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sans qui rien ne serait possible




I

No French


Dans la vie, on fait ce qu’on peut. À table, on se force.

In life, we do what we can. At the table, whoa, we eat everything!

ANONYMOUS LYONNAIS SAYING, TRANSLATED (LOOSELY) BY THE AUTHOR



On a bright, chilly, autumnal afternoon in 2007, I met Michel Richard, a chef and the man who would radically change my life—and the lives of my wife, Jessica Green, and our two-year-old twins—without my quite knowing who he was, and in the confidence that, whoever he might be, he was someone I would never see again.

My wife and I had just celebrated our five-year wedding anniversary, and were at the head of a line in Washington, D.C.’s Union Station, waiting to board a train back to New York. At the last minute, the man I didn’t yet know to be Michel Richard appeared off to the side. He was out of breath and sizable, not tall but round, and impossible to miss. He had a modest white beard, a voluminous black shirt, tails untucked, and baggy black trousers. (Baggy chef pants, I realize now.) I studied him, wondering: I don’t know him, do I?

Of course I knew him! By what algorithm of memory and intelligence could I not have recognized him? He had written a book, Happy in the Kitchen, that, by a fluke of gift-giving friends, I owned two copies of, and, six months before, had won the “double” at the James Beard Foundation Awards in New York City, for Outstanding Wine Service and for being the Outstanding Chef of the United States—and I had been in the audience. In fact, at that moment, I had French chefs on my mind (for reasons that I was about to spell out to my wife), and here was one of them, regarded by many as the most delightfully inventive cooking mind in the Northern Hemisphere. He was, to be fair, looking neither delightful nor inventive and was smelling unmistakably of red wine, and of sweat, too, and I suspected that the black show-no-stains shirt, if you got close to it, would have yielded up an impressively compressed bacterial history. And so, for these and other reasons, I concluded that, no, this man couldn’t be the person I couldn’t remember and that, whoever he might be, he was definitively a queue jumper, who, casting about for a point of entry, had fixed on a spot in front of my wife. Any moment the gate would open. I waited, wondering if I should be offended. The longer I waited, the more offended I could feel myself becoming, until, finally, the gate did open and I did a mean thing.

As the man made his dash, I stepped into his path and, smack, we collided. We collided so powerfully that I lost my balance and flopped awkwardly across his stomach, which somehow kept me from falling, when, without knowing how, I was in his arms. We stared at each other. We were close enough to kiss. His eyes darted between my nose and my lips. Then he laughed. It was an easy, uninhibited laugh. It was more giggle than laugh. It could have been the sound a boy makes on being tickled. I would learn to recognize that laugh—high-pitched and sometimes beyond controlling—and love it. The line surged. He was gone. I spotted him in the distance, padding down a platform.

We proceeded slowly, my wife and I, and I was, for my part, a little stunned. In the last car, we found facing seats, with a table between. I put our suitcases up on the rack and paused. The window, the light, the October slant of it. I had been here before, on this very same day of the calendar.

Five years ago, having celebrated our just-marriedness with an impromptu two-night honeymoon in Little Washington, a village in the Virginia countryside, we were making our way back to New York and boarded this very train. At the time, I was about to suggest to my wife of forty-eight hours that we celebrate our marriage by quitting our jobs. We were both magazine editors. I was at The New Yorker. She was at Harper’s Bazaar. I’d prepared a speech about moving to Italy, the first step in the direction of the rest of our lives. I wanted to be taught by Italians how to make their food and write about it. Couldn’t we go together? It wasn’t really a question. Jessica lived for the next chance to pack her bag, and had a mimic’s gift for languages which included, conveniently, the one they speak in Italy, which, as it happens, I couldn’t speak at all.

We never went back to being editors.

We lived in Tuscany for a year, and, somehow, I went reasonably native and, to my continuing astonishment, when I opened my mouth and uttered a thought, it came out (more or less) in Italian. In the aftermath, I wanted to “do” France. It wasn’t next on the list (as in “Then we’ll ‘do’ Japan!”). It was secretly where I had wanted to find myself for most of my adult life: in a French kitchen, somehow holding my own, having been actually “French-trained” (the enduring magic of that phrase). But I could never imagine how that might happen. Our time in Italy showed me that it didn’t take much imagining—just get yourself there, and you’ll figure it out. Besides, Jessica’s gifts for languages included, conveniently, the one they speak in France, which, by another coincidence, I also couldn’t speak.

Jessica, no longer in an office job, had also owned up to a lifelong longing involving wine, its history as ancient as food, and she seemed to have a skill, comparable to knowing a foreign language, of being able to translate what she found in her glass. I bought her a gift, a blind tasting session hosted by Jean-Luc Le Dû, a celebrated New York sommelier and wine merchant, which consisted of twelve great wines from his personal cellar, attended by fifteen people, including Jean-Luc’s own manager, who had won international awards at blind-tasting competitions. Jessica was the only one who identified all twelve wines. Jean-Luc was baffled, and they were his wines. (“Where do you work?” he asked her.) She started a tasting club at home, ten women picked by her, educated New York City professionals who all said that they “love wine but don’t know anything about it.” She signed up for a course run by the British Wine & Spirit Education Trust, the so-called WSET, with several levels of advancement culminating in a famously challenging “Diploma.” By her second class, she discovered that she was pregnant.

It was a wonderful moment. We promised ourselves that our lives would not change.

We will be gypsies, she said. We imagined a worldly infant suspended in a sling contraption.

Four weeks later, she discovered that she was pregnant with twins, boys, the future George and Frederick. This, too, was a wonderful moment, doubly so, but we gave up on the idea of our lives’ not changing. In fact, we panicked (a little).

The train pulled out. Baltimore, the first stop, was half an hour away. What we’d planned to discuss, what Jessica wanted to discuss, was why, after three years, my French plan hadn’t been realized.

It wasn’t a mystery, was it? Weren’t their names George and Frederick?

It also wasn’t so complicated—I needed a kitchen—and I hadn’t found one yet. Once in a kitchen, I would pick up the skills.

I had met Dorothy Hamilton at another James Beard event, a charity gala and auction. Hamilton ran what was then called the French Culinary Institute. She was blonde, slim, a youthful sixtyish, indefatigably positive, the corporate executive whom American chefs trusted. When the James Beard Foundation ran into an embarrassing accounting issue (i.e., when its chief executive was systemically skimming the scholarships awarded to young cooks and went to jail), she stepped in to re-establish the institution’s integrity. She wasn’t paid for it. She implemented the fix in her spare time.

I ran my idea by her: the learning-on-the-job shtick, etc.

