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Foreword

When Anthony Bourdain spoke about his life, he tended to describe it as a series of happy accidents, as if it all just fell in his lap. Tony was always a high priest of his own mythology, and he leaned into this image of the lucky guy from New Jersey with nothing going for him but his curiosity and his megawatt charisma, the humble chef who became a druggie, then a novelist, then a memoirist, then a famous globe-trotting TV adventurer. In rough outline it’s all true, of course. But Tony was also very cool, and attuned to coolness in its many forms, and it is not cool to talk about how much you had to work to will the life you wanted into being. The TV career really was a fluke: After Tony became (overnight, in his midforties) a famous author, he was approached by a pair of visionary producers who had the idea of building a travel show around him. But in a sense, he’d already made it, at that point. He was a successful writer, and while it’s true that the idea of hosting a TV show might never have occurred to him until somebody else brought it up, Tony had wanted to be a writer all his life.

In high school, he drew comics. He’d grown up in a family that put a lot of stock in the written word: His father loved to spend long hours lying on the sofa reading novels; his mother worked as a copy editor at the New York Times. He kept a journal (which is excerpted in this collection) and even as he plunged headlong into the world of professional New York kitchens and developed an increasingly demanding drug problem, he was always writing. When I was working on a profile of Bourdain for The New Yorker in 2017, I got a tip that there might be some interesting material in the archives of a now-defunct downtown literary zine called Between C and D. In the library at New York University, I discovered early short stories that Tony had submitted, featuring characters who often bore a resemblance to the shady creatures he was mixing with during that period, in restaurants and on the streets. Often, these submissions had little cartoon embellishments in the margins, and in his cover letters, he was unusually forthright about his overriding passion to be a writer. Tony even took a writing workshop at Columbia with the legendary fiction editor Gordon Lish. He had ambition—and specifically literary ambition—right from the start, and what the prevailing myth of Anthony Bourdain often misses is that he wasn’t a chef who was suddenly reborn, as if by immaculate conception, as a writer. He was a frustrated writer who spent the two decades before he finally hit it big working as a chef.

You can feel Bourdain’s yearning—and a tinge of his lifelong self-loathing—as he confesses, in “The Typewriter or the Television,” that he wants “success as a writer.” He has been laboring under the misapprehension that his life would be “a work of art,” he writes, but now there is nothing for it but to sit down and do the work. And he did work at his writing, with the same furious discipline he applied to prepping his station or turning out three hundred orders on a brunch shift. After a long night at the restaurant, followed by several further hours of boozy decompression, he would rise before dawn, light the first of many cigarettes, drag himself to the keyboard, and start typing. He describes this process, with characteristic insouciance, as a “hurried disgorging of sentences,” and it’s true that for many years he lacked the luxury of time and had to write quickly, between shifts. But again, the slightly flip, self-denigrating register in which Tony often spoke about himself tends to obscure the real, arduous, careful work that he put into writing, and to getting better at writing, which you can behold for yourself in the handwritten revisions he left on some of the manuscript pages reproduced in this compendium.

Over time, he honed his voice. In his memoir and novels and essays, even in his recipes, Bourdain wrote like he spoke: wry, conversational, with flashes of occasional hyperbole, as if he were sitting on the bar stool next to you, relating a great story. And when he spoke, at least in the voice-over for his TV show, all that casually philosophical musing was in fact a carefully written script. He had a knack for dialogue, even his own. It is ironic to think that it was this voice, which he initially found on the page, that would become the secret ingredient of his success in TV. From its earliest iteration, Bourdain’s television show was a written thing.

In whatever medium in which he was writing, Bourdain always had a salty vernacular, a jaded sense of humor, and an eye for the telling detail. Apart from childhood trips to France and a few vacations in adulthood to the Caribbean, he had never seen much of the world until he reached his midforties. In that respect he was not so different from most Americans; more than half of all Americans do not own a passport. When he first started going abroad, he turned out to have an uncanny ability to capture a place and its people in a few deft strokes. He was always an enthusiast, which helped: Whether rhapsodizing about some obscure tripe preparation or recounting a beer-buzzed conversation with a new friend he’d only just met or describing what it feels like to watch the sun set over the Sahara, he wanted to convey, in as fresh and undiluted a manner as possible, the sheer wonder he was experiencing—to bottle it up and serve it to us. But he also had an uncanny ability, developed in his fiction writing, to select the vivid, indelible detail: his evocation of riding home at night in a yellow New York City taxi, a slight breeze coming through the open window; his observation that one ubiquitous sight in virtually any poor country is raggedy plastic bags, strewn everywhere, because there is no municipal trash collection; his description of lobsters as “cross-eyed.”

For all the swagger of his persona, Bourdain’s writing was also imbued with great humility. One of the paradoxes of his life was that he was so closely associated in the public mind with chefs and restaurants and cooking, but as he would be the first to admit, he was never a great chef himself. He was friends with great chefs—his best friend was one of the greatest, Eric Ripert—and he was certainly a champion and a chronicler of great chefs. He was also a very capable chef himself, and he took great pride in his skill and experience in the kitchen. But he knew that there was some gene of inspiration that a chef like Ripert possessed and he lacked. I sometimes think that living with this constant reminder of his own limitations is part of what made Tony so humble and so open to the world.

One night in October 2017, about nine months before his suicide, we had a public conversation in Manhattan as part of the New Yorker Festival. We talked about his concern that in some ways the prevailing mood in the United States seemed to have turned against his way of seeing the world. In America and in many places abroad, tribalism and xenophobia were on the ascendant. This was a function of politics—but not exclusively. It also had something to do with social media, and the ways in which societies become atomized when everybody spends so much time on their phones. Tony spoke about how his decades in restaurant kitchens had given him an appreciation and respect for immigrants of every stripe. To him, difference was not something to fear or resent, but something to celebrate and be inspired by. On virtually every page of this wonderful collection you can feel that curiosity about other people and that abiding generosity of spirit.

