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Advance praise for

BACK OF THE HOUSE

“Forgive the unappetizing metaphor, but Scott Haas is a fly on the wall at Craigie on Main. He sees all, hears all, tells all. Did the wonderful chef Tony Maws know he revealed so much?”

—Alan Richman, GQ Food and Wine Critic

“Haas is that rare breed of writer: part investigative reporter, part father confessor, wrapped up in the poetry of culinary genius and served with a twist of humor.”

—Amanda Foreman, author of A World on Fire and Georgiana

“Scott Haas provides an insider’s perspective that truly takes you into the belly of the restaurant-industry beast.”

—Drew Nieporent, restaurateur (Tribeca Grill, Nobu, Corton)

“Reading Back of the House is like reading my own autobiography about my life in the kitchen. Scott brings out an uncensored, unbiased reality to the restaurant industry. Every young cook should sink their teeth into it.”

—Marc Vetri, chef and restaurant owner

“I look to Scott for digging deep to uncover what really motivates and inspires us. He is one of those rare food writers who brings an intelligence and understanding from beyond the kitchen to his culinary reporting.”

—Daniel Boulud, chef and owner of award-winning restaurants

“I have been waiting to read Scott Haas’s next book as his insights about restaurant kitchens are always informative as well as entertaining. His views on chefs surprise and delight.”

—Thomas Keller, chef and restaurateur
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UNLIKE MOST OF THEIR COLLEAGUES IN OTHER CITIES, TOWNS, AND VILLAGES throughout the world, the chefs of Boston and Cambridge, inspired in part by the great Spanish chef Ferran Adrià, are more celebrated for creativity than their devotion to or refinement of a specific cuisine, and Tony Maws, at Craigie on Main, is the most imaginative of them all. When the restaurant first opened in West Cambridge, the name had been Craigie Street Bistrot (Tony had insisted on what he viewed as the French spelling), and although it was within walking distance from my home, I had never eaten there.

The restaurant had been located in the basement of an apartment building in a posh neighborhood of West Cambridge, with views from its tables of shrubs and car bumpers, and it was unlike bistros in France, which typically serve moderately priced and simple, classic dishes.

Craigie Street Bistrot had a clientele with extremely deep pockets and served long, expensive dinners. Too rich for my blood, I thought; and, why would I eat in a basement?

The establishment also seemed to be limited by an ever-changing daily menu, posted outside its entrance, that when I read it, which I often did when walking my dogs, suggested a lack of focus and an inability to use a few ingredients to create flavor. I could not see a culinary tradition that might provide structure to what was being served.

The critics, local and national, however, were unvarying in their praise for Tony’s inventiveness and appreciation of both the food and financial markets. He shopped locally and altered his menu based on what he found from farmers and purveyors. Although he refused to carry any American wines—all his wines are still from Europe, predominantly France—his food was inspired by the New England region, by what was available locally.

I was intrigued when the restaurant relocated to Main Street in Central Square. The neighborhood is one of Cambridge’s liveliest. Increasingly, it combines the city’s tradition of political radicalism with very cool, crazy-hip restaurants, cafés, and bars. Across the street from the new Craigie you find a Pentecostal church, a cookie factory, and a fire station. Down the street is a huge public housing project. Around the corner: another Pentecostal church and a Puerto Rican restaurant called Izzy’s. Young and old, white folks and people of color, student and suburban, local and foreign, straight and gay and transgender can mingle without being hassled. It is a vibe I embrace. So I stopped in one night with my wife.

The restaurant was at street level; had a full bar, compared to just wine and beer at the old place; and, with its big, open kitchen and capacious dining room, seemed to be an effort to shift gears and be part of a happening area rather than exclusive. I figured that the food cooked and served at the new Craigie might reflect its setting, that the strain of purely upscale dining would be lessened. Open to the influences of passersby, no longer on a street of mansions, as the old Craigie had been, the new restaurant might be just the sort of place where people could stop by and eat good food without pretense or fuss. I was curious, too: After all these years that I had been avoiding it, what was Tony Maws cooking at Craigie? It was one thing to read about it. How did his food taste?

