




   
      
         
         
         "Take a handful of culinary masters, toss in stories of utter humiliation or heartache, and you wind up with a spicy little
            essay collection . . . Lots of fun for foodies both ardent and casual."
         

         
         
         
         
         —Kirkus Reviews

         
         
         
         
         
         "A reminder that—in real life as in the kitchen—guts are as important as genius."

         
         
         
         
         —People ****
         

         
         
         
         
         
         "A dishy collection of stories . . . lively additions to the Kitchen Confidential genre."
         

         
         
         
         
         —Julie Powell, Food & Wine

         
         
         
         
         
         "Surely, you think, real chefs aren't bedeviled by these problems. Think again. You can't even imagine the hidden kitchen
            terrors recounted by professionals in Don't Try This At Home"

         
         
         
         
         —Washington Post Book World

         
         
         
         
         
         "Happily reminds us that even big shots have off days."
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         "A sometimes comical and always unique glimpse behind the scenes of restaurant kitchens [and] a fantastic collection of personal
            stories that depict these great chefs as real people."
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         "As in every other profession, chefs love their war stories. Finally someone had the good sense to collect some of the best."
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         "Witherspoon and Friedman have gathered memorable stories from some of the best chefs in the world, and it's just plain satisfying
            to read about their flubs."
         

         
         
         
         
         —New York Sun

         
         
         
         
         
         "You'll love Don't Try This at Home . . . It's proof that celeb chefs climb into their checked trousers one leg at a time just like the rest of us."
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         "For those considering a life in the kitchen, these are cautionary tales, since they suggest that a career in a place replete
            with sharp tools, open flames and stressed-out lunatics may be fraught with peril. But for true foodies, these comic tales
            are a delight."
         

         
         
         
         
         —Winston Salem-Journal

         
         
         
         
         
         "An inspiration for anyone who has been discouraged or shy to return to the kitchen after burning a soup or adding sugar instead
            of salt to a recipe."
         

         
         
         
         
         —San Antonio Express-News

         
         
         
         
         
         "What a wonderful idea for a bedside table book . . . these comic tales are a delight."
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         "There's often humor in disaster, especially at the hands and in the kitchens of some of the world's top chefs . . . You'll
            smile and remember your own kitchen disasters."
         

         
         
         
         
         —Kansas City Star
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Introduction





         
         
         
         
         NEARLY TWO HUNDRED years ago, the legendary French gastronome Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin observed that "the truly
            dedicated chef or the true lover of food is a person who has learned to go beyond mere catastrophe and to salvage at least
            one golden moment from every meal."
         

         
         
         
         
         In these pages, a selection of the world's finest chefs share, in refreshingly frank detail, the stories of their biggest
            mishaps, missteps, misfortunes, and misadventures. To our delight, much of what they salvage goes beyond the strictly culinary.
         

         
         
         
         
         For their honesty, we thank the chefs themselves, who may surprise you as they discuss moments they'd rather forget, bringing
            their stories to life with revelations of humility, self-doubt, and even shame. Disasters, especially those involving food,
            are funny to look back on, but can be ego-deflating when they occur—it's a credit to these chefs that they are able to be
            simultaneously profound and laugh-provoking.
         

         
         
         
         
         As we consider the stories, a number of themes emerge: The fish-out-of-water syndrome that greets young cooks working and
            traveling abroad proves itself a fertile breeding ground for near-farcical scenarios. The constant struggle to find and keep
            good employees is another popular motif, leading to tales of everything from a blind line cook to a culinary faith healing.
            Restaurants make for strange bedfellows, a truth examined in these pages via the tension between cooks and chefs and chefs
            and owners. Finally, the chaos that ensues when a chef leaves his or her kitchen and takes the show on the road can lead to
            countless unforeseen catastrophes.
         

         
         
         
         
         For all of us, both cooks and noncooks, this book offers its own form of hope—evidence that even those who are the very best
            in their chosen field, famous for exhibiting perfection on a nightly basis, can make a mistake, maybe even a disastrous one,
            and then laugh at it, and at themselves.
         

         
         
         
         
         Even more reassuring is how often, and how well, these storytellers improvise a way out, finding inspiration when they need
            it most, and emerging victorious, even if it means sometimes telling a white lie.
         

         
         
         
         
         "In my business, failure is not an option," writes one chef in his story. It's one thing to say that and quite another to
            live it. These professionals live it on a daily basis, and we're grateful that they took time out to rummage through their
            memories and pick out the worst—by which we mean the "best"—ones to share.


         

         
         
         
         
         KIMBERLY WITHERSPOON

         
         
         ANDREW FRIEDMAN

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         

Horror in Gerona 

         
         
         FERRÁN ADRIÀ

         
         
         
         
         Ferrdn Adrià began his famed culinary career washing dishes at a French restaurant in the town of Castelldefels, Spain. He has since worked at various restaurants, served in the Spanish military at the naval base of Cartagena, and in 1984, at the age of twenty-two, he joined the kitchen staff of El Bulli. Only eighteen months later, he became head chef of the restaurant—which went on to receive its third Michelin star in 1997. Adrià’s gift for combining unexpected contrasts of flavor, temperature, and texture has won him global acclaim as one of the most creative and inventive culinary geniuses in the world; Gourmet magazine has hailed him as S(the Salvador Dali of the kitchen.”

         
         
         
         
         
         THE LOBSTERS ARE off," said the voice on the other JL end of the telephone.

         
         
         
         
         This was not good news: Off is the word we in the culinary business use to express succinctly that something has spoiled, or gone bad in some way. Usually,
            when something is off, it's so far gone that you can detect it by smell alone. Indeed, tasting something that's off is often
            a very bad idea.
         

         
         
         
         
         That the lobsters were off on this particular day was worse news than it would normally be. Normally, you could remove them
            from your menu for one night, or secure enough replacement lobsters to remedy the situation before your first customers arrived,
            and nobody would be the wiser.
         

         
         
         
         
         But on the day in question, the lobsters were to be the main course of a private function we were catering: an international
            medical congress in Gerona, a beautiful city in northern Catalonia, near the French border. Dinner was to consist of four
            courses, what we called our Fall Menu: a chestnut cream and egg white starter, hot pickled monkfish with spring onions and
            mushrooms, and a dessert of wild berries with vanilla cream. The piece de resistance was a lobster dish garnished with a cepes
            carpaccio and a salad with Parmigiano and a pine nut vinaigrette.
         

         
         
         
         
         And there was another detail that made the lobster news particularly alarming.

         
         
         
         
         The dinner was to serve thirty-two hundred people.

         
         
         
         
         When chefs have nightmares, it's moments such as these that play out in our heads. Unfortunately, I was wide awake and the
            situation was very, very real.
         

         
         
         
         
         
         A banquet for thirty-two hundred people was not something I did every day. Never in my twenty-five years as a chef had I catered
            for anywhere close to such numbers. Our routine at El Bulli is fifty people a night. Admittedly, we serve fifteen hundred
            dishes at each sitting, but still, going from fifty to thirty-two hundred is like jumping out of a warm, familiar bath into
            an icy hurricane sea.
         