Since Tony died, the most extraordinary thing has happened. His books are still being read, old episodes of his show are still being watched, and on Instagram and TikTok, he’s become the source of a thousand memes. He’s developed this resonant afterlife on the Internet, with people sharing little videos or photos of him accompanied by memorable quotes. Part of this may just be the cool thing; like no writer since Joan Didion, the man photographed well. But I think there’s more to it than that. Bourdain was very taken with How to Live, Sarah Bakewell’s 2010 book on Michel de Montaigne. He got a tattoo on his forearm, in Greek, of Montaigne’s motto: “I Suspend Judgment.” In the breaking of bread, he found a way to close the distance between himself and strangers the world over, often people whose lives might have seemed unbridgeably different from his own. In these days of heightened division, suspicion, and hostility, we can learn much more from Anthony Bourdain than the backroom secrets of restaurant life or the best place for street food in Singapore. Part of the reason he still feels so alive to his many friends and fans and devoted readers is that there was an important lesson, in the way he lived his life, for how to live our own, and how to treat one another as we move through this world. May we heed it.

—PATRICK RADDEN KEEFE








Preface

I was Anthony Bourdain’s literary agent and friend for over twenty years and I am still discovering his writing. I mean that in a literal sense—there are pieces in here I had never read or even knew existed before I began to assemble this collection—and in the sense that every time I reread his work, I find something new. I have no idea how many times I have read the essay “Don’t Eat Before Reading This” ever since it was first published in The New Yorker nearly thirty years ago, but I was thrilled to sit down and read it again, for the purpose of assembling this book. It is surprisingly prescient. What seemed back in 1999 to be a brash (ornery?) cri de coeur by a young maverick chef now reads to me more like a mature, visionary essay, especially when published here alongside so much of his writing that preceded it. He saw the future of restaurants, chefs, fame, and so much more. He also married writing and eating in a way that few other chefs (or writers) ever have. Eating and reading went hand in hand in Tony’s life, from the beginning to the end.

Of course that’s not all he wrote about. While many readers will always think of Tony, first, as a chef and author, it is surely the case that he reached his largest audience through television, and by taking viewers along with him on his travels around the world. Television, though, did not mark the end of his writing. Not by a long shot. He read widely for his travel shows, met people from all walks of life, and the scripts that he wrote for his shows reflect that boundless curiosity. He also continued to write essays, novels, comic books, cookbooks, and more. He never stopped. Those of us who worked with him can also attest to the sheer entertainment value of his e-mails and texts. Whatever he was writing, and to whomever, he was always unequivocally himself. His voice was not a literary conceit. It was who he was.

It is his voice that emerges from this collection. I feel a deep responsibility to honor that voice, because it really is who he was. It always was. From childhood, he wrote. Diaries, letters, stories, plays. And it is all, for lack of a better word, authentic. His voice is witty, angry, musical, passionate, and empathetic. Always empathetic. He always had empathy for the down-and-out and dispossessed, and you’ll see here how that manifested throughout his life in his fiction, with his lovingly depicted addicts, gangsters, and lowlifes of all kinds.

As he traveled widely, that empathy spread and took new forms. Always an instinctual fan of the underdog, he came to despise injustice more broadly, especially when it was imposed by powerful forces on people who simply wanted to live their lives, raise their children, take pride in their homes, and cook their meals. People all around the world welcomed him into those homes, and cooked and ate with him. He was trusted. He had an innate ability to generate trust, and to trust others in return. We all benefited from this exchange.

From the moment I began assembling this collection, I was confronted with some tough choices. There was a mountain of material, of course, including much that has never been published anywhere, and it is always hard to distill a life’s work into a single volume. Then there was the issue of “polish.” In some of this material, there are errors and indiscretions, and there’s always a tendency in a situation like this to want to go back and “clean things up”—tighten sentences, smooth transitions, sand down some of the language. But with Tony that was the last thing I wanted to do. Once I rejected that tendency, I realized it would have been absurd to even try: This is who Tony was. And he was who he was: imperfect, (mostly) unapologetic, often brilliantly messy. Instead of representing him as something he wasn’t, I have left Tony alone in these pages. I hope that when you read it you feel that he’s almost sitting opposite you, sharing a meal, a beer, and you’re listening to a great storyteller go to work. Sometimes he might get distracted (or interrupt himself to crack a joke). That’s just part of the fun.

I also hope that you are surprised by what you find. Over the last few years, I have heard from a wide range of Tony’s fans who miss him, as I do, and who express a basic appetite for more. More shows, more books, more speeches. More Tony. One thing I have noticed is that many of these fans know him primarily through one or another channel: perhaps they are longtime viewers of his travel shows, or perhaps they know him almost exclusively from his big bestselling collections of essays, Kitchen Confidential and Medium Raw. There are others who have all his cookbooks. With this collection, my hope is that these different audiences will find opportunities to spread their appreciation to other parts of his work. It was in his writing more than anything else that Tony expressed the whole gamut of his talents, ideas, and personality. Fans of any part of his career will find much they recognize and enjoy in these pages, but I hope and believe they will find new and surprising pieces as well.

To that end, I’ve organized this collection in a way that I hope maximizes serendipity and discovery. I did not separate his writing by format or medium, and I did not want to lay it all out chronologically. Perhaps because Tony has always “sounded like Tony,” the chronological approach seemed almost irrelevant: Yes, he matured and developed as a writer, but his voice is remarkably consistent throughout this writing, which begins when he was a teenager. Instead, I have created the categories you’ll see in the table of contents, categories that I think emphasize some of his most resilient moods, subjects, and beliefs.

This approach also frankly mirrors Tony’s life, which never developed in a straight line, but followed his curiosity as it bounced from kitchen to kitchen, and then all around the world, and back again.

This has not been easy work. His loss in 2018 was unimaginable. The process of assembling this collection has involved mourning him again. Every word I read, I hear his voice in my head. It is simultaneously comforting and heartbreaking. But more than that, it has been profoundly motivating: I want to make sure this collection honors him and his voice, and also honors the emotions of his millions of readers and fans, each of whom feels they have a connection with the man. I hope as you read this you will feel that that connection is warranted.