“I can’t eat anything here,” I said to Laura after looking over the menu that had been handed us by the amiable waiter. “I don’t recognize half the food that’s here, and what is familiar seems goofy.”

My wife suggested I have a salad, but I wondered if it might not be better to have drinks, go home, order a pizza, and watch a rental.

Something resembling a discussion followed, and then, just as I shifted in my seat and got up to leave, Tony stopped by to say hello. We had not met before, but I had interviewed him by phone for a piece I had done for Gastronomica on sous vide cooking. He had seen my name on the night’s guest list. I had been impressed during our phone interview by his wit, knowledge, intelligence, and honesty.

“Hey, how’s it going?” he said.

We shook hands. He has small, delicate hands.

“Good, good, great,” I said.

“Decided?” he asked.

“I’m having the oysters and then the swordfish,” said Laura, with a barely noticeable so-there glance in my direction.

“Excellent choices,” said Tony. He took her menu and cocked his head to look at me with a grin.

“Ah, I don’t know,” I said. “Pig’s tails?”

“Got to have the tails,” said Tony. “And for your main course?”

It was early in the restaurant’s evolution, only a few months since its move to Central Square, and there were no burgers or pasta on the menu yet. The menu seemed to be a hodgepodge of surefire hits like beef and weird courses like a ragu of pork hearts and uni. Tony did not seem sure of what he wanted the new place to be. This indecision was reflected by what was on the page, I felt, and being there was unlike being in a good Italian, French, Chinese, or Japanese restaurant where the personality or character of the chef, how he or she felt and thought, mattered far less or not at all in comparison to what was on the plate. The menu here seemed more ego-driven than many places where I had dined, but unlike the egoistic restaurants of Keller, Boulud, Ripert, Pasternack, Batali, or Carmellini, here I saw a lack of focus and a cry for help.

“Why don’t you decide?” I said pleasantly, handing the menu back to him.

Tony took the menus, smiled broadly, and bounded back to the kitchen.

“This is ridiculous,” I said to Laura. “This place is ridiculous.”

We were seated in the bar area, which had filled up with happy, healthy-looking people, well dressed, drinking cocktails, untroubled by what I believed to be a troublesome menu. By their relaxed postures and the spontaneity of the thundering laughter, it was evident that I was the problem here.

“You need to relax,” said Laura, taking my hand, pretending as usual to be unaware of the gravity with which I regard food and dining.

“I am relaxed,” I said. “This is relaxed.”

I thought about it: Why be incurious?

Laura was right, of course, as usual. I needed to absorb what was happening rather than distance myself from it by being analytical, which was a feature of my day job. I have worked as a clinical psychologist, chiefly in communities of color and locked, inpatient units of mental hospitals, for decades. Besides, what was there to analyze? I had not eaten anything!

I have to admit that I don’t like people to cook for me. I don’t like most restaurants; they usually seem fussy and overpriced and, like most artists, 95 percent of chefs are not good at creating memorable experiences. Dining out seems to me to be a colossal waste of time and money, unless it’s done right, a righteous distraction from more pressing needs.

Which is why, when I meet a great chef, it is transcendent. Many others feel that way, too, of course: Great food for the very lucky is the new privilege, almost a religious prerogative, a way to position ourselves in relationship to nature.

As I started to unwind, the first course arrived.

“Ah,” I said.

The tails.

The tails came on an egg-shaped plate in a thick, dark sauce topped with little ringlets of fried onions, and to say that they were delicious does not do them justice. I am sure that the same effect could have been achieved with oxtails, but I respected the chef for wanting to put his stamp on the food. They were extraordinary.

Raw oysters, swordfish, and striped bass: Each had a depth of surprising flavor, unanticipated due to an inability to place the dishes in a geography or a style. Not European, Asian, South American, or North American per se, not presented with some recognizable plating, just flat-out terrific.