“France is not Italy,” she said. “You may,” she added diplomatically, “want to attend a cooking school.” She was so diplomatic that she didn’t make the obvious proposal—namely, her cooking school, even though it was both the only one in the United States dedicated to la cuisine française and walking distance from our home.

I described what I’d done in Italy: i.e., arriving and figuring it out. Then, for intellectual emphasis, I added: “Cooking schools are a modern confection, don’t you think? Historically, chefs have always learned on the job.”

My approach, I explained to the chief executive of the French Culinary Institute, was to find a venue, make mistakes, be laughed at and debased, and then either surmount or fail. My plan, I elaborated, was to start out in a good French kitchen here in the United States (“But which one?” I mused), and follow that with three months in Paris.

“Three months?” she asked.

“Three months.”

She said nothing, as if pretending to reflect on my plan. She asked, “Do you know Daniel Boulud?”

“Yes.” Boulud is America’s most successful serious French chef. He runs fourteen restaurants, most of them called Daniel, or Boulud, or a variation involving his initials.

“He grew up near Lyon,” Hamilton said.

“Yes, I’d heard that.” I had been to Lyon once, to get a bus at six in the morning. I had no sense of it except that it seemed far away.

“Some say that it is the ‘gastronomical capital of the world.’”

“Yes, I had heard that, too.” She could have been talking to my toddlers.

“The training, the discipline, the rigor.” Hamilton drew the word out, slowly, like a nail. “For two years, Daniel cut carrots.”

I nodded. “Carrots,” I said, “are very important.”

Hamilton sighed. “You say you want to work in France for three months.” She illustrated the number with her fingers. “And what do you think you will learn?”

I wasn’t about to answer.

“I will tell you what you will learn. Nothing.”

The auction opened and bidding commenced. The lots included a massive white truffle (that is, a massive Italian white truffle), which was only marginally smaller than young Frederick’s extraordinarily large head, and which Hamilton secured with a flamboyant oh-let’s-put-anend-to-this-nonsense bid of $10,000, whereupon everyone at our table, plus a few friends met en route to the exit, were invited to her apartment on Sunday for lunch.

“I have been thinking about your plan,” Hamilton told me when I showed up, “and I have a gift for you.” She gave me a copy of her school’s textbook, The Fundamental Techniques of Classic Cuisine.

I found a chair in the corner. The book was impressively ponderous, 496 big landscape pages of double columns and how-to pictures. I opened it and landed on “Theory: General Information About Fish Mousseline.” I flipped. Ten pages were dedicated to making a sauce from an egg. The philosophy of a fricassee got three. My life had been a happy one, not quite knowing what a fricassee was. What person would I have to become to master half of this?

Hamilton sent one of the guests, Dan Barber, over to me. Barber ran two restaurants, both called Blue Hill, one in Manhattan and the other on a farm. I knew him and liked his cooking. It was ferociously local and uncompromisingly flavor-dedicated. I once ate a carrot at a Barber restaurant: by itself, pulled from the earth thirty minutes before, rinsed gently but not skinned, suspended on a carved wood pedestal, and served with several grains of good salt and a drop of perfect Italian olive oil. Barber is thin, with the nervous chest of a long-distance runner, and is wiry, like his hair, and is bookish and articulate. He asked about “my French project,” but before I could answer he interrupted me.

“French training,” he declared. “Nothing more important.”

The statement was unequivocal. It was also refreshing. At the time, the charisma of France was at a low point. People weren’t going there to learn how to cook. They went to extreme outposts of the Iberian peninsula, or isolated valleys in Sweden during the winter.

“Americans think they can do without French training,” Barber said, “but they don’t know what they are missing. I quickly spot cooks who haven’t been to France. Their food is always”—he hesitated, looking for the right word—“well, compromised.” He paused so that I would appreciate the implications.

“You should work for Rostang. Michel Rostang,” he said. The tone was imperious. It was an instruction.

“Rostang?” I knew the name. Paris, one of the fancy guys—linen tablecloths, art on the walls.

“Learn the classics. Rostang.”

I nodded, took out a notebook, and wrote: “Rostang.” “But why Rostang?”

“Because”—Barber leaned in close—“he is the one I trained with.”

“You worked in Paris!” This came out as a loud blurt. Barber looked over his shoulder, as if embarrassed. I hadn’t meant to blurt. I was just surprised.

“Yes, I worked in Paris. And in Provence. And …” The tone was: Duh? “I am French-trained.”

Barber was remarkably tall, which I hadn’t noticed until now, maybe because he is so thin and uses less space than a normal tall person. I also hadn’t noticed that he was wearing a beret.

“You speak French?” I asked. Blue Hill had been the name of Barber’s grandmother’s farm and was important to how he presented himself: Grandma’s kitchen on Saturdays, the down-to-earth Americana of it all. Barber sits on panels in Washington and knew about the chromosome constitution of Hudson Valley garlic root. The Frenchness was confusing. “Do people know this about you?”

He stepped closer. “You can’t get the skills anywhere else.”

We reached the Chesapeake, its vast brackish sea, America’s largest estuary.

France would be six hours ahead, a Saturday evening, the dinner service about to start. I tried to imagine a bistro in Paris, a bar with stools, a low-ceilinged room with a hearth, a city, a village, and couldn’t. I’d lived in England for twenty years. There it had been easy to imagine France. It was a ferry away. You could drive there. A flight was an hour.

Our train was scattering ducks, their colors blue and orange, when I spotted, on the glass of my window, the reflection of a computer screen, a bright movement. It appeared to be a slide show of French food.

Why did I think it was French? Because the plates looked like paintings? Because they had a sauce? They appeared, one after another, a fade, a new image, very Ken Burns.

I turned to get a closer look and spotted a guy, about thirty. I studied him: short hair, military buzz, skinny, tiny shoulders. French? I couldn’t tell. He didn’t speak. He snarled. He looked European. He looked like a football thug. It was his meanness.

I addressed my wife. “Favor?” I nodded in the direction of the computer.

She twisted in her seat, looked, and sat back down. “God is talking to you.”

“God doesn’t talk to me.”

She had another look, a long one, recomposed herself, folded her hands, and took a breath. “Trust me.”

I peered over her shoulder. Another guy was looking at the screen, his back to me. It was the queue jumper.

I asked my wife, “Should I talk to him?”

“You have to.”

“I think I know him.”

“Talk to him.”

“Unless I am wrong.”

“Talk to him.”

I rose and walked to his table.

“Hello. I am sorry to interrupt.” The queue jumper had two carafes of red wine and was reading a French cookbook (La Cuisine du soleil, a worn, out-of-date-looking cover). He looked up. Oh. I do know this man. This face: It had seemed familiar before because it was familiar, the James Beard award ceremony, the photo on the book jacket that I had two copies of.