Tony never shied away from talking about his demons. He was open about his addiction, his struggles with depression, his woundedness on behalf of people he loved and wished to protect. That was all a part of him. But I hope it is clear that his openness, humanity, and artfulness extended well past all of that. It was the only mode he knew, and he engaged with everything and everyone with the same humanity. As much as he wrote to understand the world and all of its many diverse parts, he wrote also to understand himself, both his pain and his joy. I shared a lot of that pain and joy with him for many years as his friend, and I was able to once again reading these pages. Like I said, it was not easy work. It helps that, among so many other things, Tony was very funny. There are so many laughs in this book to go along with the tears. And now I am very happy the work is done, and this book will last forever. I will read it again and again.

This book will not establish Tony’s legacy and it is not intended to. It cannot. His legacy is secure in the minds and memories of millions of his fans.

However, it will play a part. It is my honor to play a part in it. It is my honor especially to help make sure that his legacy will include at its core the fact that Tony was a writer. Almost above everything else, he was a writer. He loved writing, he loved writers, and he loved reading. He loved the world and tried to fit it all into his writing. Even when he struggled, even when the world vexed him, he wrote.

I hope you will be inspired, provoked, and entertained. He never failed to do the same to me. I hope I have done him justice.

—KIMBERLY WITHERSPOON




IEating and Drinking


Where else to begin? Whether something as humble as bread and butter, or as exotic as ortolan, it was always food that inspired Tony’s greatest bursts of literary extravagance. Even before he went to culinary school, food featured in his stories and diaries, but it was later on in his career, when he experienced the sensory onslaught of restaurant kitchens, that he refined his ability to write about food in a way that made it glisten, bleed, ooze, drip, and jump off the page, like in old Dutch still lifes with grapes and rabbit viscera. He really, really loved viscera.






Lust

An excerpt from Medium Raw: A Bloody Valentine to the World of Food and the People Who Cook, published by Ecco in 2010.

It’s nighttime in Puebla and there is a taco lady and her husband standing behind a cart, one naked lightbulb dangling overhead, serving tacos de lengua, strips of beef tongue, seared with onions on a griddle. When the edges of the tongue are browned and the air fills with deliciousness, she scrapes them off the hot metal with a spatula, drops them into soft, still-warm corn tortillas, double layered—and quickly drags a spoon of salsa verde across them. She sprinkles them with fresh cilantro and a little raw, chopped onion and hands them over on a paper plate so thin it barely supports their weight without buckling. You quickly shove one of the tacos into your mouth, wash it down with a big pull from a can of cold Tecate—which you’ve previously rubbed with lime and jammed into a plate of salt, encrusting the top—and you can feel your eyes roll up into your head.

Standing there in the dark, stray dogs cowering expectantly just outside the corona of light from the one bulb, you’ve got all sorts of scary, blissed-out expressions flashing across your face. A father, mother, and two kids sit on kitchen chairs that the couple has dragged out into the street for their customers—and you hope that the kids, catching a look at you in the weird light, aren’t frightened by what they see.

It’s a fucking Everest of shellfish, an intimidating, multilevel tower of crushed ice and seaweed, piled, heaped—festooned with oysters from nearby Belon, and slightly farther away Cancale. There are periwinkles, whelks, palourdes, two types of gargantuan crabs—their claws reaching angrily for the sky over the carcasses of many lobsters, a tangle of meaty claws—their large bodies surrounded by the smaller ones, beady-eyed prawns and langoustines scattered about like the victims of a bus crash. What’s striking is that everyone in this small café has an identical mountain range of seafood in front of them: the older couple at the table next to you, tiny figures at the next table, silently cracking and slurping their way through an ungodly amount of seafood—they look too feeble for the kind of damage they’re doing, but mais non, the waiters scurry to keep up with the ever-filling discard bowls of empty shells. The elegant-looking woman eating by herself, the large table of Parisians—down for the weekend—they’ve ordered more. Everyone is drinking wine—whites and rosés—and, with incongruous delicacy, smearing local butter on little slices of the thin but dense brown bread before returning to the carnage that ensues when they grab ahold of a lobster tail and yank, with one jerking movement, tail meat from the shell—one brutal movement—or gnash and suck their way through the broken carapace of a spider crab, dripping eggs and back fat onto their hands without care. This, too, is a good place to be. You will be in need of a nap after this. A small hotel by the port, perhaps. Pillows a little too hard, a redundant bolster, and sheets that smell slightly of bleach. The people around you, however, will be going out for dinner.

The morning in Kuching, Borneo: a hangover so bad you don’t and can’t even look anyone in the eye so certain are you that you said or did something truly awful after a night of langkau—the local rice whiskey—and (to the best of your recollection) fucking tequila. (And whose great idea was that, anyway?) You’re oblivious to the view of the river, and the sights and smells of morning, focusing only on the chipped white bowl of steaming laksa coming your way—the promise of relief. The smell hits you first as the waiter deposits it in front of you with a clunk you feel in your pineal gland: a rich, fiery, hearty, spicy steam of fish and coconut gravy. You dig in with chopsticks and spoon, slurp your first mouthful of noodles—a powerful hit of sambal grabbing hold of you, exorcising the Evil. Ensuing mouthfuls bring shrimp, cockles, and fish cake . . . more spicy-sweet gravy . . . more noodles. It burns. It burns so good. You’re sweating now, the poison leaving your pores, brain kick-starting . . . something that might just be hope secreting from somewhere in your shriveled, sun-dried, terribly abused cortex.