When the evening wound down, I thought of Lupa, on Thompson Street in the West Village: gutsy flavors, and here at Craigie unencumbered by the need to conform to a rigid set of traditions or guidelines that apply to Italian cooking and are even mandated in some instances by the European Union.

“Wow,” I said to my wife.

“See?” Laura said.

What struck me that night, and on subsequent visits, was the freedom of the cooking. Principled food, driven by technique and informed by a global pantry; I saw in Tony’s dishes a kind of personal statement that relied on strains of the world’s flavors but did not muddy them or try to dazzle.

Tony had been to Asia once to cook for a week at an event in Singapore. Twenty years ago, he had been to Italy for a total of seven days, traveling by train from the northwest border with France down to the heel. He had traveled to London and Paris (multiple times), Mexico (three times), and Spain (four times). During his adolescence and twenties, he had once visited Morocco, Belgium, Ireland, Switzerland, the Netherlands, Greece, and Israel. His direct experience with French gastronomy came solely from living with a family more than two decades ago for two weeks in Champagne, working for six months in a restaurant near Lyon, and cooking with a French chef who had moved to San Francisco. He did not have a culinary tradition. Rather what Tony cooked was, gloriously, Mawsian.

The best restaurants are, in addition to the food being cooked and served, the ones in which the chef tells you his or her story. The emotions that inspire their cooking are felt in the dining room and on the plate, and it was obvious to me that night that Tony’s story was unique.

While the story of each restaurant varies, there are three common ones:

First, there is the restaurant where the chef tries to re-create the joy and sensuality of a childhood kitchen. Safe, warm, fun, spontaneous, and nurturing, these restaurants—Daniel and Jean-Georges are good examples—convey the love of a childhood spent with mothers and grannies while the men were outside working in the fields or conducting business. These restaurants are about pleasure and sexuality.

Second, there is the restaurant that conveys the child’s fantasy—The French Laundry, Robuchon, The Inn at Little Washington, and Le Bernardin come to mind—of rooms where finesse, anticipatory service, and calm define the experience. Here the chef tries to create the type of kitchen he wished he had known as a child. It is an idealized view that has little to do with the reality of the chef’s upbringing.

Finally, there is the restaurant that is extremely personal, such as Momofuku Ko or Craigie on Main. At these idiosyncratic places, the food and presentation are usually unfamiliar to customers. Unless you tell the kitchen you have an allergy to what is served on the tasting menus, the chef expects you to trust him, eat what is on your plate, and love the food. If you do not like it, go somewhere else. The defiance of early failure—letting down their families—is evident in this third type of restaurant.

At Craigie on Main, the food has no definable roots in a recognizable cuisine, nor in techniques, flavors, or ingredients specific to a region or tradition. This is cooking with refinement, but without many rules. It is an ironic reversal of what customers experience in most high-end restaurants, which is why Chef Maws’s story is so compelling. The food is him.

“My food, my way of doing things, my menus,” Tony would tell me later.

The danger here is goofy cuisine, which is an extension of fusion cuisine, in which lots of ingredients from all over the world are piled onto a plate. Tony’s food required restraint. If you do not know when to stop, you should not attempt his type of cooking. Better to learn to make a good tomato sauce, where there is a clear beginning, middle, and end. With Tony’s cooking, he stopped when he achieved what he believed to be just the right taste.

What sets Tony apart, along with the few others like him, is his unwillingness to compromise on his creativity to conform to the paternalistic tradition of a specific cuisine. Like David Chang, another chef from the upper middle class with an extremely complicated relationship with his dad, Tony refused to cook a certain way because the rules of a culinary tradition demanded it. These men do not want to cook the food of their fathers.

It takes enormous nerve to cook with creativity, lead teams, and satisfy the hunger of strangers. As a result, chefs suffer terrible doubts about themselves and their work. I am at once drawn to chefs’ spellbinding mix of nerve and despair and moved by the sacrifices they make to take care of others. That predicament—feeling powerful and yet dependent on others for validation—makes them artists: creative, no matter what, but in need of an audience. The bad-boy mentality, being outlaws, the histrionic nature of their work? These are also very appealing to me.