But the name? It started with “M.”

Michelin?

Mirepoix?

They stared up at me, this now famous-seeming James Beard guy and his hooligan.

I thought: Wow. This is the man I just assaulted.

I said, “Are you a chef?”

I couldn’t bring myself to say: Are you a French chef whose name begins with “M,” which I can’t remember because I can’t remember French names?

I added, “Are you, in fact, a very famous chef … by chance?”

The man didn’t move. Maybe he didn’t speak English.

He took a breath. “Yes,” he said, “I am a famous chef. Yes! I am very famous.” He was grand—a little ridiculous, but grand people often are. “Allow me to introduce myself.” He extended his hand as though I should kiss it (Panic! Should I?) and declared, “I am Paul Bocuse.”

Paul Bocuse! I’d got it wrong! I’d assaulted Paul Bocuse? Bocuse is the most celebrated French chef in the world! Am I meeting Bocuse? Now I was confused. Also, wasn’t Bocuse 115 years old? And didn’t he live in Lyon?

“No, no, no, no,” the man said. “I am only joking.”

(Oh, joke, right, funny.)

“I am not Paul Bocuse.”

(Whew!)

“Paul Bocuse is dead.”

(What?! I am being made fun of, and Paul Bocuse is dead!)

“Or maybe he’s not dead.”

(He wasn’t.)

“I don’t actually know. I am Michel Richard. The chef and patron of Citronelle, Washington, D.C.’s finest restaurant. I repeat. Michel”—he paused in order to give the surname the full operatic treatment—“Reeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee-CHARD!”

I would spend most of the next eight months in Richard’s company, off and on, not too much at first, and then, by the spring, pretty much full time, when I found a place on the line, cooking at the fish station. Our next meeting was a dinner at Citronelle, at the chef’s table, in the kitchen and with a view of its workings, and involved Jessica and me, Richard and his wife, Laurence, an American born of French parents whom Richard met when he lived in California. (“She never eats in the restaurant, she doesn’t like my food,” he said with a curiously upbeat irony, “but she will want to meet Jessica, and they will speak French.” And they did.)

The first course was scrambled eggs with salmon, which it obviously wasn’t going to be and wasn’t (it was raw scallops that had been liquefied in a blender with cream and saffron, and cooked like scrambled eggs, French style, admittedly, which is to say slowly, but they were still what they were: shellfish). The next was a cappuccino. (Ditto.) It was actually mushroom soup, except that it wasn’t, not actually, because it had been made without water, or stock, or any other liquid. It also had no mushrooms. (Mushrooms sweat when heated; the “soup”—which calls for fifty kilos of various fungi—was, in effect, nothing but the sweat. It was brilliant, and unheard of, and very concentrated—I would eventually try it at home and spend hours trying to put monstrous dark gobs of leftover mushroom goo to some kind of second use only to give up—it started to harden into a black crust—and, with a thud, threw it into the trash.)

Richard made a salad inspired by Claude Monet’s water lilies.

I thought: really? There are centuries of paintings inspired by food. How many foods inspired by painting?

I wandered into the kitchen to watch its being assembled. Around a white platter, floppy circles of “tube food” were being arranged—they had been sliced thin on a meat slicer—and included (I was told) tuna, swordfish, red and yellow peppers, beef, venison, and eel. The platter was dressed—frondy-looking herbs, a basil-infused, exaggeratedly green olive oil—and transformed into a swampy, mossy masterpiece. It was very Zen-making to look at, even if such a challenge to think about—I promise, the first thought that occurred to me when eating a thin round white disk was not “Oh, it’s eel!”—that it made you realize how recognizing your food, which we do all the time, was a precondition to our being able to taste it. (And I’m still trying to figure out what I’m meant to learn from that.)

Before bed that night, I found myself recalling, with unexpected fondness, Dorothy Hamilton’s Techniques of Classic Cuisine.

In January, I began learning Richard’s preparations in earnest, beginning suitably enough with one of the tubes that he had used in the Monet salad—the red pepper one, as it happens.

“Tubes are very important in Michel’s cooking,” David Deshaies said. David was the hooligan on the train. He was the executive chef.

By now, I knew enough to know that “tubes” probably didn’t figure among the classic techniques.

We roasted five dozen red peppers, peeled them, and laid them out, still warm, on long sheets of plastic film, which David then bombed with aggressive clouds of Knox gelatin—quickly before the peppers cooled. Arranged thus, they looked like a thick, undulating red carpet, which he then tried to roll up, peppers squeezing out the sides of the film, and looking like three-foot-long, squishy burritos. There was obviously no tidy way. He kept having to push the red-pepper slop back inside until, finally, he succeeded enough to be able to tie up one end with string. After tying up the other end, he picked up his massive tubular confection and whipped it around his head like a lasso—the image, which was actually rather alarming, was of a cowboy twirling a very long pastrami. But it was beautiful when done: very red, very symmetrical, very shiny, like a primary-colored sausage stuffed to a degree less than bursting.

“Okay,” he said. “Your turn.”

“We” made ten—David made nine, and I made one (it takes a while to lasso with confidence)—whereupon I was told to hang them in the “tube walk-in.”

It was a freezer. Tubes hung from ceiling hooks as though in a butcher shop, except that they were pastel green, Easter yellow, white, pink, a few robust reds, and purples. They could have been frozen party balloons. The longest was five feet. The white one, a three-footer, was the eel.

You have never seen anything like them. No one has seen anything like them, because outside of Richard’s kitchens you will find them nowhere. There were tubes for blini batter, uncooked bacon, coconut, beet, various fish, and a dough for club sandwiches. There were really a lot of tubes.

Strangely, it never occurred to me that Richard didn’t make sense, that I should do something else. He was in Washington, D.C. I was in New York, an inexperienced father of twin toddlers. What do I do? Leave my family? Also I wanted basics. Richard was obviously “anti-basic.” He was also anti-obvious and subversive at every chance. His approach (more accurately described as his “anti-approach”) was to surprise the diner at every chance. He was an entertainer. His promise: to leave you delighted and pleasured. No, this wasn’t what I had in mind, but I couldn’t resist him.

He was educated in the classics, and many mornings I would find him at the chef’s table reading one, especially Ali Bab’s Gastronomique Pratique, a work largely unknown in the English-speaking world but a bible for many French chefs in the early twentieth century, published in 1907, 637 pages of detailed, practical explanations of the dishes of the French repertoire. But Richard never made a thing from it. Nothing.

Why do you read it? I asked.

“To be provoked. People think I have such original ideas, but I don’t, not really, they start with something I’ve read.”