It’s another one of those agriturismos. They’re all over Italy, little mom-and-pop joints, for the most part thrown up quickly in farmhouses, private homes, on picnic tables under the trees—serving out of hearths, field kitchens. This one’s in Sardinia, and what’s on your plate is the simplest thing in the world: spaghetti alla bottarga—pasta, tossed quickly with local olive oil (through which a clove of garlic and a hot pepper have briefly been dragged) and the local salt-cured mullet eggs, which are the specialty of the region. There’s no explaining why this is so good. It just . . . is. The salty and frankly fishy flavor of the eggs cuddles up to the more subtle taste of the durum pasta—the tiniest notes of heat from the pepper—and the sharp yet lush tang of freshly pressed extra-virgin olive oil. You wash this down with a sneakily compelling Cannonau—the local red whose rough charms have lately got a serious hold on you. You don’t care about the big Bordeauxs anymore. The high-maintenance Burgundies with their complex personalities. The Baron Rothschild could back his car up to the door, trunk full of monster vintages, he’s drunk and offering them for free—and you would decline. Here? Now? Mopping olive oil and a few errant fish eggs from the bottom of your plate, swilling this young and proudly no-name wine, there is nothing you would rather be drinking.

When you ask the proprietor where the wine comes from, he points to an old man sitting in the corner reading a soccer magazine, a cigarette dangling from his lips.

“It came from him,” he says.

The salarymen are getting boisterous in Shinjuku district, their workaday personalities filed away till tomorrow, rapidly being replaced—with every beer, every reciprocally poured sake—with their real personalities. Drunk—they’re loud, friendly, angry, maudlin, horny. Over yakitori—lovingly grilled bits of artisanal chicken bits—you are particularly well placed to observe Japan’s uniquely kooky national schizophrenia. A man with a headband carefully turns skewers of sizzling poultry over glowing charcoal in a metal trough. Someone gives you another beer—an oversized bottle of Sapporo in an undersized glass. The room is filled with smoke from the dripping chicken fat flaring up on the coals, from many cigarettes. You can barely see the men at the tables, sitting or leaning cross-legged in their stocking feet, some of them slumped over, falling to the side, red-faced and sweating. The thick smoke hanging in the air obscures their upper halves. Now and again, one group or another, sitting by a window, will open it for a few minutes and try to air the place out.

You’re sitting at the counter, the wooden cup in front of you bristling with naked, recently gnawed skewers—a hedgehog display of dead soldiers. You’ve had the soft bone (breast cartilage), knee bone, thigh, chicken meatballs dipped in raw quail egg. There have been many orders of chicken hearts; chicken livers; Kobe beef tongue—little, uniformly sized bits impaled neatly on bamboo and slowly turned until perfectly cooked, salty and slightly redolent of the handmade charcoal, garnished with sea salt—or red pepper. You’ve had many skewers of chicken skin—threaded and wrapped tightly around the slivers of bamboo, then slowly grilled until crispy, chewy, and yet still soft in the center. But now it’s all about ass. You got the last six of them and you’re pretty pleased with yourself about that. That fatty protuberance of rich skin, each one containing fatty nubbins of flavorful, buttery meat divided by a thin layer of cartilage—it’s the single best piece of meat and flesh on the chicken. And, of course, there’s only one of them per animal, so supply is limited. The man fighting a losing battle with verticality across from you, his head teetering on one elbow, then sliding down his forearm from time to time, recovering just before his head bounces off the counter—he’s looking at your chicken asses and he’s angry. You don’t know what he’s griping about to the chef—who’s heard it all before—but you suspect that he’s complaining that the lone gaijin in the room got the last pieces of ass. You buy him a sake.

At the deli on Houston Street, they haul the pastrami steaming out of a giant warmer and slice it thickly by hand. It’s moist and so tender you wonder how the guy gets his knife through without mashing it. He piles the dark pink meat between too-fresh rye bread smeared with the bright yellow mustard indigenous to these parts. Later, at the table, the bread gives way, crumbling beneath the weight and wetness of the pastrami. You push the salty, savory flesh around your plate with a wedge of dill pickle, wash it down with a Dr. Brown’s. The salty, peppery, savory, spicy, and sour are cut just right by the sweetness of the soda.

Fifty miles out of Prague, the halved carcass of a freshly killed hog hangs, still steaming in the cold, from what looks like a child’s swing set. It’s a wet, drizzling morning and your feet are sopping, and you’ve been warming yourself against the chill by huddling around the small fire over which a pot of pig parts boils. The butcher’s family and friends are drinking slivovitz and beer, and though noon is still a few hours off, you’ve had quite a few of both. Someone calls you inside to the tiled workspace, where the butcher has mixed the pig’s blood with cooked onions and spices and crumbs of country bread, and he’s ready to fill the casings. Usually, they slip the casing over a metal tube, turn on the grinding machine, cram in the forcemeat or filling, and the sausages fill like magic. This guy does it differently. He chops everything by hand. A wet mesa of black filling covers his cutting board, barely retaining its shape—yet he grabs the casing in one hand, puts two fingers in one open end, makes the “V” sign, stretching it disturbingly, and reaches with the other—then buries both his hands in the mix. A whirlwind of movement as he squeezes with his right hand, using his palm like a funnel, somehow squirting the bloody, barely containable stuff straight into the opening. He does this again and again with breathtaking speed, mowing his way across the wooden table, like a thresher cutting a row through a cornfield, a long, plump, rapidly growing, glistening, fully filled length of sausage engorging to his left as he moves. It’s a dark, purplish color through the translucent membrane. An assistant pinches off links, pins them with broken bits of wooden skewer. In moments, they are done.

Back in the cold backyard, you’re on your fifth slivovitz when the sausages arrive in a cloud of vapor, straight from the pot. Everybody’s damp and a little drunk; hard country people with rough hands and features for whom a mist of cold rain is apparently no obstacle to a meal. There is goulash, mopped with crusts of bread, and there is blood soup and many sausages. The whole of the pig is very well represented. But it’s the blood sausage that sings—or, more accurately, spurts. You cut into it with your knife and it explodes across the plate like a Hollywood bullet hitting a skull—and again you think of Zola, the greatest of food pornographers, that wonderful scene in the charcuterie, our tragically absurd hero starving in the midst of ridiculous bounty. His in-laws stirring blood and spices for boudin noir, filling their glass display case with enticingly described delights he is unwelcome to try. It smells here like that room must have: blood and onions, paprika and a touch of nutmeg, notes of sweetness, longing . . . and death. The woman at the end of the table with a face like a concrete pylon sees you close your eyes for a second, appreciating, and she smiles.