Chefs are ecstatic when a night of service goes well, and devastated and humiliated when things have gone wrong. Their highs and lows are extreme. The restaurant slang for falling behind and risking failure says it all: in the weeds. Feeling lost, adrift, unable to reach solid ground, overwhelmed, but somehow embracing the struggle to restore order.

The men and women who choose to be chefs have transformed self-doubt into consistent hard work, dedication to service, and creativity. Chefs are the opposite of the mentally ill whose passivity and repetition of past failures dooms their relationships, productivity, and sense of well-being. Still, I see the roots of what drives chefs and where the restlessness lies in them. I am drawn to the turmoil of chefs and their narrative of feeling incomplete. They work hard to feel better about themselves, obviously, and when they succeed in that endeavor, they feel pride and satisfaction for a while.

I feel protective of them, and I admire their resilience.

WHAT FOLLOWS IS THE TRUEST ACCOUNT OF WHAT HAPPENED WITH TONY Maws after spending a year and a half in his restaurant to find out what motivates him and how he leads those in the back of the house and throughout the restaurant.


I.
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NOT HIS FATHER’S FOOD
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We’ll Head Them Off at the Pass

FOR FUCK’S SAKE!” SAID TONY.

Creative acts begin with anxiety. Scared or uneasy? Build a fire, write a ghost story like The Shining, compose a song like Coltrane’s “Alabama,” cook a nine-course meal to show love. One difference between the artist or performer and a person who suffers from anxiety and is disabled by it is that the creative individual manages more routinely to use the worrying to inspire action.

I was thinking about anxiety and creativity as I watched Tony at the pass where the food is looked over, and corrected if necessary, before being brought to tables by servers. It was my first night of observation.

I had e-mailed Tony a few weeks after my first visit to see if we could meet up in the restaurant. I asked him if I could shadow him and learn what inspired his remarkably personal culinary approach, and then in thirty minutes, with a handshake, he had agreed to let me in. I was stunned by the speed of his trust and confidence. He applied no rules or conditions to my visits or my writing: I could come and go as I liked, talk to whomever I liked, and he did not demand or ask to see what I had written until after it was published. That philosophy or outlook applied to his style of cooking: Spontaneous, sure of himself, implicitly asking the person he trusted to believe in him and show him comparable respect.

As the chef-proprietor of Craigie on Main, widely regarded by national critics as one of the country’s best restaurants, Tony stood at the pass of his open kitchen looking like a bundle of energy, a vortex.

“Ordering eight tastings! Five three-way porks! Two hiramasa! One pig’s head!” he said.

Cooks recited back: “Ordering eight tastings! Five three-way porks! Two hiramasa! One pig’s head!”

The ticker tape of fresh orders, known as tickets, came in. Tony glanced down.

“For fuck’s sake,” he said.

His face glowered. He looked as if he had been called a bad name. He was still as a statue, seething.

He was looking at a fifth order for a burger, medium rare. Tony did not become a chef in order to fry burgers. When he opened Craigie on Main, he knew he would have to have a bar menu, so he created the burger. Like many upscale restaurants, from the lounge at Daniel to the bar at Harvest in Harvard Square, chefs cater to people on the go, dining solo, or eager to eat good food without fuss.

As he explained the basics of what it took to make the burger, Drew Romanos, one of his three general managers, came closer to coax him into whispered, confidential communication. Drew was tall, lean, and so graceful in his movements that he inspired calm in those around him. Tony leaned in and Drew spoke into his ear.

“Chef, VIP four-top, any suggestions on what to send out?”

Tony looked at the guest list for the evening. Each name had to its right a brief description of the occasion being marked in the restaurant or some notes about preferences, such as: Hyun: Daughter’s birthday. Duerler: Wedding anniversary. Horton: Comes in weekly, no pork. Goldman: With State Department.

“Look at this,” Tony said. “People used to go to L’Espalier for special occasions. Now they’re coming here!”