         
         
         
         
         Naturally, our kitchen at El Bulli wasn't up to the task. So, to ensure ample space, we commandeered three production centers:
            two vast kitchens nearby in Gerona and one in Barcelona. In addition, we hired plenty of extra help; more than a hundred people
            were on the job. But even if we'd had a thousand people on board, that wouldn't have prevented the lobsters from going bad.
         

         
         
         
         
         I received the lobster call at 8:00 a.m. on November 18, 1995—a date forever imprinted in my memory—and was instantly plunged
            into a state of fear, uncertainty, and panic the likes of which I have never experienced in my professional life, and hope
            never to experience again. The call came from the Barcelona kitchen, ironically situated in the city aquarium, right on the
            waterfront.
         

         
         
         
         
         It wasn't just some of the lobster that was off; practically our entire stock had fermented overnight: 80 percent of our lobster
            haul was unusable, inedible, unfit for human consumption—never mind in any state to grace a dish prepared by the chefs of
            what was then a two-star Michelin restaurant.
         

         
         
         
         
         How could this have happened?

         
         
         
         
         To maximize efficiency, we had shared out different tasks among the three production centers. The chief task of the aquarium
            team was to clean, boil, and cut the lobster, before dispatching it to Gerona by road for assembly on the plate alongside
            the carpaccio and the salad. They had already done the cleaning and boiling and cutting—three pieces of lobster per dish—the
            night before, and the idea was that we'd simply load it all onto a van the next morning and off we'd go. Consequently, the
            lobster, all cut up and ready, had been placed inside white polystyrene containers until morning. We'd never done such a thing
            on such a scale and we supposed this was the right thing to do. The thermal containers insulated the lobster from the outside
            temperature, which seemed like a perfectly good idea; indeed it was a good idea—at least for the hot road trip north to Gerona. When it came to the refrigerator, however, the night before, it
            was an absolute calamity. Inside the containers, the lobster pieces were also insulated from the cold of the refrigerator.
            And so, while we had carefully refrigerated the lobster, none of the cold could actually get through the polystyrene to reach
            the lobster—which consequently remained at room temperature all night. Room temperature, for that length of time, was the
            lobsters' ruin.
         

         
         
         
         
         So, as you can see, it was the end of the world, the end of civilization as we know it. My first reaction—which I imagine
            is the first reaction of anyone, in any context, on receiving catastrophic news—was, "It's not possible. I cannot believe
            it. It cannot be true. Tell me, please tell me it's a bad joke." Once I had digested the indigestible and acknowledged that
            it was, indeed, true, that I was awake and so it was actually a lot worse than a nightmare, I proceeded to descend into despair.
            As second by mortifying second passed, the implications of what had happened sank in deeper: thirty-two hundred mouths to
            feed in thirteen hours' time and the chief raw material of our main dish missing! I kept asking myself, "What are we going
            to do? What the hell are we going to do? How in God's name are we going to manage now?"
         

         
         
         
         
         But then, with my heart still hammering at a hundred kilometers an hour, I thought, Okay, calm down. This is probably an absolutely
            hopeless case . . . but maybe there is something we can do, maybe we'll get lucky. Maybe there will be a miracle. So I started
            to think and think, trying to come up with ways to get around this. Though the one thing I knew for sure was that, whatever
            finally happened, ahead of me lay the most excruciatingly stressful day of my life.
         

         
         
         
         
         The first and foremost question, of course, was how were we going to find the one thousand lobsters we needed—yes, a thousand—in
            time to get them cleaned, cooked, delivered to Gerona (more than two hours away), and ready for consumption by nine o'clock
            that same night. So, amid the utter chaos of it all, I gave the order, "Let's hunt down every last lobster in this city! Let's
            get them all until not one is left!" We got on the phone and called everyone and anyone who could possibly have a stock of
            fre sh lobster ready to go. "How many have you got? You've got fifteen? Great! Hold them, we'll go and collect them now .
            . . How many have you got? Twenty-five! Fantastic! Can you bring them over? Perfect." After a frantic rush of phone calls,
            we assembled a team of ten people in the aquarium kitchen—most of them having imagined that their work had been over the day
            before—to clean, boil, and cut up the lobsters as they arrived.
         

         
         
         
         
         By late morning, we realized that five hundred lobsters was the maximum that we were going to get. So what to do? Simple.
            Here was the solution: reduce the contents of each dish by one piece of lobster, from three to two. That allowed us to stretch
            the utility of the 20 percent that had not gone off overnight and to fill the quota we needed, especially as the happy news
            filtered down from Gerona around lunchtime—this did help bring the temperature down a bit, at last—that a few hundred participants
            of the medical congress would be going home early, and the total number of dishes required had fallen below the three thousand
            mark.
         

         
         
         
         
         By 11:00 a.m. we had our first batch ready, a hundred or so lobsters' worth. Off went the first vanload to Gerona. There was
            some slight relief at its departure, but it was mostly overshadowed by the suspense, the worry that the van might break down
            or crash or God knows what. In those days, we didn't have mobile phones. You couldn't keep track of the van's progress the
            way you could now. So what happened was that the van driver, under strict orders to reassure us, would phone us at intervals—the
            team in Barcelona and the two kitchens in Gerona—from a highway cafe or gas station to let us know that he was making progress, that he was edging
            his way up to his destination. "It's okay. All's well. I'm on my way. Relax, guys!" We would all cheer with relief. But between
            calls, it was hell. After what had happened, we were preconditioned for disaster. If anything could go wrong, we imagined,
            it would.
         

         
         
         
         
         And yet, miraculously, it didn't. Five vanloads of chopped lobster successfully made it from the Barcelona aquarium to Gerona—each
            time inspiring the same drama of anxiety and reassuring phone calls—and finally, at about six in the evening, we looked at
            the dish, reduced to two pieces of lobster but beefed up with an extra helping of cepes carpaccio, and knew that, barring
            the habitual worries that always loom for a chef at this time of night, the immediate crisis was over. We had survived.
         

         
         
         
         
         And, in the end, I learned some lessons from all this. First, never store things that need to be cold inside a fridge in closed
            polystyrene containers. Second, keep a closer eye on things, especially when you have so much to do in so little time, when
            your available reaction time, in case things go wrong, is drastically reduced. When you're feeding up to two hundred people
            there's a certain amount of flexibility built in, some room to maneuver. More than two hundred and you're in a totally new
            space. The logistical dimension of the exercise becomes so much more unwieldy.
         

         
         
         
         
         The final and most valuable lesson I learned is that every day you start fresh. I know it sounds trite, maybe even foolish,
            but it's true. Every day is a new challenge, a new adventure, and you must never be complacent; you must be constantly on
            your toes, ready to deal with the unexpected, ready to respond—with as cool a head as you can—to whatever surprise comes.