No, Richard was not the obvious chef to teach a novice French cuisine. But pass this up? Not a chance.

Besides, he knew everyone: He would find a place for me in France.

Citronelle was in the basement of an old hotel, the Latham, a 140-room, not-too-pricey Georgetown property that, despite its condition (it showed an alarming tendency to tilt), had actually seen worse days. (Movie buffs might recognize it as the seedy hideout that shelters young Julia Roberts in The Pelican Brief.) Once Mel Davis, Richard’s PR person and deputy, negotiated a weekly friends-of-the-family rate for a room, I was resolved: I would come down to Washington, domestic urgencies permitting, on Sunday evening and return on Friday. (Those domestic urgencies weren’t always permitting, because any arrangement that resulted in Jessica’s being the unprotected parent of twin toddlers would turn out not to be such a happy one.)

RATATOUILLE. It was the next preparation that I learned, and I loved making it. It was served cold, with just-fried, hot-to-the-touch soft-shell crab. It seemed so radically basic—and, well, not.

According to David, my instructor, it is the taste of a French summer, because it is made with ingredients that every French household grows in its garden plot: eggplant, peppers, zucchini, onions, and tomatoes (plus garlic), in roughly equal quantities (except the garlic). Each ingredient is cut up chunky. “We once made a nouvelle-cuisine version, with small and perfect cubes,” Richard said, watching us from the chef’s table, “but it was too fancy. It’s a rustic dish and should always be one.”

The most important lesson: that each ingredient should be cooked separately. The onions are sautéed in olive oil. Then the zucchini (lightly); and finally the eggplants, but quickly and in a nonstick pan (no oil, because eggplant is an olive-oil sponge). The peppers are oven-roasted; then the tomatoes, but, according to the particularly French insistence of needing to remove the skin first. (“The French never eat it, because the skin comes out in your poop,” Richard told me confidently. “Really?” I asked, skeptical. “Really,” he said.)

You remove it by dropping each tomato into a bowl of just-boiled water, transferring it quickly to icy water, and peeling while it is in a state of shock. You then cut the naked tomatoes into quarters, scoop out the liquid and the wet, jellylike seeds, and drop them into a sieve atop a bowl. (This will be for later—for tomato water. By the end of your session, there ought to be a formidably goopy pile drip-dripping into a bright-red pond.) You then arrange the quarters—they look like red flower petals—on a baking sheet, paint with olive oil, sprinkle salt and sugar atop, and cook at a low heat for ninety minutes, until they’re plump and swollen. They are the jammiest of the jammy ingredients.

Only then does Richard mix the ingredients together—in a pot, with shots of red-wine vinegar (an unusual addition, a bright, slightly racy acidity to balance the dish’s summer sweetness)—and heats them gently for a short time. The practice—each vegetable cooked separately—is said to produce a more animated jumble of flavors than if everything had been plopped in at the same time. I didn’t think further on it, except to recognize that it had been a long time since I had prepared a ratatouille and that I liked this one so much that I would make it every summer, without fail, thereafter. (“Vegetable jam” is how David describes ratatouille: “My mother made it on Sundays and served it with roast chicken, and we ate it cold for the rest of the week.”) It was only on serving the dish to friends (who were excited by the result) that I learned that most people don’t bother cooking the ingredients separately, and many didn’t know it was a possibility. Even the most recent and generally pretty impressive edition of Joy of Cooking tells you to heap all your vegetables into a pot, give it a stir, cover, and cook, which put me in mind of that last ratatouille I’d made ten years before, inspired by the languidly lazy, self-consciously I-am-literary prose of M.F.K. Fisher, who had learned her preparation, in France, from “a large strong woman” who came from “an island off Spain.” This, too, was a dump-and-stir preparation that was then stewed for five to six hours. It tasted of mush. (Julia Child’s ratatouille is about half onboard and honors the basic practice—“each element is cooked separately”—but then, curiously, does some of the ingredients together.)

The cook-it-separate approach was my first genuinely French cooking lesson. Vignerons, bottling a wine made of different grape varieties, do something similar and either toss everything in a vat together and ferment the lot (like a “field blend”), or vinify each one separately and blend at the end: a more controlled effort in which you can often taste each grape. And many famous French stews turn out, at least in their traditional recipes, to be minimally stewed. Like a Navarin d’agneau, the spring-lamb-and-vegetable dish named after the navet, turnip, the traditional accompaniment until the advent and acceptance of the potato (circa 1789): The vegetables are cooked while the meat roasts—turnips (if you’re a traditionalist), potatoes (if not), or turnips and potatoes (if you’re both), baby carrots, small onions, and spring peas—and only then combined at the end.

The practice doesn’t seem to have a name, which is a curiosity in a culture that I was about to discover has a name for every tiny ridiculous preparation or tool, or if there is one I haven’t found it yet, although I may have come across the first instance of its being described: in Menon’s La Cuisinière bourgeoise (The Household Cook—the bourgeoise in the title has its eighteenth-century sense, “of the home”). There are many “cuisine bourgeoise” books in France—almost every accomplished chef has written for the layman—but Menon’s was the first. (Menon, probably a pseudonym, also wrote the first “nouvelle cuisine.” There are many nouvelle cuisines as well.) Menon’s Cuisinière bourgeoise describes two ways of making duck and turnips: the cheffy approach, with turnips and other ingredients cooked separately while the duck roasts, and the other, more informal one that involves, once again, the plop, the pot, the lid, and leaving until done. “Voilà la façon de faire le canard aux navets à la Bourgeoise.” (The recipe is not in the book’s first edition, published in 1746, but in the second, in 1759.)

Spoiler alert: Astonishingly, albeit painfully, I would indeed learn to read French and even speak it.

I made breadcrumbs the Richard way, which were not uniform or powdery (he shook out the dust in a sieve) but jagged and uneven and rough to look at, and then toasted in the oven until deliciously noisy. With a dab of mousse, they adhered to Richard’s “chicken nuggets,” and then, when fried at maximum heat, emerged highly textured on the outside (they snapped when you bit into them), soft in the middle, with a hint of chicken cream in between, and very surprising in the mouth. (I tried the nuggets on my children. They liked them. They also liked the frozen ones from the supermarket. They were not discriminating. What they really liked was ketchup.)