Craigie on Main was more expensive than L’Espalier, one of Boston’s top restaurants, described on its website as serving “New England–French” food: The average tab for two at Craigie was well over $200 ($63 per person for three courses, exclusive of tax, cocktails, wine, and tip) and could easily be as much as $350 or more if the customers ordered tasting menus ($115 per person for eight courses; $95 for six courses, exclusive of tax, cocktails, wine, and tip)—but it was informal and inviting. High-end dining without the formality, with a waitstaff in jeans, aprons, and black shirts. Wooden floors, simple flatware. With the restaurant’s low-key atmosphere, the food was the emphasis.

Which is why Tony was disappointed about the burger and decided that, as of Tuesday, he would serve them only in the bar. “No more burgers in the main dining room!”

It would be a challenge to move burgers into the bar only. Especially following the burger’s debut on the cover of Bon Appetit in September 2010, customers were coming for the sole purpose of having a Craigie on Main burger.

“We can move the guests to the bar area if they insist on having the burger,” he said. “It may be a problem at first.”

“Chef?” said Drew.

Drew’s bushy eyebrows went up and down. He had been waiting for Tony to tell him what to send out as a comped or free dish to the VIP customers.

“Send them a terrine,” Tony said.

Drew conferred with one of the sous chefs, and Tony returned to the tickets that by now were coming in fast. Meanwhile, behind him, the pace was picking up. He had two cooks, a man and a woman, both medium height and slender, at garde manger who were assembling sets for the burgers. Four cooks, all men with the bony bodies of runners, were on two sides of an enormous contraption that held a salamander oven, a long and rectangular griddle, and four burners. To his immediate left: a sous chef slicing fish, another cook getting chickens ready for extended roasting.

Below us, in the basement, was the prep area where Tony’s second sous chef commandeered the prep crew: all hard-core, built like boxers with attitudes to match, most Spanish-speaking, most tat-covered. It was here that the restaurant’s engine was kept powered from four A.M. until one A.M.

Back at the pass, Tony was the epitome of calm among all the commotion: guests being led to tables, servers dropping off orders, the GM handling a disputed bill, the line cooks moving like bees. At five feet, eight inches tall, in his early forties, with a slight beard that resembled Ben Affleck’s look in The Town, he has a canny grin, a looped gold earring, and a lean appearance.

“How do you do it?”

“I love it,” he said. “It’s what I’ve always wanted to do.”

“You always knew you wanted to be a chef?”

“Absolutely,” he said. “Getting things accomplished. Feeding people, making them happy. The pace. The setting: staying up late and being in the restaurant world that is so different from the world others outside of it live in.”

“From what age?”

“Oh, since I was a child,” he said.

I was skeptical.

Tony grew up in an upper-middle-class Jewish American household, in Newton, a well-off Boston suburb, with no ties to the restaurant industry. He was raised by two highly successful parents who believed in the power of education, and he attended Belmont Hill School, an exclusive, all-boys, private day school, and then he had gone to the University of Michigan, where he studied psychology. While his parents encouraged his interests, they certainly never intended to send him to elite schools in order for him to become a cook. A dream to be a chef rooted in childhood fantasy and experience was unlikely.

I sensed that another narrative existed alongside it. Everyone has a public persona that is often utterly different from who he or she is once you acquire trust through intimacy. Generally, what we express to others, especially those we do not particularly know well, is part of that public narrative. Meanwhile, so obviously that it may not be worth stating, there is what we keep to ourselves. That is a huge part of the pleasure of deep relationships, whether as a parent, a spouse, a child, a close friend, or even a shrink: getting to know the person who is overshadowed by the demands of reality.

I knew there was something else that drove Tony to work in professional kitchens. And if I could discover his motivation for becoming a chef, I knew I might understand how he created the highly personal story of his restaurant and inspired his staff. Whatever motivated him was what he considered critical in leading others.

“I’ve always thought about food,” he said.

“Me, too.”

“So you know what I’m talking about,” he said.