         

         
         
         
         
         
         (Translated from the Spanish and

         
         
         
         
         co-written with John Carlin)

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         

All by Myself 

         
         
         JOSÉ ANDRÉS

         
         
         
         
         José Andrés was born in Asturias, Spain, and attended Escola de Restauracio i Hostalatge de Barcelona, apprenticing at restaurant El Bulli under celebrated master chef and mentor Eerrdn Adrià. In 1990, Andrés moved to New York City to work for the Barcelona-based restaurant El Dorado Petit. In 1993, he moved to Washington, D. C, to become a chef and partner of Jaleo Spanish restaurant. He has since opened two more Jaleo locations, and serves as executive chef-partner of Café Atlantico and Zaytinya, as well as the much-lauded six-seat minibar within Café Atlantico. In 2004, he opened Oyamel, a Mexican small-dishes restaurant. In 2003, the James Beard Foundation named Andrés Best Chef/Mid-Atlantic Region. His first cookbook, Tapas: A Taste of Spain in America, debuts fall 2005.

         
         
         
         
         WHEN I WAS fifteen years old, I spent the summer working in a small restaurant in Roses, north of Barcelona, called
            L'Antull, that's no longer there. It was a traditional Spanish fish restaurant, and in the middle of the dining room was a
            tank in which we kept wild striped bass and live lobsters from the Bay of Roses.
         

         
         
         
         
         Striped bass need room to swim, and this fish tank certainly gave it to them. It was enormous, and in comparison to the tiny
            dining room—we had only about forty seats—the tank seemed even bigger than it actually was, totally dominating the space.
            All day the bass would swim laps in the water, propelling themselves from one end of the tank to the other, gracefully turning,
            and swimming back, while the lobsters rested on the floor beneath them—an exciting, mesmerizing display.
         

         
         
         
         
         In addition to the many fish dishes we prepared, we also made traditional Catalan dishes, like canelones, our version of the Italian cannelloni. L'Antull's canelones were so popular that a lot of people who never ate in the restaurant would order them to go, especially for large parties.
         

         
         
         
         
         To prepare the canelones, we would arrange the boiled pasta shells on a big tray, top them with grated Parmesan and bechamel, and finish them under
            the salamander, a big, open-sided broiler, to melt the cheese and cook the cream.
         

         
         
         
         
         One Sunday, a customer came in and placed a take-out order of canelones for twenty-four people. On Sunday mornings, it was just me and the chef, Pere. Because I had been cooking all my life, I was
            already very capable at all the things we had to do—shop, clean fish, cook paellas and other traditional dishes—so Pere tended
            to leave me on my own. Unconcerned, he told me to make the large order and pack it up for the customer, and then he went off
            to finish something else.
         

         
         
         
         
         We had an incredibly long, thin stainless-steel tray in the kitchen, and I decided to use it to bake the canelones in one shot. I arranged about seventy-five little pasta cylinders on the [image: 989400]meter-long tray, then topped them evenly with cheese
            and the creamy white bechamel. Beautiful!
         

         
         
         
         
         The tray was so long that you had to put it under the salamander in three stages—broiling one end, then pushing the tray through
            so the middle was under the heat, and then finally doing the other side—cooking the canelones in thirds.
         

         
         
         
         
         For a little kid, this was hard work. I started off on one side of the machine, and had to quickly run around it to hold the
            tray by the hot end while the final third was cooking.
         

         
         
         
         
         Once the entire tray had been broiled, my next task was to pack up the canelones for our customer. I lifted the steaming hot tray, balanced it on a kitchen towel atop my open left palm, and steadied it with
            my right hand, also protected by a towel.
         

         
         
         
         
         Now, remember, I'm just fifteen years old, so the tray was disproportionately big on me. As I struggled to keep my balance
            in the kitchen, the tray wobbled dangerously on my shoulder. I looked like a tightrope walker staggering on the line.
         

         
         
         
         
         Pere noticed this and asked, "José, you want me to help you?"

         
         
         
         
         What fifteen-year-old boy would admit defeat?

         
         
         
         
         "No, no. I'm fine," I said.

         
         
         
         
         "You're sure?"

         
         
         
         
         "I'm fine, I'm fine," I insisted, as I continued to wrestle with the tray. Pere shook his head skeptically. You didn't have
            to be a wise man to know that trouble was on the horizon.
         

         
         
         
         
         Finally, I got the tray steadied and started to leave the kitchen. I gently kicked the swinging doors open with one foot and
            stepped hastily through them and out into the dining room, the doors swinging shut safely behind me.
         

         
         
         
         
         As a waiter passed in front of me, however, I stepped back to avoid a collision, and the doors, still swinging slightly, struck
            the edge of the tray, propelling it forward.
         

         
         
         
         
         Things started to happen very quickly: I ran along under the length of the tray to keep up with it. But I got too far ahead
            of it and it started to tip backward, so I backed up. Then it tipped to the side . . .
         

         
         
         
         
         I couldn't win. No matter which way I turned, I was either moving too far or not far enough. And the tray was lurching ever-forward,
            toward the center of the dining room, where the aquarium stood right in my path.
         

         
         
         
         
         Finally, I just couldn't control it anymore. The tray tipped forward and off of my hands and slid right into the fish tank.
            A cloud of steam hissed up out of the water as hot met cold, and the water turned a milky white as the cheese and bechamel
            dissolved. Inside, the striped bass began voraciously attacking the sinking canelones, having a real feast.
         

         
         
         
         
         I began to laugh at the sight of it, until Pere started screaming at me, telling me what an idiot I was for not letting him
            help. He apologized to the customer and sent him home, telling him that we would deliver the food to his house.
         

         
         
         
         
         But it ended up being not such a terrible thing. I made another batch, and this time the canelones made it out of the restaurant and to their destination without incident. And I learned one of the great lessons of the kitchen:
            What you can do by yourself you should do by yourself. But it's just as important to recognize when you need help and to ask
            for it.
         

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         

Meet David Bouley 

         
         
         DAN BARBER

         
         
         
         
         A native of Manhattan, Dan Barber worked in California and several restaurants in Paris and the South of Trance before returning to New York City, where he cooked at the original Bouley restaurant until it closed in 1996. In May 2000, Barber opened Blue Hill restaurant in New York City. The restaurant was nominated as Best New Restaurant by the James Beard Foundation in 2001, was named one of America's best restaurants by Gourmet magazine, and in 2002, Barber was named one o/Tood & Wine Magazine's Best New Chefs. In May 2004, he opened Blue Hill at Stone Barns in Pocatino Hills, New York, as well as Stone Barns Center for Food and Agriculture, the mission of which is to help create a consciousness about the effect of everyday food choices. Blue Hill at Stone Barns received three stars from the New York Times and was nominated as Best New Restaurant by the James Beard Foundation in 2005, the same year Barber himself received a nomination as Best Chef/ New York City.

         
         
         
         
         YOU'RE NOT TALKING to your fish," moans the chef. I A hear the moan from the other side of the kitchen.

         
         
         
         
         There is mayhem all around. A nonstop circus of people appears and disappears through swinging doors. The expediter yells,
            "Ordering: two hamachi, three skate, a bass, and a halibut a la carte. Ordering: one crab salad—make that two—two crab salads, two sardines, and a finnan haddie on the fly . . ."
         

         
         
         
         
         Cooks are everywhere, spinning, dodging, and impossibly stretching their way across vast distances to reach plates, spoons,
            garnishes. Chef's whites suddenly blur into a mountain of vanilla ice cream. I'm rushing now, fumbling for pans. I refuse
            to be licked.
         