I made tuna burgers the Richard way (tuna burgers at a high-end restaurant? Why not? They were scrumptious). You start with a thick red slab of the fish, dice it, and then mash the cubes vigorously with the back of a wooden spoon against the sides of a bowl. As the cubes break down, you’re effectively whipping them. You add a splash of olive oil. You continue mashing. By now, you’re probably starting to sweat (unless you’re me, and you’re streaming off the tip of your nose). Midway through, you spoon in a vaguely Japanese-y sauce that you’ve made in advance (ginger, shallots, and chives emulsified in a blender with soy sauce) and mash some more. The goal is to break down the tissue so effectively, smooshing it, as to render the fish’s natural fats. They are the binder, what will hold the shape of the burger. It is then cooked rare, and has zingy freshness, with an unapologetic almost-sushilike gingery rawness, and is served in a bun made with olive oil and wild yeast, something like a Mediterranean version of a brioche.

I enjoyed the burgers so much that I always made an extra one just before we broke down the kitchen and kept it warm on the flattop to eat at the bar upstairs along with my customary glass of Pinot Noir.

I was taught how to make a Richard soufflé that never fails (it uses three different meringues, Italian, Swiss, and French). I prepared savory potato tuiles that have as much snap and texture as a Pringles chip but no fat (they were inserted into Richard’s burgers to give them crunch). Both were among the house secrets, kept in a much-guarded recipe bible, and the fact that Richard was prepared to share them with me was proof that, in his eyes, I was utterly harmless. During my tenure, the kitchen wasn’t making the “mosaic salmon,” regarded by many as Richard’s most accomplished dish, a gravity-defying masterpiece covertly held together by transglutaminase (i.e., meat glue) and known to me from how it figured in the story of a former sous-chef, Arnaud Vantourout, a Belgian who confessed to me that, after he left Citronelle for a grand-sounding position at a famous Brussels restaurant that he asked me not to name, he realized that he had been hired only for Richard’s recipes. “They made me tell them everything”—the Tube Technology, the soufflé, the tuna burger, Richard’s perfectly peeled apples, and the “mosaic salmon.” (“They really wanted the mosaic salmon.”) Then, after the famous Brussels restaurant that Arnaud asked me not to name had exhausted all the












































































































































































































































































































































































































































EPILOGUE

Just About Everybody Dies

Augusto, my Institut Bocuse Brazilian friend (the “assembler” of the witheringly reconstructed prosciutto-and-zucchini starter), now has a restaurant called, suitably enough, Augusto! It is in the heart of Lyon, occupying the premises of a former mère bouchon (the kitchen in the back, near the toilet, as per normal), where he makes Italian food. It was on the cover of a Lyonnais magazine. Every table was taken, with people waiting out front, when I discovered him in the back, sleep-deprived, buzzing with adrenaline, a single Institut Bocuse stagiaire as a deputy. “Augusto!” I declared. “This was your dream! How many people realize their dreams?” (Then, in 2019, he realized his dream two-fold and opened a second, Brazilian restaurant, Doppio Augusto.)

Mathieu Kergourlay (“Young Mathieu”) now has a sprawling piece of paradise called, suitably enough, the Restaurant et Hôtel Mathieu Kergourlay—a château with rooms and a flashy haute-cuisine dining room, amid one thousand acres, most of it a protected forest, near the coast of Brittany. Once he completed his training in Lyon, he returned to his birthplace, got married, had children, earned a Michelin star, and was now an officially recognized kickass grand chef in the making—and had a trophy to prove it, awarded by Gault & Millau as a “Grand de Demain.”

Hwei Gan Chern (aka Jackie Chan) moved to Burgundy and opened a restaurant. He called his, curiously, Le Parapluie (The Umbrella). He didn’t know what the word meant when he first heard it, but liked its sound (“I thought it was beautiful”), and promised himself that it would be the name of his first restaurant. In Burgundy, he had a following for his style. It was an inverted East-West approach: not Indonesian dishes with French techniques, but French dishes with Asian assumptions—less salt, less fat, more vegetables, and an absolute, no-compromise commitment to seasonality. Le Parapluie is witty and anarchically understated, like its owner.

Even unsmiling Christophe Hubert has a successful restaurant—or did, at least, for a while. He persuaded two people from La Mère Brazier to join him (the restaurant’s best cook and best waiter), gave Viannay no notice (“I have never,” Viannay said, “in all my years in the kitchen, been treated with such disrespect”), and, with 10,000 euros, opened a bigwindowed establishment with an unencumbered view of a massive concrete parking garage. It was redeemed by the joyful, enthusiastic greeter, table seater, wine pourer, and omnipresent front-of-house person (Ewa, the dark-haired smiling woman I had once seen outside the Scottish pub in Christophe’s company—i.e., now his wife). He called the restaurant L’Effervescence, a perfectly good name for anyone except the chef running it. The food was superb—easily on the level of La Mère Brazier—but the restaurant wasn’t getting diners, and, after a hard year, was about to close (his staff agreed to miss a paycheck; Christophe prepared for bankruptcy), when Gault & Millau awarded it eighteen out of a possible twenty points, honored him with a “Jeune Talent” trophy (Young Talent), and welcomed him into the pantheon of Lyonnais greats. The Michelin Guide followed and gave Christophe a star. I was rapturous in my pride. “Christophe! You did it, and you are now very, very busy!” I cried out when I visited him during his prep, and then photographed and videoed him, and, making fun of his earnestness, almost provoked a smile, until, finally, he cried out, “Billou, stop. I don’t do photos.”

The couple had a child, a joyful expression of their success, and Ewa remained at the front of the house. She had a second child, also joyful but more challenging, and, although Ewa tried to carry on, it was too much, two infants at once, and she left. And in her absence …

I ate there on my own one evening. The food was as good as ever. The atmosphere? Maybe not so effervescent. The waiters were men, and dour, like walking echo chambers of their boss, like-minded missionaries of solemnity. Their manner had a message: “Here, your plate, it’s art.” There was no one to distract me from the massive concrete parking lot. And, like that, the restaurant was over. Gone. And Christophe?

“He has disappeared,” Viannay told me when I asked about his former executive chef, and then smiled.

The others? I couldn’t keep up with all of them. Frédéric did a stint in Japan, and was now the chef of a bistro on the Place Carnot in Lyon.

I asked Chern. Was Florian still in a kitchen? Or Michael, the garde-manger cook who disappeared after crashing a car with his girlfriend? Or Ansel the asshole?

“I have no idea,” Chern said, “but you’re right about Ansel. He is an asshole.”

Sylvain Jacquenod, such a compelling study in focus and discipline and frustration, had landed in a happy place. He had been invited to quit Bocuse’s Brasserie du Nord and be the chef of L’Argot, a new enterprise in Lyon—part eatery, part butcher shop. On an outstandingly busy Saturday night, we ate steaks that Sylvain selected and cooked for us. He was a chef at last, and every time someone addressed him as such (“Chef! Chef!”), his chest seemed to swell perceptibly with pride. His picture was published in Le Progrès, and his achievements were written up in local food guides. His gigantic smile was once again wholly and radiantly intact. (Viannay, characteristically Viannay, offered his characteristic summary: “Sylvain has found his level. He is at last content.”)