Six o’clock in the morning is when the pains aux raisins come out, and already the customers are lining up in the dark outside this tiny Parisian boulangerie waiting for the first batch. The baguettes are ready—piping-hot from the brick oven, fabulously, deliberately ugly and uneven in shape, slashed crudely across the top. They’re too hot to eat but you grab one anyway, tearing it open gingerly, then dropping two fingers full of butter inside. It instantly melts into liquid—running into the grooves and inner spaces of white interior. You grab it like a sandwich and bite, teeth making a cracking sound as you crunch through the crust. You haven’t eaten since yesterday’s lunch; your palate is asleep and just not ready for so much sensation. The reaction is violent. It hurts. Butter floods your head, and you think for a second you’re going to black out.

On Fifty-ninth Street, at a fancy Italian joint and fortified with Negronis, you’re ready for a good meal—but you’re not ready for the little cicchetti that arrive unexpectedly at the table: little pillows of sea urchin roe sitting atop tiny slices of toasted bread. Wonderful enough, one would think, but the chef has done something that goes beyond mischievous, possibly into the realm of the unholy: Melting onto each plump orange egg sac is a gossamer-thin shaving of lardo, the lightly cured and herbed pork fat made in marble caverns in the mountains of Tuscany, slowly curling around its prey, soon to dissolve. You hurry to put it in your mouth, knowing it’s surely a sin against God—and are all the happier for it. It’s too much. Way too much. Beyond rich . . . beyond briny-sweet. Beyond decency. You call the waiter over and ask for more.

The prawn comes from particularly deep waters, you are told by the man tending the coals. Special waters. He makes the charcoal himself—two different mixes. The grills are of his own design as well—gleaming, spotlessly clean metal squares, each raised and lowered to specifically selected heights by the turn of a wheel. He puts almost nothing on what he cooks. Sea salt. A spritz of Spanish olive oil from a pump bottle. He’s smiling as he places the prawn in front of you and you eat the tail first, stripping away the shell and taking it in two bites. But then comes the head, twisted free and waiting for you. You raise it to your mouth and suck out the soup of hot brains, squeezing it like a toothpaste tube. Silence for a moment, then, from outside, you hear the sheep bleating faintly in the hills. The man smiles, pleased you’ve properly appreciated his prawn. He has something else. He removes another small pile of burning coals from one of the wood-burning ovens and places it beneath one of his jury-rigged grills, lowers the grid all the way, fans the embers. He produces another device of his own making—a sauté pan that looks more like a strainer than any known cooking vessel—sprays it lightly with oil. He heats it for a few seconds over the glowing coal, then quickly—quickly, but delicately—drops in a handful of tiny, translucent baby eels, sprinkles them with a few granules of salt while he makes them leap once, twice in the pan. In seconds, they are off the fire and into a bowl. They are, you fully appreciate (at this time of year, anyway), the rarest of the rare of God’s edible creatures. Each linguine-thin eel has swum here all the way from the Sargasso Sea, upriver into northern Spain—to be caught live. The man has killed them only minutes ago, poisoning them with tobacco. During the two or three weeks you can get them (in the unlikely event you can get them at all), they sell for upwards of a thousand dollars a kilo. They are barely cooked. They don’t need to be—they shouldn’t be cooked more. Twirled on a fork and lifted to the mouth, they whisper secrets. This, you tell yourself, is a flavor one shouldn’t speak of.

Sichuan hot pot is where you find out some very dark things about yourself. You look around at the others in the crowded, painfully bright dining room in Chengdu, wiping the backs of their necks with cold napkins, their faces red and contorted with pain. Some of them hold their stomachs. But they plow on, as you do, dipping chopsticks loaded with organ meats, fish balls, and vegetables into the giant woks of dark, sinister-looking oil. It’s like that Victorian brothel in London you’ve read about, the one that had a spanking machine—could paddle forty customers at a time. There’s that kind of consensual perversion going on here. As if we are, all of us—though strangers to one another—bound by an awful compulsion we share. The liquid boils and bubbles like witch’s brew, opaque, reddish-brown distillate of the mind-blowingly excessive amounts of dried Sichuan chilies bobbing and roiling up throughout. The oil is cooking down, reducing by the minute and growing yet more powerful. You drag a hunk of tripe through the oil; it disappears below the surface, where it shrinks, then hardens like an aroused nipple; and then you remove it from the hellbroth and into your mouth. The heat from the dried peppers nearly lifts your head off—but there is something else. Tiny black flower peppers, floating discreetly alongside their more aggressive cousins, have an eerie numbing effect, first on your tongue—and then your entire head. There’s the by now familiar floral dimension: You smell it everywhere in this part of China—it’s in the air . . . But now it comes on strong, comes to the rescue; like an ice cube applied to abused flesh, it counteracts the pain and burn of way more hot pepper than any man can or should reasonably bear. Sweating through your shirt, resisting the urge to double over in pain, you begin to understand.

Pain—followed by relief.



Burn, followed by a pleasing, anesthetizing numbness. It’s like being spanked and licked at the same time. You were, after many years on this planet and what you thought had been a full and rich life, pretty sure you didn’t go for such things. The film 9½ Weeks left you unmoved. At no point in your youthful misadventures would the offer of even playful discomfort have appealed—even if the person offering was a German supermodel in assless latex chaps.

Pain, you were pretty sure, was always bad.

Pleasure was good.

Until now, that is. When everything started to get confused.