         
         
         
         
         But the expediter will not stop: "Waiters, pick up table seven. Hello? Waiters. Here we go, waiters!" he screams in a tattoo
            of insistence that cuts through the kitchen's screech and hurry. "One snapper, two veal, three is a duck—I'm holdin' a duck.
            I need a duck, please. Where the fuck's my duck? Where's my goddamn fuckin' duck, please?"

         
         
         
         
         I am witness to an unfolding madness: a night in the famed kitchen of David Bouley. It is my first time cooking here, but
            I have heard stories of the intensity and the confusion, of the six-course tasting menus ordered by two hundred or so customers
            every night—twelve hundred plates of food flowing out of the kitchen in a matter of hours.
         

         
         
         
         
         The sweat trickles from behind my kneecaps, down my legs. I am working on the fish line, and the chef has a hand in nearly
            every plate. Few chefs believe this is possible. Bouley, though, has made a career of confounding expectations. Years ago,
            no one in the culinary establishment believed that a self-proclaimed country hick from Connecticut, a mercurial dreamer, would
            be able to survive in the best (and toughest) kitchens of the world, as Bouley had done, some of them so abusive and demanding
            that Bouley himself can only describe them as "numbing."
         

         
         
         
         
         "I said you're not speaking to your mackerel," repeats the chef, now incensed. I look dumbly at the stove. Could he possibly
            be talking to me? He's all the way across the kitchen. I've spread a dozen small saucepots on the searing heat of the flat
            top. Saute pans align themselves like train cars. I season furiously, dropping and flipping fish, basting, and seasoning again.
         

         
         
         
         
         The expediter bellows orders from the pass, the window through which dishes travel from the kitchen to the dining room. Around
            him there is an orbit of madness. Are there twenty-eight cooks or have I counted the bread warmer twice? Here a cook lunges
            to sauce a naked scallop, as another picks sprigs of lemon thyme from one of the twelve herb plants standing at attention
            by the door; here a dishwasher waltzes through a sea of cooks, plates stacked so high as to obstruct his face.
         

         
         
         
         
         Why all this confusion, I wonder. "Forget confusion," a cook tells me at the end of service. "Chaos. He wants the chaos. He
            needs it."
         

         
         
         
         
         Another cook tells me about one evening's service when the orders were coming in slowly. Chef was unhappy with how relaxed
            all the cooks were during the first seating. "Changed the menu," the cook tells me, his eyes widening in shock and awe at
            the memory as though it were unfolding before him all over again. "Never said shit, neither. All of a sudden the second seating
            arrives, tickets come in, and the dishes ordered no one had prepped for. Totally nuts, man. He's four goddamn stars one night
            and Dirty Harry the next. Taught me a big lesson," he says, still wide-eyed, though he doesn't explain what the lesson was.
         

         
         
         
         
         Steve, the philosopher-cook of the brigade, sums it up: "The qualities that mark Chef as a lunatic-genius are his absolute
            fearlessness, and his profound, unabashed enjoyment of his own strangeness. That's the sort of dementia these cooks respect,
            and perhaps even share."
         

         
         
         
         
         The lunatic-genius's gaze intensifies in my direction, and cooks are beginning to look my way as well. I am scared, and losing
            control. I realize I'm the only one cooking mackerel, and that the chef, who was at the Fulton Fish Market after last evening's
            service until 4 a.m., who went home to "nap and shave" and return by 8 a.m., and cook straight through the day, a day so utterly
            exhausting that by the end of it you will often find him holding his left hand to the left side of his face—holding up his
            collapsed cheek so cooks can make out what he's mumbling—is, from a hundred feet away, in the midst of a crush of crazed cooks,
            talking to me about not talking to my mackerel.
         

         
         
         
         
         Chef appears to be garnishing a plate of raw tuna from across the kitchen, but his eyes are somehow also locked on me. I have
            read that David Bouley's shyness is his most striking quality, that he relies on observation, rather than inquiry, to understand
            things.
         

         
         
         
         
         This moment—our first "meeting"—confirms that assessment. He seems to be soaking up nuances and details. It isn't a hostile
            gaze, but it isn't exactly empathetic. He can have a big smile, an actor's guffaw at even the slightest quip, and act like
            he knows you well. And he's studied you so closely that you are sure he does know you well. The awkward thing is that you hardly know him, if you know him at all.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Get that mackerel out of the pan," says the chef, mingling directive and threat. The kitchen falls suddenly silent as he
            appears next to me and pulls me close. Just as quickly, the noise roars back up. Everyone around us has resumed the whirling,
            except for Chef and me. We are in our own world. I hear the expediter: "Chef: table six—old man—he's fading. He won't last—he
            needs his food, he needs it now."
         

         
         
         
         
         "Be cool," says the cool chef, with one hand pulling the fated mackerel from the flame, the other pulling me close to him.
            "You're not talking to your fish." He pauses for effect, bracing my neck against his forearm. We stand together and gaze at
            the mackerel. I'm about to introduce myself when he interrupts the thought. "I always talk to my fish," he says, staring at the sizzling mackerel.
         

         
         
         
         
         "How else would I know when she's done?" In the observation of great Hollywood scriptwriters, the best endings must be surprising
            and yet inevitable; and the best of Bouley's pronouncements take this same shape.
         

         
         
         
         
         "How else?" he asks again.

         
         
         
         
         The expediter yells—there are twenty tickets on the board. I tense, trying to push free. Chef squeezes my neck with his bicep.
            Sweat is pouring from my face, and I find myself quickly, almost imperceptibly, rubbing my wet temple into his crisply starched
            chef's jacket.
         

         
         
         
         
         "I'm going to tell you a story," he says.

         
         
         
         
         "I need some tables, people. I need tables," yells the expediter.

         
         
         
         
         "No time for stories," I mumble halfheartedly.

         
         
         
         
         "Two bulls," Chef says, ignoring me, tightening the grip. We're still standing side by side, Chef's arm tightly wound around
            my neck as the kitchen blazes before us. I wonder if I might faint.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Two bulls standing on a small hill, an older and a younger bull, overlooking a field of beautiful lady cows," he says to
            me.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Oh, man," yells the expediter. "I need table six. I need that table."

         
         
         
         
         The chef's lips are now only inches from my ear. "The younger bull looks up to the older bull: 'Hey, hey, you know what I'm
            gonna' do? I'm gonna' run as fast as I can right now, as fast as my legs will take me, as fast as I can run down this hill,
            and I'm gonna get me one of those lady cows and make her my own.'" He pauses now, as if to let me marinate in the genius.
            "Do you know what the older bull said back to the younger bull?"
         

         
         
         
         
         As I shook my head no, that I did not know what the older bull said to the younger bull, I lifted my eyes from his arm and
            peeked around. Chaos of the sort I had never seen. Cooks were yelling at busboys who yelled at dishwashers who yelled at each
            other.
         

         
         
         
         
         "I don't know, Chef," I muttered.

         
         
         
         
         He put his nose in my left ear and leaned heavily on me. I felt the heat of his breath as he held me there. "Well, the older
            bull paused for a moment," and here too the chef paused. " 'Son,' said the older bull, T'm going to slowly walk down this
            hill, and I'm going to make them all my own.'
         