Hortense? She completed her education at L’Institut Bocuse, graduated, and left cooking. She is now a fashion executive, married, and lives in Paris. Should she have been a cook? Was she, like Chern, developing her own style? She was intelligent, brave, shy, and ambitious, and her cooking spirit had been crushed. She had been the only woman in an enterprise made famous by one of the most flamboyant women chefs in the history of France. She had been there just as the French kitchen was only beginning to change.

Lyon was also changing.

Our local bistro, Potager, was bought by a couple of restaurateurs from Panama for 1 million euros. Owners Franck and Mai Delhoum then opened two new restaurants around the city. In Lyon, their success was celebrated with uninhibited joy.

Our friend Yves Rivoiron (the partner of Isabelle of Bouchon des Filles) sold his historic restaurant, Café des Fédérations. He bought a boat and was last sighted at a harbor somewhere on the Mediterranean. His son, whom we had only recently met at one of our annual fêtes, was now the chef of a popular anti-establishment restaurant in the anti-establishment city of Barcelona.

Jean-Paul Lacombe sold Léon de Lyon—in his family since before he was born—to a television comedian, the sum not disclosed, but said to be a lot of money. Lacombe and his wife appear to be committed to traveling around the world many times.

One of our first Lyonnais friends, the American musician Jenny Gilbert, sold her noodle restaurant.

Lyon had always been a city where anyone could open an eatery. You needed a space, gas, and (usually) electricity. Rent was almost a negligible item on the bottom line, and small, idiosyncratically creative places proliferated. It hadn’t been a city where restaurants were bought and sold for speculation or profit. We couldn’t deny it: The word had got out. Lyon had felt like our secret—a historic gastronomic epicenter that, since World War II, seemed to have been neglected by the commercial rest-of-the-world, but it was no longer so private or so secret.

In New York City, Michel Richard became a neighbor! After more than fifteen years in Washington, he was now, suddenly, at the age of sixty-five, in Manhattan! He accepted a grand, high-paying position as the chef overseeing the restaurant, bistro, and pâtisserie at the Palace Hotel, perhaps the grandest address in New York.

Manhattan was where his American life had begun, in 1974, as the head of Gaston Lenôtre’s first foreign venture, the Château France, on Fifty-Ninth Street. When, one year later, Lenôtre was forced to close, Richard accepted the first job that he was offered (in faraway Santa Fe) and left New York with a vow that he would one day return. But he didn’t. And now: Voilà! He was back. It was a tremendous moment in Richard’s career.

I was thrilled to witness it. Richard had given me my beginning. And now: maybe my ending?

I joined him, his assistant Mel, and his wife, Laurence, on day one. Laurence’s enthusiasm was innocent and guileless. “Today,” she said, “I’m going shopping downtown. By subway!”

Mel would be interviewing PR firms “in my suite!”

The kitchens would close for renovations—“according to my specifications,” Richard said; he paused, seeming to think about what those renovations might entail, and laughed. His affect was delicious.

I then followed Richard into the “labo,” le laboratoire, the temperature-controlled pâtisserie-confection space, where, for two weeks, I watched his teaching his new American pastry chef all the basics—puff pastry, éclairs, pain au chocolat, pâte sable, croissants—each one tweaked, if not outright improvised on.

Midway through the first day, I stepped back, enjoying the historical perspective—that every one of the recipes Richard was teaching had been unchanged for at least two hundred years until now improved by Richard—and declared, “Michel, these are brilliant innovations.” A thought occurred to me that now seems blaringly obvious. “You can’t make a food unless you change it, can you?”

“No.”

“As in ‘not at all,’” I continued. “If you can’t improve a recipe, you don’t touch it. It is boring. It is not your mission ….”

“I have to feel that I’m making it better.”

“Even a basic butter pastry. A fundamental unit of the French kitchen. Unless you can make it better …”

“I can’t make it.”

I had never understood him so well. By going to Lyon and being trained there, by learning how it was done, whatever it happened to be, I was now able to recognize that Richard didn’t do it. He did his.

We stepped out of the serene labo and got an ominous welcome to the rest of the kitchen. Loud music, different jumbly tunes at the same time; someone singing; someone whistling. A guy was pushing a trolley fast, and hadn’t seen Richard, or did and expected him to step aside, or didn’t care—he was just another chef (there had been many, many chefs)—and hit him from behind and swore at him afterward.

“Hey, puto, get the fuck out of the way.”

The restaurant was in a hotel, with a hotel union that had outlasted  everyone who had worked there. The chef wasn’t in charge. Everyone knew he would end up being a visitor. And most important, he was not allowed to touch the food.

Chef Alain Ducasse told me that he had tried to dissuade Richard: “‘Michel,’ I said, ‘you cannot take this job. You will have no control. You won’t be able to taste the food. Do not open in a New York hotel. You will live to regret it. Turn it down.’”

“‘But I can’t,’” Ducasse said Richard replied. “‘I need the money.’”

I attended a dress-rehearsal dinner, “friends and family,” a week before the restaurant opened, in the most ornate room in Manhattan. I knew the dishes. I had made them—some, like the breadcrumbed fried chicken, I’d done at home. There were six courses. They were good. But—and there was no escaping the realization—they were merely “good.” Michel Richard’s dishes don’t work if they are good. They need to be perfect. They aspire to nothing less than spectacular.

The New York Times rates restaurants with one to four stars. Richard got zero. The food, wrote the critic Pete Wells, was awful. “Was Mr. Richard not the chef I had thought? Were the ecstatic reviews, the five awards from the James Beard Foundation, the induction into the Maîtres Cuisiniers de France, all a mass delusion?” Wells ventured down to Washington to try the dishes at Central, Richard’s French-American bistro, where David was now in charge. There they were “terrific.” Was this “a symptom of the deal-making culture that afflicts the restaurant business”?

Four months later, the restaurant closed. Richard returned to Washington.

He was changed. The force that drove the man was gone. There were health issues; he had never taken care of himself. A doctor diagnosed diabetes (evident to everyone), obesity (ditto), heart disease (his two strokes), and dementia, which wasn’t evident, and those who know Richard believe that the idiosyncratic, unpredictable, highly distracted way that his brain routinely worked was mistaken for a disability. At a doctor’s suggestion, Laurence put Richard in an assisted-living facility. Then she filed for divorce. They argued over the value of the estate, most of it having been spent. They were still arguing when he was felled three years later by a stroke, his third, on a Saturday morning in August. He was sixty-eight.