Invasion of the Walking Glands

An unpublished short story that Tony wrote for his English class in 1971.
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Salty Horse

An excerpt from Tony’s Hungry Ghosts, issue number 2, written with Joel Rose and illustrated by Leonardo Manco, published by Dark Horse in 2018.
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How to Drink Vodka

An excerpt from A Cook’s Tour: In Search of the Perfect Meal, originally published by Bloomsbury in 2001.

I ate my way around Saint Petersburg for a week, with Zamir, Alexej, and Igor coming along. Alexej had loosened up considerably around me. One night, he invited me back to his flat, where his wife had made blintzes. It was in an uninviting-looking workers’ block, with thick graffitied concrete walls, and dark hallways. But behind the multiple door locks, Alexej lived like a New York City nightclub owner: raised carpeted floors, recessed lighting, an enormous bathroom with hot tub, Jacuzzi, and full sauna, a wet bar, home recording studio, wide-screen TV, and entertainment center. My Russian driver lived far better than I do! I was introduced to his lovely wife, and his young son, who, along with his father, treated me to some Stevie Ray Vaughn covers on a brand-new drum kit and Stratocaster guitar.

On another night, we ate braised reindeer in juniper at the Podvorye restaurant, a steeply gabled log structure on the outskirts of Pushkin Park, where Catherine the Great’s gaudy summer palace still stands. Gaping at the gigantic gold and pastel-colored behemoth set in a wooded estate and surrounded by the stately former homes of nobles and retainers, one could easily understand the rage of the peasantry in pre-Revolution days. The palace must have been a grotesque affront to a largely starving, uneducated, downtrodden peasantry, people who were struggling even for bread. Looking at this gorgeous Italian-designed abomination, where maybe ten people and their servants lived, one could understand the blind exultation they must have felt when the Romanovs were brought down.



At Podvorye, while a Georgian folk band played, Zamir showed me, step by step, how to drink vodka while we waited for our reindeer to be served. First, if at all possible, make sure you have food present. Even a simple crust of bread will do. We had an enticing selection of traditional appetizers in front of us: pickled garlic, cucumbers, mushrooms, some smoked eel, a little sturgeon, some salted salmon roe, and a loaf of heavy country bread.

Step one, demonstrated Zamir, is the toast. To others present, to your parents, to your country—anything will do. Hold a full shot of vodka in one hand and food—bread is easiest—in the other hand. Exhale. Inhale slowly. Knock back your entire shot in one gulp, immediately inverting your glass over the table to allow the microscopic last drop to fall out, proving you’re not a wuss or a reactionary revanchist Trotskyite provocateur.

Then take a bite of food. If you don’t have any food, a long, lingering sniff of your wrist or cuff will do. (I know it sounds strange but trust me.) Repeat the procedure up to three times every twenty minutes throughout the drinking period. This is about as fast as your system can absorb all that alcohol. If you follow this regimen carefully, you can and will retain a state of verticality throughout the entire meal and into the post-meal drinking.

In all likelihood, you will make it away from the table without disgracing yourself. You will probably make it home without help. After that, however, you’re on your own. Remember: They’re professionals at this in Russia, so no matter how many Jell-O shots or Jäger shooters you might have downed at college mixers, no matter how good a drinker you might think you are, don’t forget that the Russians—any Russian—can drink you under the table.

Be prepared, by the way, no matter how bad you might feel when you wake up, to do it again—with breakfast.

Zamir and I finished our reindeer (which tasted like slightly gamier venison) and strolled outside in the knee-deep snow. Near the restaurant, an area had been cleared and iced for skating. Kids played around a straw figure representing winter; it would be burned in effigy that night at the Farewell to Winter festivities. Families with children and toboggans and sleds slogged in heavy overcoats and fur hats from nearby homes, looking cheerful and excited, red-faced in the cold.

“I should put reindeer on our Christmas menu,” I mused out loud. “Can you picture it? All those crying kids, wondering if that’s a chunk of Rudolph or Blitzen lying on their plate?”

“I take it you don’t have children,” observed Zamir.

We ate piroshki in town, at a Russian fast-food joint. Adorable-looking women in white-peaked caps and spotless red-and-white uniforms with low décolletage dished up pastries filled with meat, fish, cabbage, and sausages. Put out of your mind, by the way, any idea that Russian women are all wide-bodied babushkas with faces like potatoes. They’re not. I’d never seen so many tall, beautiful, well-dressed women in one place in my life. That they seem about as soft and cuddly as a fistful of quarters is beside the point—they’re gorgeous. At a blintz place, My Mother-in-Law’s Blintzes, more creamy-white-breasted girls behind a spotless counter efficiently prepared and served made-to-order crepes wrapped around various sweet and savory fillings.

We ate ukha, a clear fish soup, and wood-roasted trout on Krestovsky Island, a two-story structure by a frozen pond. The cooks were out back, dressed in paratrooper camos in the snow, feeding fish into wood-burning ovens in a windblown lean-to. We drank tequila in a cellar bar filled with Russian kids, a band playing phonetic English versions of ska, country-western, and blues standards. I bought the obligatory fur hat, then went ice fishing on the frozen Neva River with my two companions, factory workers, who came a few times a week to get away from their families. When I saw their catch—tiny whitebait-sized fish, which they said they gave to their cats—I got the idea that these guys weren’t there to catch the big one. When one of them cracked open a lunch box at eight o’clock in the morning and offered me a slug of vodka, I got the full picture.

“Zamir,” I said, “you’ve been dunking me in frozen lakes, involving me in reindeer killing, poisoning me with vodka. Let’s go someplace nice and eat some high-end stuff. Some fish eggs. Let’s dress up and go out for one last blowout.”



That night, we trudged through the snow and a vicious wind on Vasilevsky Island (Saint Petersburg is made up of about 120 islands). It was dark and extremely cold.

Zamir and I stepped into the Russkaya restaurant, a cavernous but cozy, rustically elegant space with wide wood floorboards, a plain plaster interior, dramatic ceilings, and a big brick-and-mortar oven in the dining room. A relaxed flathead in a tight jacket sat by the coat check, providing security, a suspicious-looking bulge under his left shoulder. We were greeted right away by a friendly host, who helped us peel off our layers and then showed us to two large glass jars of homemade vodka and another jar of cloudy greenish liquid.