         
         
         
         
         "Don't rush what you do here," he said, and let me go.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         

The Last Straw 

         
         
         MARIO BATALI

         
         
         
         
         One of the most recognizable food personalities in New York City, Mario Batali is the chef and co-owner of a handful of restaurants that have redefined Italian dining for New Yorkers over the past decade: Babbo, Lupa, Esca, Otto Enoteca Pizzeria, and others. Before he became a chef, restaurateur, cookbook author, and television personality, Batali was reared in Seattle, attended high school in Spain, and went on to cooking school in London, the site of this formative anecdote.

         
         
         
         
         AS AUTUMN FELL on London in 1984,1 was a student at the local outpost of Le Cordon Bleu cooking school. For extra money,
            I tended bar three nights a week at a big, working-class watering hole (we sold pints mostly, with the occasional gin and
            tonic, no ice) on a parcel of private property in the middle of an essentially unremarkable road in Central London.
         

         
         
         
         
         I hadn't been there long when the owners decided to convert the tavern into something much more ambitious than a tavern: a
            "serious" restaurant that served trendy, contemporary food, quite a sea change from the burgers and fries that were the top-selling
            items among our regulars. They blew out the back door of the place and performed an exhaustive renovation, transforming it—in
            a very efficient four weeks—into a sprawling restaurant with a garden out back.
         

         
         
         
         
         To create and execute a menu for the new restaurant, the owners installed a young chef we'll call Richard Lewison. Propriety
            prevents me from sharing his real name, but trust me, you've heard of him. He's the creative force behind a number of sickeningly
            successful restaurants in England. But at the time he was a complete unknown, one of countless young cooks who had toiled
            anonymously in the shadow of a couple of Michelin-starred restaurants.
         

         
         
         
         
         Richard fashioned a two-man kitchen in the new restaurant, and I was kept on as the second man, quite an upgrade from bartender
            in just four weeks' time. The kitchen was an open one, in full view of the diners, with a little station that had pendant
            heat lamps suspended over it where finished dishes took a moment in the spotlight before being shuttled to the appropriate
            table.
         

         
         
         
         
         Richard was an amazingly fit guy, with a sinewy build that brought to mind a young pugilist. This impression was reinforced
            by his frequent macho demonstrations, like his morning ritual of hoisting a fifty-pound bag of spuds up over his shoulder
            and depositing it in another part of the kitchen. (I'm not being a smartass when I say that I think that was the highlight
            of his day.) He was also a very creative, thoughtful, and smart cook. Sure, he was copying the greats he had worked with,
            but that's a necessary rite of passage for any chef. At the same time, he was busy developing his own style, and there was
            much that a young pup like myself, just starting cooking school, could learn from a guy who hailed from a Michelin darling
            like Le Gavroche.
         

         
         
         
         
         For example, I saw up close and personal one of the great efficiencies of a classic French kitchen: the use of "mother sauces"
            to create any sauce required for service. All of Richard's sauces could be fashioned by embellishing one of the two bases
            we made every morning. One was a classic mother sauce, hollandaise, an emulsification of egg yolks and clarified butter. The
            other wasn't, strictly speaking, a mother sauce, but we used it as one, and that was a beurre blanc (literally translated
            as "white butter"), a reduction of vinegar and shallots, to which butter was added.
         

         
         
         
         
         I mention this because, as you're about to learn, Richard was given to the sorts of fits common to European kitchens at the
            time: big public outbursts that involved chewing out his staff like Lee Ermey's drill sergeant in Full Metal Jacket. He'd get right into your face and let you have it, with all kinds of weather spraying forth from his mouth. (He also had his
            human moments and graces, like when he used the term of endearment chups, by which he sometimes addressed me.) So, if you're wondering why I put up with it, it's because it was worth whatever it took
            to try to hang on, keep pace with him, and soak up as much knowledge as I could.
         

         
         
         
         
         Or perhaps I should say, it was worth it, up to a point. And this, my friends, is the story of the day on which that point revealed itself.
         

         
         
         
         
         Now, Richard liked his hollandaise whipped to an extreme froth. So every morning, I'd come in, make the yolk base, whip it
            for what felt like an eternity, then work in the butter. I don't know what, if anything, happened to him before he showed
            up for work on the evening in question, but he came in, took one look at the hollandaise, and started in on me. "What the
            fuck is this? What the fuck is this? There's no air in this!" I found this particularly annoying because when Richard got
            his back up, a French accent seeped into his voice {"What zee fuk iz sis?"), although, as far as I knew, he had never been to France in his life.
         

         
         
         
         
         He then proceeded, right there in the open kitchen, with all of our customers looking on, to crack thirty-six eggs into a
            bowl and begin remaking the hollandaise. "This is how you make it, with the air, with the air!" he announced as he whipped
            the yolks, shouting and gesturing wildly so everyone in the restaurant could see and hear. When he had finished, he handed
            me the bowl with a satisfied grin. I glanced down at it. The hollandaise he had produced was more or less identical to the
            one I had made. I'll grant him that perhaps it was a bit airier, but it was, for all intents and purposes, the same. It was the kind of thing I was used to, however, so I shrugged
            it off and got back to work.
         

         
         
         
         
         Ten minutes later came the french fries, which, like the sauces, were to be made fresh daily. Richard already had it in for
            the fries because he considered them beneath him; they were on the menu only because the owners insisted we have a burger
            and fries available for longtime customers who weren't about to order any dishes that involved a hollandaise sauce. After
            looking at the fries, Richard decided that I had cheated, making them the day before and stashing them in the walk-in (refrigerator).
            I assured him that I hadn't. In fact, I invited him to walk across the kitchen where he could see the evidence of freshness
            for himself: the spent potato peels, still in the garbage can.
         

         
         
         
         
         But Richard didn't want to hear this. He so didn't want to hear it that he called me a name he had never called me before:
            navvy. To this day, I'm not sure what it means, but I think it's a derogatory term that the Brits use to disparage the Irish. It has something to do with someone involved in the navigation
            or driving of a boat, like a merchant marine—in other words, an unskilled, menial laborer, a lowlife. When he called me that,
            a hush fell over the restaurant staff, as though Richard had just slapped me with his gloves and I was supposed to challenge
            him to a duel or something.
         

         
         
         
         
         I didn't do that, but I did let him know that I didn't appreciate his disparagement, and he went after me for my supposedly
            unacceptable backtalk. We never came to physical blows, but things got verbally violent. Then, as always, they subsided, and
            we forgot about it and got back to work.
         

         
         
         
         
         Shortly thereafter, one of our more important customers, the owner of a nearby antiques shop, came in for dinner and ordered
            one of the evening's specials. Richard prepared the meat, then summoned me for my contribution: "Mario, quick, bring me the
            sauteed zucchini that goes with this." I brought it over. A moment later, Richard stopped what he was doing: "Chups, come
            look at these, these are not right."
         

         
         
         
         
         I had no idea what he was talking about. In the pan were perfectly cut matchsticks of zucchini, glistening in oil, cooked
            through but with just the right amount of bite left in them.
         

         
         
         
         
         "But Chef, this is how we've been doing the zucchini for the past two days."

         
         
         
         
         "This is not the way we do them! This will never be the way we do them! This is not Michelin-star food!"