He is remembered for making Washington a “capital of dining,” for teaching Americans how to play with their food, for being among the rare great chefs (like Carême, Point, Lenôtre, and Michel Guérard) who brought the high technical skills of pastry to the whole kitchen. What do his friends miss? Richard’s inventiveness, his uncanny confidence that he could make every dish better (and did), his Frenchness (because, finally, just about everything was provoked by something in the classic repertoire), and mainly his joy in the kitchen. And his company at the table: In my life, there has been no one more fun to have a meal with.

Four weeks later, Dorothy Hamilton died.

The head of the French Culinary Institute (now renamed the International Culinary Center), once my modest antagonist, had become a robust good friend. I was now a Hamilton devotee. She doted on George and Frederick, who called her Aunt Dorothy. She regaled us with stories of Julia Child and made us feel connected to her with a vividness that surprised and moved me. Hamilton had a sage’s confidence about the influence Jessica would wield over a new generation of women wine drinkers. She and Jessica set up a dinner to plan a joint venture of some kind and scheduled it for the week after she returned from Nova Scotia. She had grown up in a fishing village, Fourchu, and was now campaigning to promote a local celebrity crustacean, the Fourchu lobster. It was a characteristic Dorothy endeavor: a financially selfless act to benefit a small community (the fishermen had no idea of their worth) that was ultimately about the natural purity of a simple North Atlantic Ocean flavor. En route to a meeting with the Fourchu City Council, she collided with a pickup truck and trailer. The driver had been speeding with such abandon, passing on curves, that witnesses later stepped forward to testify to his recklessness. Hamilton had been coming around one of those curves when she was hit head-on. These things happen, we die, but the circumstances—the selfishness of the driver, the selflessness of the victim (with so many good acts in her future), the fact that the driver and his bud were pulled from their burning cab and lived while Hamilton, trapped in her vehicle, was dead—were brutal in their capricious indifference.

After the memorial service, one of monumental sadness, a New Orleans Dixie funeral band, with loud percussion and unrestrained Dixieland brass, marched mourners down cobbled Crosby Street to the International Culinary Center. There followed a feast held on every floor of Hamilton’s five-floor school, each one given over to the cooking of a different region of France. Dorothy’s memorial and Michel’s were a week apart.

We were in Lyon in the summer of 2017, the boys eleven, and there were two restaurants I wanted them to try. One was La Mère Brazier, where they had the lunch that Viannay had told me, on our first meeting, they deserved to eat.

It featured, finally, both Viannay’s quenelle (the airy lake-fish soufflé looked like a slice of exotic French toast, with a brownly caramelized crust) and his poulet en vessie, cooked in its rustic sack, as per tradition, but coated with a green version of a sauce suprême, which was not the tradition. The sauce was intensely vivid to look at and to inhale and seemed like a tribute to a lush summer garden. It was served with bright, perfectly popped-out-of-their-skins peas. I enjoyed the peas especially. I ate them slowly, one by one, my pleasure enhanced by knowing just how long someone in the back had spent squeezing out each one just for me.

“She is here, you know. Mère Brazier. We all feel her presence in the kitchen, her spirit, whatever it is. She will always be here. She was here before me. She’ll be here after.”

“Of course,” I said.

A waiter gave us menus. They used to be silver and gray, and conveyed urban (and a rather masculine) sophistication. Now they were firecracker red. They were brash. A history of the restaurant was told on the back (also red—or rather RED!!!!) and included a short essay by the granddaughter Jacotte and a photograph of Viannay kissing an almost life-sized Brazier doll on the cheek. Her image—in photos and cartoons—seemed to be everywhere. The feeling was loud, maybe a little crude, and verging on caricature. It was as if Viannay had connected to a spirit that, yes, we had in fact all felt in the building, and the building had rewarded him with resounding success.

And the food: It was no longer his. It was his take on hers.

Viannay was joyful, self-deprecating, forthcoming, and easy to be with. In the evening, he was flying to Dubai to sign a contract to open a restaurant there, and he had, on top of everything else, the manner of a man who was about to take a luxurious vacation and be paid loads of money. Even the boys’ drumming on their Limoges plates with their spoons didn’t disturb him or, to be strictly accurate, only eventually disturbed him when, suddenly, he stopped talking and looked pointedly at them.

“C’est bien, garçons?” he asked. (George, in a moment of spontaneous cheekiness, replied: “Très bien, et vous?”)

“I will be taking them later in the month to eat their first meal at Paul Bocuse,” I said, and Viannay nodded. “I’ve always wondered—how did you meet him?”

“Here. Once I got to Lyon, I drove out to L’Auberge and asked if Bocuse would see me.”

“When you were making sandwiches?”

“Yes, when I was making sandwiches. I explained to him that I regarded Lyon as my culinary and spiritual home.” Viannay’s uncle, his father’s brother, was from here, and had a house in the watery Dombes, and Mathieu had spent summers there with his cousins.

Bocuse liked Viannay. “You will always be welcome at L’Auberge,” he said. “You will always be able to reach me on my cell.”

When Viannay opened his first restaurant, Les Oliviers, he had a well-known diner on his first day—Paul Bocuse. When he opened M, Bocuse was again in the dining room. As Viannay was preparing to open La Mère Brazier, Bocuse asked if he could eat lunch there before everyone else. For Bocuse, La Mère Brazier was at the heart of what Lyon represented.

He ate there with Jacotte Brazier, the granddaughter.

“There were workmen downstairs,” Viannay said. “On his way out, Bocuse had to step over wood planks, but he was already on his cell phone. He was calling François Simon.”

Simon, who then wrote for Le Figaro, was France’s most feared and influential restaurant critic. Simon phoned Viannay the next day, the day before the restaurant’s opening. He would be there at 6:00 p.m., he said and needed to be on a train to Paris by 8:00 p.m. He wrote the review in transit. It was the headline in the weekend edition: LA MÈRE BRAZIER IS BACK! (in English for no reason except for its headline punch). It was exhilarating. It was somehow a bugle call to Frenchness. Le Monde followed, and L’Express, Libération, the local news, the national evening news, the national afternoon news, and the French news in English. La Mère Brazier was not just back. It was relaunched.

“This was all Paul Bocuse,” I said.

“It was all Paul Bocuse.”

We had made a 7:00 p.m. reservation at L’Auberge on the last day of our Lyon visit. The boys were electric in their anticipation. It was akin to going to the North Pole.

Bocuse had been appearing rarely. The preceding winter, he had missed the Bocuse d’Or, even when it seemed possible that an American team might win the trophy, his dream, because he was in the hospital with a lung infection. (In the event, the Americans did win the trophy, an incomprehensible feat, and all summer long our Lyonnais friends grumbled: “It was rigged. They did it for Monsieur Paul.”)

