign land, losing weight at
an alarming rate,

After she recovered from her illness,
she did not rush back home, as most
would have done, Instead, she stayed in
Kathmandn and eventually made a pil-
grimage to the holy cave of Amarnath,
in India. She was ill-equipped for the
journey, wearing bght clothing in the
inhospitable mountains and a pair of
cheap shoes for the hike, She passed by
the corpse of an old woman who had
died while on the same pilgrimage,

Mehagian endured days of walking on
bruised and swollen feet, crass come-ons
from local men, fear, and hunger, but
she made it, Again luck, or synchronic-
ity, was on her side,

Out of luck

Mehagian returned to Thiza to run her
restaurant but was again flled with wan-
derlust, She needed to return to India
because she had seen very little of that
country'’s treasures, But she didi't hawve
enough money for to travel, Again, an
opportunity presented itself at the right
moment, but this time synchronicity
would lead to disaster,

Mehagian ventored to Beirut with her
friend Linda, They worked in a sleary
nightclub called the Kit Kat, which was
flled with Japanese businesstoen, Mid-
dle Bastern men smoking in red vingl
booths, and beantdful women from all
owver the world who, like Mehagian, were
employed to help those men spend as
much meney on aleohsl as possible,

But the young wornen couldn’s stand
their new jobs, They traveled to Aleppo
to take part in a cabaret show at a night-
club. On ber first night in the cub, Me-
hagian fell deeply in love with a Bedouin
fiddler - who would become the father
of Mehagian’s only child,

Thedr ill-fated stints in Beirut and Alep-
po led Mehagian and Linda to search for
an escape, They were presented with the
opporturdty te make guick money sim-
ply by flying to London. Though Meha-
glan's instinces told her there was some-
thing wrong in the assignment, she was
desperate to leave Beirut,

Her luck had run eut. In London, now
months pregnant, Mehagian was sen-
tenced to two years in prison for un-
wittngly smuggling hashish into the
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country, Despite her lawyer’s best
efforts to get her acquitted, she
served her sentence in a low-se-
curity women'’s prisan, along with
het newhorn baby,

Evenin the misery of prison, Me-
hagian was able to prow, She made
the best of the situation, secoring
ajob babysitting the other inmates’
children so that she could protect
het own baby, As prison food was
almast inedible, Mehagian planted
a vegetable garden so that she and
her daughter conld eat healchily,

Life's work
Imntmediately after her release from
prison, Mehagian returned to her
family in Arizona. She was greeted
with love, as was her daughter, Ve-
dra.
Now a photographer and film
producer, Vedra, too, has felt Me-
hagiat's wanderlost,

"My daughter read an early ver-
ston of my book, and then she

proceeded to relive my life in fast-
forward,” Mehagian says, “She's
been to Ibiza. She’s been to Moroc-
co, She's been to Kathmandu and
India,” Large, vivid photos taken
by her daughter now decorate the
wralls of Mehagian's living room, as
do dozens of smaller framed pic-
tures of family and friends.

While back in Phoenix with her
family and a baby, synchronic-
ity struck again. Mehagian finally
found her calling,

“I eraveled around the world only
to meet my teacher in the place
where | grew up,” she says, She
began to study the art of jin shin
jputsu with a weman named Mary
Burmeister. According to Meha-
glam, after just a few lessons, she
began to successfully treat friends
who had headaches and yeast in-
fectons by using anclent acupres-
sure techigues,

Healing Hollywood
“When [ started my practice,” Me-
haglan says, “it was a lictle slow-

poing, This was at a time that, if
you talked to people about halane-
ing your energy flow, they looked
at you like you were a httle crazy”
Having moved to Los Angeles with
her young daughter, Mehagian ur-
gently needed to find more cisnes,
so she learned massage.

“Onee | added massage to the
acupressure,” Mehagian says, “my
career kind of took off, People were
willing to hawe a massage, and then
1 could, over time, explain to them
about the acupressure and its ben-
efits”

“Withiry three years of living in
LA, T had a cientele that was like
a who's whe of Hoellywood. That
was all becanse of the jin shin. It
really is powerful” Her business
expatided through word of mouth
to include members of the rock
band The Eagles and legendary
music producer Cuiticy Jones,

Mehagian began  writing  her
metnedr more than a decade ago,
after constantly being told by
friends to pot her experiences

down on paper and repeatedly
being asked for her recipes. She
joined writing classes, incloding
ane with Aratm Sarayan, who she
cites as inmensely influential,

During the writing of her mem-
air, it was never painful for Meha-
gian to think back to the past. "T'm
more forward-looking.” she says,
When a publisher that had agreed
to print her book preseneed de-
lay after delay, Mehagian started
her own press, learning the pro-
cess along the way and making her
ook a reality.

When asked about her career i
Los Angeles and her many enter-
tainment-industry clients, Meha-
glan won't reveal much, But she’s
at work on another memoir, We'll
just have to wait until it’s finished
o liwe thase stories vicarionsly, £F
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