         
         
         
         
         But we're not a Michelin-star restaurant, I thought, though didn't dare say it.

         
         
         
         
         Richard garbaged the zucchini and I made him a fresh batch, more or less identical to the first, but somehow acceptable this
            time.
         

         
         
         
         
         A little while later, another gentleman joined the antiques shop owner at his table and ordered risotto with calf's liver.
            That's when things really got cooking in the kitchen.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Mario, bring over the risotto," Richard said, summoning me again.

         
         
         
         
         I obliged. Richard took one glance at the risotto and proclaimed it undercooked.

         
         
         
         
         "Richard," I said, "This is al dente risotto. This is how we serve it here."

         
         
         
         
         "Who's the chef here?"

         
         
         
         
         "You're the chef here, Chef."

         
         
         
         
         I don't know if he thought I was being sarcastic, or if maybe he detected just a smidge of had-enough-of-your-shit in my voice,
            but that was it. He slapped the hand in which I was holding the pan and unloaded a mess of adjectives on me, the whole drill
            sergeant bit again.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Dude," I said, "this is perfect risotto."

         
         
         
         
         "Perfect? This is not perfect! You'll have to cook it again!"

         
         
         
         
         "Aw, for the love of fuck . . ."

         
         
         
         
         Here came the French accent again: "For zee love of fuk? For zee love of fuk?"

         
         
         
         
         And with that, he picked up the offending pan of risotto and hurled it across the five feet of space that had grown between
            us during the argument. The pan hit me smack in the chest before tumbling down to the ground, spilling its contents all over
            the newly renovated floor.
         

         
         
         
         
         There wasn't anything else to be said. I turned my back on Richard, walked into the prep area at the rear of the kitchen,
            and took a fistful of salt in one hand. I paused and looked over at Richard. He had his back to me and was finishing the dish
            without the risotto, putting on his little show for the customers. I tossed the salt into the beurre blanc. Took another fistful
            and tossed it in the hollandaise. Then I took off my apron, threw it in the linen bin, and—having satisfied my appetite for
            knowledge and revenge at this particular place of employment—walked out the back door and into the cool London night, a navvy no more, whatever the hell that meant.
         

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         

Two Great Tastes
That Taste Great Together

         
         
         MICHELLE BERNSTEIN

         
         
         
         
         A former dancer, Miami native Michelle Bernstein is executive chef of "MB" at the Aqua hotel in Cancun, Mexico. After graduating from Johnson & Wales University, Bernstein began her culinary career at Red Fish Grill and Christy's in Coral Gables, and Tantra in Miami Beach. She trained with Jean-Louis Palladin, and honed her skills at Alison on Dominick Street and Le Bernardin in New York. She then became executive chef and co-owner of the Strand, before drawing national attention as executive chef at Azul at the Mandarin Oriental hotel in Miami. For two years, she cohosted the Food Network's Melting Pot. Bernstein was nominated for the 2004 James Beard Foundation Award as Best Chef/South east Region.

         
         
         
         
         
         MY FIRST KITCHEN job was as a line cook (commis in the industry vernacular), at Mark's Place in North Miami Beach, Florida. One night in 1993, during my second year on the
            job, we were expecting two celebrity guests. The one more familiar to our customers was TV's Maude, a famous Golden Girl in a town of real-life Golden Girls, the actress Bea Arthur. But the guest that sent shivers through the kitchen was the late,
            great Jean-Louis Palladin, one of the few two- or three-Michelin-starred chefs ever to have opened a restaurant in the United
            States: Jean-Louis at the Watergate in Washington, D.C.
         

         
         
         
         
         Palladin was a legendary character in the industry. Though only in his late forties, he already possessed a famously craggy
            face, the product of equal parts hard work and hard living, and he had the wildly unkempt hair of a mad scientist. His temper
            reportedly knew no equal, but he was also appreciated for his genius, was considered a true friend to his peers, and was said
            to have a keen eye for recognizing and appreciating talent and hard work.
         

         
         
         
         
         Miami didn't have the number of great chefs and restaurants it does today, so this was a case of visiting royalty. Among our
            crew, I was the one most atwitter at the prospect of cooking for Chef Palladin, because our chef/owner Mark Millitello had
            arranged for me to leave my hometown of Miami and go work for Palladin in Washington in just a few months.
         

         
         
         
         
         My role in Mark's kitchen was an unusual one. I was far from the most seasoned cook, but I was a serial perfectionist. That,
            combined with the fact that I was the only woman in the house, made me—I guess—a nurturing presence, as much for my fellow
            cooks as for Mark. On days like this one, when something special was afoot, it was typical for Mark to tell people to "run
            it by Michelle" before it leaves the kitchen.
         

         
         
         
         
         Mark himself was a near nervous wreck about the visit; he spent the day in a tizzy, tasting and retasting every kitchen preparation,
            pulling out all the stops by embellishing the menu with extra touches. He and Jean-Louis had a passing acquaintance, as most
            U.S. chefs of any renown do, but they weren't intimates, and any time a chef visited from another region, you wanted to make
            a good impression because other chefs were sure to get a report on the meal.
         

         
         
         
         
         The most special thing Mark did to welcome Chef Palladin was to make a foie gras terrine, one of the true labors of love in
            classic French gastronomy. Terrines require a deft hand and precise control throughout preparation, including careful monitoring
            of the temperature of the ingredients, both when you begin and when you stop cooking them.
         

         
         
         
         
         I still remember the terrine that Mark made—featuring layers of foie gras and sauternes gelee, made from the sweet dessert
            wine traditionally served alongside foie gras—a truly exemplary piece of craftsmanship that beautifully filled out its huge,
            rectangular, stainless-steel mold.
         

         
         
         
         
         Because of my special role in that kitchen, I was entrusted with the terrine. In order to ensure it would be as smooth as
            possible when the time came to slice and serve it, Mark left it out on a shelf above my station for a few hours before service.
         

         
         
         
         
         My mission was so clear that Mark didn't have to say a word: don't screw up, especially not with my future mentor in the house.

         
         
         
         
         The kitchen at Mark's Place was cramped, to say the least. There was a front kitchen and a back kitchen, separated by a wall,
            a most unusual configuration. I was in the back area where we made appetizers and some pastries. Accordingly, my station was
            crowded with both the mise en place (prepared ingredients) for salads and starters, and a huge bowl of warm chocolate sauce for topping various desserts.
         

         
         
         
         
         Because of the kitchen's organization, and our enormous menu (there were more than twenty appetizers), being a cook there
            required quite a bit of multitasking. It wasn't unusual for me to be plating a dish with one hand and whisking a dressing
            with another.
         

         
         
         
         
         The only problem is that, even though I'm an ex-ballerina, I'm also something of a klutz, prone to minor accidents, spills,
            and such.
         

         
         
         
         
         When the time came to send the terrine to Palladin's table, I arranged the salad plates on which I would serve it on my work
            station. I was putting salad on the plates with my left hand, and reaching up for the terrine with my right.
         

         
         
         
         
         I didn't have a very firm grip on the terrine mold, so instead of lifting it, I only succeeded in pulling it off the shelf.
            It eluded my slippery fingers and tumbled down past my widening eyes right into the bowl of chocolate sauce, where it bobbed
            for a moment, like a ship with a hull breach taking on water, and then proceeded to sink into the murky depths.
         