“Homemade mustard seed and horseradish vodka,” I was informed. The greenish liquid was “cucumber juice,” essentially pickle brine. The idea was to down a shot of the spicy, throat-burning vodka, then chase it immediately with a glass of brine. Sounds pretty loathsome, right? And either element alone would indeed have been troublesome. But in correct order, the searing neutral spirits followed by cooling and oddly mellowing brine was delicious, sort of like my earlier experience at the banya: sweating and burning, followed by dunking and freezing. Together, somehow, it works.

We sat down and had a few more of these “one-two punch” concoctions and some bread. Our waitress, a cute but unusually assertive young woman, seemed to materialize regularly with more of the stuff. “Don’t vorry,” she said, “I am strong. If you get drunk, I can carry you home.” She was fairly petite, but I believed her.

Now, I famously hate salad bars. I don’t like buffets (unless I’m standing on the serving side: Buffets are like free money for cost-conscious chefs). When I see food sitting out, exposed to the elements, I see food dying. I see a big open petri dish that every passing serial sneezer can feel free to drool on and fondle with spittle-flecked fingers. I see food not held at ideal temperature, food rotated (or not) by person or persons unknown, left to fester in the open air unprotected from the passing fancies of the general public. Those New York delis with the giant salad bars where all the health-conscious office workers go for their light, sensible lunches? You’re eating more bacteria than the guy standing outside eating mystery meat on a stick. I remember my own words when designing buffets at a large club: “Fill ’em up on free salads and bread, so they go light on the shrimp.”

Russkaya’s first-course salad bar, however, was not bad. It helped that the restaurant was empty, and the food looked fresh. A long white table was covered with goodies: pashket (a liver pâté), grechnevaya kasha (buckwheat groats with mushrooms and onions), pickled beets, smoked fish, pickled herring, potato salad, potato latkes, and shaved paper-thin slices of chilled, uncooked pork fat. It was the perfect accompaniment to the early stages of what I was beginning to understand would be a marathon vodka-drinking session. A full bottle of Russian Standard had already hit our table when Zamir and I returned from the buffet, and our waitress, watching us like a severe schoolmarm, seemed hell-bent on seeing us both carried out on stretchers.

Two huge plates loaded with osetra caviar and the traditional garnishes arrived at our table. We eyed the big mound of gray-black fish eggs, lemon wedges, separated hard-cooked egg yolks and whites, finely chopped onion, sour cream and chives, and a warm stack of fluffy, perfectly cooked buckwheat blinis. Then I dug in, not messing about with garnishes, shoveling about half an ounce into my mouth in one bite. The blinis were perfect, the little eggs bursting between my teeth.

“She says there is a problem with our table,” said Zamir, our waitress standing at his shoulder with a grave expression on her face. “Our waitress says we are not drinking enough vodka. She is concerned.”

I searched my waitress’s face, trying to find a hint of a smile. Was she kidding? I didn’t know.

Try to imagine this happening in an American restaurant or bar. Your waiter comes to your table and says he doesn’t think you are consuming enough booze, that you need more alcohol, and you need to consume it quickly. Our highways would be demolition derbies of colliding muscle cars overloaded with drunken frat boys, senseless Yuppies, and out-of-control secretaries stoked on spritzers and woo-woos. In Russia, though, this is apparently normal. At the time of their deaths, three out of five Russian men, I am told, are found to have a blood-alcohol level exceeding what one needs to qualify for a DWI. That doesn’t mean the booze killed them, just that the majority of Russian men happen to be drunk when they die. Hundreds, if not thousands, do die every year directly from the effects of drinking cheap rotgut—bathtub brews sold as vodka but more like lighter fluid or paint remover. I shudder to think what the threshold for “intoxicated” is if pulled over by a cop in Russia. I’m guessing about fifty rubles.

After we’d knocked off maybe four ounces of caviar and a half bottle of vodka, our entrée arrived, a whole roasted sterlet. Already smashed, Zamir and I were not off the hook. Even though we were well past the “I love you, man” stage, exchanging slurred toasts every few minutes, our waitress returned to our table to admonish us.

“You will both be considered traitors to your countries and your people if you do not drink more!”

When we finally staggered out into the street, it was snowing hard, the wind howling off the river, a half bottle of Russian Standard sloshing around in our stuffed bellies. Zamir and I exchanged loud expressions of friendship and devotion, our coats flapping open in the frigid wind.






The Purpose of the Hamburger Bun

An excerpt from Tony’s last cookbook, Appetites, published by Ecco in 2016.

Brioches are very nice.

For breakfast.

Do not think for a second that a brioche roll is a good idea for a hamburger. The brioche is a French innovation. The French, however vital to all things culinary, have no cultural understanding of—or historic sympathies for—the American hamburger.

The purpose of the hamburger bun is to support and enhance the meat. Hamburger meat is, by definition, supposed to be fatty. A certain amount of grease is desirable. The bun is supposed to counteract the runoff and absorb it. It is supposed to last, in direct proportion to the amount of meat left, until the last bite.

Brioches are greasy. They add grease. They also crumble and break apart in the hand as the burger reaches its butt end. It is not a reliable partner or friend. The potato bun, however, is the perfect delivery system for a fatty patty (or patties). It should be soft, pillowy, reliable, and decidedly proletarian.

Like sushi—another perfect food—a hamburger should be austere, seemingly uncomplicated, yet prepared with pride and precision.

One must continue to ask oneself, as if arranging flowers in the Japanese manner, “Is this necessary?,” stripping away that which does not serve the meat. The meat is the star.

Does one need a tomato slice? Does it really add anything? Here, a cost-benefit analysis is required. The tomato may be in season, and at its height of deliciousness, but will including it in the delicately constructed hamburger be worth the possible damage to its structure and “eatability”?