Afterward, Bocuse resumed his appearances, but not reliably.

I called Boulud in New York. “The boys haven’t met Bocuse. Could you help?”

“I will phone him,” he said. In fact, he ended up phoning a lot of people before he called me back. “Paul is tired. But he will try to come down. I changed your reservation to six p.m. Be early.”

I reflected on my hitherto unexamined reasons for wanting to see Bocuse. I wasn’t a complete stranger to him. He recognized me at events and made small gestures to indicate acknowledgment. But I was scarcely a longtime friend. I wasn’t even a short-time friend. The truth, which I was not entirely comfortable admitting, was that I wanted to see him before he was no longer there to be seen. I wasn’t the only one. The restaurant’s manager and headwaiters were busy, with people coming to pay respects before respects were actually called for. What did we want? To touch the hand of the handoff guy? To feel we were among the chosen to carry on the mission?

I arrived with my family and was positioned at a table facing the corner he would come from. We ordered. The boys, now fully trained in matters French culinary, were at ease, and hungry. Once again, I fell into utter admiration of what made the food here unusual: its meticulousness. You could eat just about every dish on his menu somewhere in Lyon, or nearby, or in the Rhône Valley. But no one made the dishes with the same precision. Of all the many qualities that Bocuse is meant to have embodied, the one rarely mentioned was the most obvious: He made perfect Lyonnais food. I kept looking up from my plate. He wasn’t coming. I imagined him upstairs, in his bedroom, sleeping.

It was a mournful autumn, when Lyon is lonely like no place I’ve ever known, and damp, and decaying, and winter comes in intermittent warnings, those cold blasts. The city seemed to be waiting for a father who was ill, and uncomfortable, and wouldn’t die, and you didn’t want him to die, and you didn’t ever want to imagine a life without him, but he would die, and so, despite yourself, you imagined it, briefly, reluctantly, and then he was dead. Paul Bocuse died on January 20, 2018.

In an instant, you find yourself thinking not of the end of the life but of the whole life, the kid in the picture at his vast father’s feet, the mustache he sported in his thirties, the Michelin tires always on his vehicle, the success during France’s wild “golden era”—the late 1960s and ’70s (Brigitte Bardot and Club Med and Serge Gainsbourg and filterless Gauloises and la libération). There was a photo that I kept looking at, over and over again, of the young Bocuse giving chase to a young woman shaded by a parasol on a hot day—Raymonde, who would become his wife. Another showed him giving Mère Brazier a tour of the cellars at L’Auberge (and the look on her face of utter horror at the grime and filth of the place). Other photographs, a bunch of them, never published, and only just discovered by Mathieu Viannay in a drawer of the home that, in his new prosperity, he had bought in Beaujolais. They depicted a party that the house’s previous owner, a female vigneron, had hosted for Bocuse at her château—plus Georges Blanc, Michel Guérard, the Troisgros brothers, others, everyone in various states of undress. I flicked through them quickly, everyone kissing, being kissed, the food and drink, the idea probably at the core of Bocuse’s life that raucous good things happen at the table.

Daniel Boulud was among the friends who gathered at L’Auberge the night before the funeral—no speeches, a solemn repast, Bocuse still upstairs in his bedroom, dressed in his whites, in a coffin. In the morning, in a cold, beating wintry rain, a cortège of three hundred police led the hearse along the now gray Saône, down to the Cathédrale Saint-Jean-Baptiste, where Henri II and Catherine de’ Medici had been received, and where Henri IV and Marie de’ Medici were married, and where the hypocrite scumbag Charles-Maurice de Talleyrand was ordained bishop, and where Napoleon and Josephine were honored, and where a child Mozart performed, and where Paul Bocuse would make his final appearance, fifteen hundred inside and a modest crowd outside, under umbrellas.

The funeral was military in manner, as though a great general had passed, with a strict hierarchy: the central pews occupied by French-collared MOFs, the undecorated chefs whitely in the wings, the Bocuse family in the front, the civilians in the back, but there weren’t many. The kitchen was saying goodbye to their chef. The best speech, the most felt, might have been that of Gérard Collomb, the city’s mayor, with a righteous politician’s gift for rhetoric, honoring the passing of the man who understood the city and how both it and the man himself had been shaped by its history, by the generations before him, just as he had shaped everyone who was there to honor his death. Paul Bocuse was Lyonnais. (Two years later, on January 18, 2020, the Michelin Guide removed one of Bocuse’s stars and, for the first time since 1965, his restaurant, the Auberge, had only two. Although it is the Michelin practice when a chef dies to remove a star, it was still a shock.)

More fitting, and true to the spirit of the city, was the achievement of Andrea Petrini, an Italian transplanted to Lyon (like so many Italians before him), and now a local culinary entrepreneur and the mad captain behind the World’s 50 Best Restaurants, who put together a food festival in the city two months after Bocuse’s death. There were kitchen “performances” in twelve new restaurants, a “Night Canteen” featuring a new dish every hour from 10:00 p.m. to 4:00 a.m., a goat fête, displays by visiting chefs (high achievers all), and, appositely enough, a Bocuse tribute involving a dozen masters, Têtedoie among them, reinterpreting Monsieur Paul’s greatest hits. The fête was a week in duration with just about every kitchen called into service. It was an answer to Bocuse’s death. The city’s restaurants had never been more vibrantly gastronomic. Lyon creates chefs. And, yes, the achievement arises from where Lyon happens to find itself, among vineyards and rivers and mountain lakes, among birds and pigs and fish, but mainly because of the belief, shared by everyone here, that what happens at the table is among the most important activities in civilization. It is about intimacy, convivium, creativity, appetites, desire, euphoria, culture, and the joys of being alive.

The Pope of Lyon has died. But what a culture he has left behind. What a privilege it has been to be a member of it.
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Fat Man in a White Hat, a two-part documentary made for the BBC, based on my arrival in Lyon, was commissioned by Emma Willis, produced by Roy Ackerman and directed by James Runcie. Annie Arnold was the assistant producer and Christophe Foulon the sound recordist.

The book was commissioned and overseen by Sonny Mehta—a privilege to have one of the world’s greatest publishers, and a friend for nearly four decades, as my editor. He was available to me just about always and often with no notice—for impromptu meetings, a phone call, lunch, a drink, or just to hang out in his office—and he directed me in ways that were subtle and profound. He lived to see the book completed, and I am grateful that he did, but died on December 30, 2019, before it appeared in print. I am among many, many people who mourn and miss him dearly.
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