         
         
         
         
         As I reached in after it, my colleagues rushed over to help me try to save it—a difficult task. Flad the terrine come straight
            from the fridge, it would have been hard and cold, and easy to wipe off. But softened as it was, and warming even more thanks
            to the chocolate, it was beginning to leach out into the sauce. Tan globules were bubbling up to the surface, turning the
            chocolate into a mocha-colored nightmare.
         

         
         
         
         
         I gingerly retrieved the unmolded terrine from the sauce and laid it out on my station. The other cooks and I stood over it
            in our chocolate-spattered whites, trying to decide how to save our patient. The first step was to halt the melting and preserve
            its shape, and we worked on it furiously, smoothing it over with spatulas, and our fingers.
         

         
         
         
         
         I was panicked beyond words.

         
         
         
         
         But I also couldn't help recalling, with amusement, those old television commercials for Reese's Peanut Butter Cups I used
            to watch as a kid. In the series of advertisements, two individuals, hurried for no apparent reason—one carrying chocolate
            and one peanut butter—would turn a corner and slam into each other, sending the chocolate into the peanut butter. They'd gasp
            in alarm, but needlessly so, because when they tasted the resulting combination, they realized that they had made the junk-food
            equivalent of discovering penicillin: peanut butter and chocolate, "two great tastes that taste great together."
         

         
         
         
         
         Snobs might turn their nose up at this observation, but make no mistake about it: foie gras is the gourmet equivalent of peanut
            butter; insanely rich, it's best complemented by sweet or tart elements. Just as peanut butter goes with jelly, foie gras
            gets on famously with any number of fruit chutneys or compotes, like the sauternes gelee with which it was layered in the
            terrine.
         

         
         
         
         
         Along these same lines, it turned out, as we licked our fingers, that foie gras and chocolate—just like the commercials said—were
            two great tastes that tasted great together. I'd be lying if I denied that we were moaning with pleasure as we licked the
            bittersweet chocolate and molten foie gras from our fingers, the rich concoction sticking to the roofs of our mouths like,
            well, like peanut butter.
         

         
         
         
         
         Though we saved the terrine from total destruction, we weren't able to totally remove the chocolate, which had fused with
            the foie into a coating that could not be removed without serious risk of destroying the whole thing.
         

         
         
         
         
         Making peace with the situation, I continued plating the terrine, racing to finish before Mark could see it. He was anxious
            enough that Jean-Louis was in the house; finding out about the dive the terrine had taken into the chocolate might have put
            him over the edge.
         

         
         
         
         
         Finally, I sent out our new special starter: "chocolate-painted foie gras" with a lovely mache salad.

         
         
         
         
         I was too nervous to look out the kitchen to see how the terrine went over, but it must have been fine because Jean-Louis's
            plates came back clean, and Mark didn't charge through the swinging kitchen doors, screaming my name.
         

         
         
         
         
         I came away from this incident unscathed. In fact, I got three things out of it. The first was a nickname by which my old
            pals from that kitchen still address me: Reeses.
         

         
         
         
         
         The second is that, years later, when I had become executive chef of Azul at the Mandarin Oriental hotel on Miami Beach, I
            called on this episode to fashion one of my signature dishes: Seared Foie Gras with Chocolate Mole, mole of course being the
            savory Mexican chocolate sauce.
         

         
         
         
         
         If Mark reads this story, it'll be the first he ever heard of the chocolate-painted terrine incident . . . because I never
            quite worked up the courage to tell him. I did tell Jean-Louis, though, during one of the rare times that, while working for
            the great chef, I found myself sharing a quiet moment with him. This was the third thing I got from that night: when I arrived
            at the punch line, Jean-Louis exploded with his huge, throaty laugh—I honestly don't think I've ever heard anyone laugh harder
            or louder—a cherished memory that alone made the whole thing worthwhile.
         

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         

Lean Times at the Fat Duck 

         
         
         HESTON BLUMENTHAL

         
         
         
         
         One of the most celebrated culinary figures in contemporary England, self-taught chef Heston Blumenthal opened the Fat Duck in 1995 in Bray, Berkshire. The Michelin Guide awarded the Fat Duck its first star in 1999, and upheld it in 2000 and 2001. He was awarded a second star in 2002, and a third star in 2004. Blumenthal was the first winner of the Chef of the Year award in the 2001 Good Food Guide. His first book, Family Food, was published in 2001, the same year he hosted the program Kitchen Chemistry on Discovery Channel.

         
         
         
         
         MY RESTAURANT, the Fat Duck, currently possesses three Michelin stars, a fact of which I am exceedingly proud. I'm
            all the more gratified when I look back on our formative period, about a decade ago, and recall the many incredible struggles
            that faced me every day. Those were pretty damn tricky times, to say the least . . .
         

         
         
         
         
         Thanks to the physical space itself—a copper bar originally built in 1550 as part of a cottage, which had been a pub since
            the 1600s—the Fat Duck was challenging from the get-go. It had low ceilings, just over seven feet high, with beams that made
            the room seem even smaller. Though we did a refurbishing, modernizing the space and painting the walls for a stony effect,
            it was still a mighty old building. In fact, it was so old that the loo was located outside. I'm quite sure that we were the
            only restaurant with an outside bathroom to receive a Michelin star.
         

         
         
         
         
         When we first opened, the dining room was a rather Spartan affair. There were no tablecloths. The wine list could be printed
            on a single piece of paper, with only twenty whites, twenty reds, and a small selection of sparkling and dessert wines. Equally
            minimal was the staff—a new restaurant is faced with special hiring challenges, since if you have no name and no money in
            the bank, it's difficult to attract the best employees. So that initial year it was just me and a pot washer in the kitchen,
            with three front-of-house people in the dining room.
         

         
         
         
         
         One of the most telling details of the early days of the Fat Duck was our system of communicating with the dining room team.
            The kitchen was situated behind the dining room, separated by a small passageway furnished with only a bench, where a staff
            member could take a very brief respite on especially busy nights, perhaps while waiting for the final dish to complete a table's order.
         

         
         
         
         
         Between the passageway and the kitchen was a pass-through window. When the food went up on the pass, I'd do a quick double-clap
            to get the attention of a waiter or the maitre d' from the dining room. It was a rapid little sound that customers didn't
            notice, but to which the service team's ears had become highly attuned.
         

         
         
         
         
         In time, our business began to get more robust, and I needed more help in the kitchen. Unable to attract any cooks of note,
            I found myself hiring a not-insignificant number of lowlifes: ax murderers, bank robbers, and the like. (Well, not quite—at
            least, no convicted ax murderers and bank robbers.) Anyone I could lure and satisfy with my unavoidably meager wages was fair game, including
            one chap who had been in army prison for a time and was trying to straighten out his life. He was huge, six foot six, with
            humongous, gnarly hands and a coating of tattoos over his entire body. Though only twenty-one, he gave the impression of a
            soul who had lived a long and tortured existence.
         