Cheddar or processed American food? One must ask oneself constantly what one is willing to sacrifice for presumed “quality.” American cheese, clearly, is texturally and structurally superior as a binding agent—and has the added force of tradition on its side.

Lettuce? I’m not a fan. I’ll have my salad on the side. But I understand the desire for crunch. If you’re putting mesclun or baby arugula on your burger, though, Guantánamo Bay would not be an unreasonable punishment. Use finely shredded iceberg. Or maybe romaine. Period.

Onions add something to the party, but they must be thinly sliced. Paper thin. And fresh, please. Caramelized? No. Not a fan. Burgers should not be sweet. Any sweetness in a burger should come from the ketchup alone.

Speaking of which: Do not put “house-made chutney” on my hamburger. Please. Let ketchup do its job. And don’t make “house-made ketchup” either. Why would you do that? If it’s not broken, as they say, why the fuck would you fix it? Is your ketchup really better than the stuff that’s been our trusty condiment companion for decades? A waiter asks me if I’d like some “house-made” ketchup and I tense up, anticipating further blows: Will Mumford and Sons suddenly emerge from the kitchen and begin playing tableside?

Mayonnaise? Maybe, if applied judiciously. You don’t want that burger shooting out from between the buns and landing on your genitals. It’s a tough call. How much do you really like mayonnaise? A cost/benefit analysis is called for here.

Bacon? By all means. But as with anything you put on a burger, serious attention must be paid to thickness, doneness, and cut, which is to say, use a standard-issue thin slice of bacon, and cook it to well-done. And don’t overload your burger with it. You can, as it turns out, have too much bacon.







Fugu Fish in Tokyo

An excerpt from A Cook’s Tour: In Search of the Perfect Meal, originally published by Bloomsbury in 2001.

Fugu. The deadly puffer fish of legend. It’s a delicacy. It’s expensive. You must be licensed by the state—after a long and comprehensive course of training and examination—to prepare and serve it. It can kill you. And every year in Japan, it does kill a score or so of its devotees, who are poisoned by the potentially deadly nerve toxins in its liver. First comes a feeling of numbness around the lips, a numbness that rapidly spreads through the central nervous system, paralyzing the extremities. Quickly followed by death.

Sounds cool, right? If I’d had a top ten list of things I absolutely had to try while in Tokyo, fugu would have been right near the top. I had high hopes. I was ready. I wanted the exhilaration of a near-death experience. I’d scheduled my whole trip around fugu season. As I understood it—from careful study of barroom speculation and an episode of The Simpsons—a fugu meal was a game of chicken with all those delicious, if potentially fatal, toxins. There had to be a psychoactive, or at least a physical dimension, to the fugu experience, maybe just enough of the liver in each portion to give you a momentary peek into the void, maybe a sharp but pleasant sensation in the belly after eating, an artificial sense of well-being, a slight MDA-like high as traces of nerve toxin flirted with heart muscles and synapses.

I chose the Nibiki restaurant, run by chef/owner Kichiro Yoshida. Mr. Yoshida’s father was the first licensed fugu chef in Japan. Nibiki has been operated by the Yoshida family for eighty years without incident or fatality. You get one shot at running a fugu restaurant. One strike and you’re out. Nibiki is a homey-looking little place with a large plastic puffer fish hanging over the door, an open kitchen with counter, and a raised dining area with tables and cushions.

Mr. Yoshida welcomed me into his kitchen and gave me the short course in fugu. A large example of the fabled fish lay on a spotless white cutting board, looking similar to monkfish with its scaleless, slimy, and knife-resistant skin. The anatomy was similar to monkfish, as well: a center spine, no pin bones, skin that had to be peeled off, and two meaty tenderloin-shaped fillets on each fish. Yoshida-san quickly zipped off the skin and began carving away some dark bits. A small metal waste container with a hinged lid and padlock stood next to the cutting board. The chef removed a key from a chain and gravely unlocked it. The toxic parts—every toxic part—of the fugu, he explained, must, by law, be disposed of like medical waste, segregated and secure at all times. He trimmed away any remaining skin, a few parts around the gills, some tiny, innocuous-looking dark spots on the flesh, then soaked the clean white meat repeatedly in cold water. The liver, I have to say, was lovely: creamy café au lait–colored, engorged-looking, with a foie-gras consistency. It looked appetizing, like monkfish liver. “Do you eat any of the liver?” I asked hopefully. “No,” said Mr. Yoshida. Many are tempted, he explained. Most of the fatalities from fugu, he assured me, occurred among fishermen and fishmongers who were unable to resist the tasty-looking livers—and whatever holistic, restorative powers they might believe the deadly but attractive organ to have. According to Mr. Yoshida, the problem is that there’s no way to tell how much toxin occurs in any particular fish. A big fugu with a large, plump liver might have relatively little toxin in its liver. Take a nibble or prepare a nabe (broth in a pot) with a tiny bit, and you might well be fine. Conversely, a small fish’s liver might well be overloaded with toxin; take one lick and you keel over stone-dead. A daredevil fugu fan might become emboldened by the occasional nip of liver, only to take one toxin-heavy bite of another one and check out for good.

As the chef carefully cleaned and washed the fish again and again, I began to get the idea that I would not be risking my life at all. I sat down to a very nice, very fresh meal. There was a tray of fanned-out slices of fugu sashimi, arranged in a chrysanthemum pattern, with a garnish of scallion sticks and a dipping sauce. The flavor was subtle, bordering on bland. It needed the sauce and scallions. A nabe of fugu arrived next, served in a hot pot on a tableside burner—also excellent, but hardly the white-knuckle experience I’d hoped for. A batter-fried fugu dish was next, indistinguishable from a deep-fried fish fillet at any of a thousand New England seaside seafood barns. Had I not been expecting a brain-bending, lip-numbing, look-the-devil-in-the-face dining adventure, I would have been thrilled with the meal. That it was only excellent was not enough. I had gotten it wrong. Maybe next time, I’ll hook up with those fishermen. They sound like party animals.
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