         
         
         
         
         My motley crew in the back was offset by the front-of-house employees—the ones that the customers actually saw. Thankfully,
            this contingent was infinitely more presentable. There was a French waiter who showed a lot of promise. And there was an English
            maitre d' who had worked at a two-Michelin-star restaurant in London and was very good at his job. He was thirty-five years
            old, balding, impeccably dressed, and very well spoken. He did have some affectations, but I found them charming. For example,
            like many people who had worked in French restaurants, he had developed a habit of ending his sentences with a little "unh"
            sound to imitate the cadence of French language, such as "More bread, unh." Or "I'm going over here, Chef, unh."
         

         
         
         
         
         He was a true service master, fastidious almost to a fault, and would walk the dining room floor, straightening curtains,
            always busying himself with the betterment of the establishment.
         

         
         
         
         
         But then something happened, and it crushed him: He had a very young girlfriend who had gone off to university. A practical
            person, he was quite prepared for her to meet a younger man. Instead, while she was home on holiday, she went to a party,
            fell in love with his best friend, also thirty-five, and ran off with him.
         

         
         
         
         
         That he wasn't prepared for, and he lost it. I didn't realize how badly until one particular evening.
         

         
         
         
         
         This was a Saturday and we were serving about fifty-five people, a very busy night for us. My team of criminals was working
            like mad. I was putting the proper finish on every dish before setting it up on the pass and doing my little double-clap,
            wherein a front-of-house staff member would arrive and retrieve the plates.
         

         
         
         
         
         At one point, round about eight o'clock, I put some plates up on the pass, and did the double-clap.

         
         
         
         
         Nobody came.

         
         
         
         
         I did it again. Clap-clap. And again. Clap-clap.

         
         
         
         
         Finally, I pounded twice on the pass itself. BANG-BANG!

         
         
         
         
         Not very quiet at all. I'm sure some customers heard that one.

         
         
         
         
         But still nobody came.

         
         
         
         
         For me, and for many chefs, to leave the kitchen during service is a nightmare. Not only does it slow you down, but you lose
            your flow and concentration—and you don't know what crisis might be waiting for you when you return. And yet I had no choice.
            I stalked out of the kitchen and into the dining room to see where my staff had disappeared to.
         

         
         
         
         
         No sooner did I arrive on the service floor than I spotted my maitre d' standing over a table of three customers, laughing
            it up and having a good old time, completely oblivious to the operation of the restaurant.
         

         
         
         
         
         I was positively fuming, but I had other priorities, so I made a mental note to deal with it later. Then I asked one of the
            waiters to come back to the kitchen and fetch the food, and got on with my evening.
         

         
         
         
         
         When I had finished cooking for the evening, I had to run through the dining room, up the stairs to the restaurant office,
            and phone in orders to purveyors for the next day, before they closed.
         

         
         
         
         
         As I made the trip, I passed a table of four—two men and two women—seated by the foot of the stairs. From their slouchy posture
            and uproarious laughter, it was clear that they'd had quite a bit of wine.
         

         
         
         
         
         One of the men drunkenly grabbed my arm as I passed by.

         
         
         
         
         "We have to tell you, we think your maitre d' is great," he slurred.

         
         
         
         
         "Do tell," I said, trying to be every bit the charming, unruffled chef, but still crossly remembering the way the maitre d'
            had disappeared on me earlier.
         

         
         
         
         
         "Well," the man went on. "He does the most amazing impression of Basil Fawlty"—this a reference to John Cleese's flamboyantly
            demonstrative hotelier on Fawlty Towers, a character infamous for his supreme lack of respect toward his clientele.
         

         
         
         
         
         I feigned laughter, simmering under my cool countenance, and sought out more information: "How's that?"

         
         
         
         
         "Well," the man said, the rest of his party already erupting in laughter at what was coming. "We were sitting here when a
            party of four came in the door. They asked your maitre d' if you had a table for four."
         

         
         
         
         
         The storyteller paused here because he was too overcome with laughter to continue. "And then," he said, still struggling to
            compose himself. "And then," he said turning red with laughter. "And then" he said, finally getting on with it, "your maitre d' looks left, looks right, looks up, looks down, and says, 'No, we haven't!'"
         

         
         
         
         
         The four of them burst into fits of laughter, banging on the table as though it were the funniest thing they had ever heard.

         
         
         
         
         "Then" the man said, his shoulders shaking, "he walked off saying cf—ing customers. F—ing customers.' "
         

         
         
         
         
         They all started slamming the table harder and convulsing with laughter, barely able to breathe now.

         
         
         
         
         I felt like someone had just lit a bonfire in my stomach. Out of politeness, I forced a little chuckle and headed up the stairs
            to do my ordering.
         

         
         
         
         
         I had scarcely picked up the phone when the French waiter appeared. "Chef, can you come downstairs?"

         
         
         
         
         "When?"

         
         
         
         
         "Now please."

         
         
         
         
         I scurried down the stairs, through the dining room, and into the passageway to the kitchen. Sitting there on the bench was
            the maitre d', with his head in his hands, rocking back and forth.
         

         
         
         
         
         "What on earth are you doing?" I demanded, pretty well fed up with his string of odd behavior.

         
         
         
         
         He removed his hands, revealing a big, red lump on his forehead.

         
         
         
         
         "He hit me," he cried, indicating the tattooed behemoth in the kitchen.

         
         
         
         
         Before I could gather more facts for myself, the French waiter pulled me aside and explained what had happened:

         
         
         
         
         A call had come in, and in those days when the front-of-house phone was engaged, the incoming call would automatically divert
            to a phone on the wall outside the kitchen. It was too far from the pass for me to reach it, but this hulking figure had no
            problem—he had stretched out with his big, meaty arms and answered the phone in his frightening, dungeon-master's voice: "Good
            evening, Fat Duck."
         

         
         
         
         
         It was a customer, seeking a reservation. The cook put the call on hold and, at that moment, the maitre d' had come into the
            passageway.
         

         
         
         
         
         "I've a booking for you," said the cook, taking the phone off "hold."

         
         
         
         
         "I don't want to speak to any f—ing customers," said the maitre d'. "They're all f—ing idiots."

         
         
         
         
         Rightly fearful that the customer on the phone could hear this, the cook stretched out his arm, trying to put his hands over
            the mouth of the maitre d' and silence him. Instead, he succeeded in striking him smack on the forehead, sending him reeling
            back onto the bench.
         

         
         
         
         
         Taking the waiter's word as gospel—and really, who else could I trust in this situation?—I exonerated the cook and blamed
            the maitre d' for the whole ugly incident.
         

         
         
         
         
         I had no choice. The next morning, I sacked the maitre d', giving him two weeks notice.

         
         
         
         
         Funny thing is, there's a lot that's changed at the Fat Duck since that night. We now have a loo inside the building. The
            wine list is a book—rather than a scrap of paper—reflecting the formidable cellar we've amassed. We have beautiful leather-backed
            chairs and three Michelin stars. We make enough money and have enough of a reputation to snare the best possible job candidates.
         

         
         
         
         
         We've made it, as they say.

         
         
         
         
         But I still would hire this chap today—and I still would have wound up having to let him go. In the restaurant business, as
            in life, you can only have so much control over your fate. At some point, you're at the mercy of the universe.
         

         
         
         
         
         And of your f—ing employees.
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