He smiled. He has a remarkable smile, a memorable one; with his small teeth and thin lips, his mouth is wider than expected and seems, through its exposure, to inspire. It is one of those genuine smiles that the wearer can use to persuade others to be happy around him so that he might acquire some of that pleasure from outside himself, as there is not enough within. It is the smile of a shy person trying to be bold.

“Yes, but thinking about food and running a restaurant are not the same thing. So, no, I don’t know. I don’t think about food 24/7 the way you do.”

“You think I don’t know that?” he said.

He spoke like a guy who had gotten a tat talking to another guy who was thinking of getting one.

We were approaching eight o’ clock on a Thursday night, and the tickets were flying in even faster than before. Jazz played louder over the restaurant’s speakers: Bill Evans competed with the din and laughter of hungry customers. It felt like a scene, a sophisticated private party, a place to be, better than a quiet dinner at home or a romantic evening quelled by small talk.

Waitstaff had a crisp look as they went to tables holding plates of food, but when they reached Tony at the pass, a few appeared to be discombobulated. Some were more professional or experienced, but others were scared. They were clearly the recent hires.

“Chef, three people at my four-top finished their entrées,” said Billy, a gangly guy who looked like he played guitar when he wasn’t serving. It was an effort for him to stand up straight. He would last only a few months at the restaurant and then leave, like many others in the restaurant industry, to parts unknown. “Should I wait to bring out dessert menus?”

“How the fuck should I know?” said Tony.

The waiter looked as if he were going to burst into tears. Tony ignored this. He did not even look up. He crossed off orders that had been completed. He had a job to do; this was not the time or the place for the waiter to indulge in emotions. It was typical restaurant hierarchy: The chef was entitled to say whatever he liked, but those over whom he had authority had to do what they were told. It was not a discussion; it was about following the chef’s orders.

Nor was it a TV food show where tantrums took place unrealistically in order to entertain viewers. It was unusual for guests to overhear anything coming out of the kitchen above the sizzling, the clanging of pots and pans, and the typical restaurant noise. Depending on where people sat and what night it was, one might hear blasts of profanity. Tonight, as with most nights, Tony spoke with firmness in his voice, rather than with pure, undiluted rage. He did not quite yell. He hardly raised his voice—most of the time. He would occasionally scream, and he never threw a physical tantrum. With floor staff, he might swear or at times speak with derision. With cooks, he literally got inches away from them periodically—“You have to get in their face,” he had told me—and with language familiar to a Marine drill sergeant, sometimes with the barking, he told them what the fuck they were doing wrong.

For the job to get done, the staff had to tamp down emotions from their work and absorb the emotional blows—in some ways, it was in part what made the job deeply frustrating and stressful: What was pent up did not go away until after work, when everything that had been bottled up could lead to all kinds of trouble.

TONY FINALLY LOOKED UP AND SAID TO BILLY, “OKAY, WAIT. WAIT UNTIL the fourth cover is done.”

He shook his head and crossed off a completed order on a ticket.

“This is my life. No one can make a simple fucking decision without coming to me,” Tony said. “They don’t take ownership. They don’t figure things out for themselves. Pisses me off! That’s why I have to be here all the time. No time off.”

Tony had a sous chef, but he didn’t have an executive chef who could run things for him, which I did not understand. Most chefs at his level have someone to turn to routinely so that they can take time off.

“Did you ever have someone? In the nine years since you opened your first place?”

“Nope,” he said.

“Hmm.”

“ ‘Hmm?” he said with a big smile. “What’s that mean?”

“It just makes me wonder what dynamic you’ve created here,” I said, writing to keep up with our conversation. “You’re in charge, you want at times to get away, but you can’t delegate your authority.”

“It’s a real problem,” Tony said. “I’m not making this up.”

The action swirled around him. He looked as if he had been caught up in the surf and that rather than worrying about whether he would topple over, he was thriving on the undertow. He seemed to love the stress.

“Chef?”

Danny, one of his sous chefs, was at his side. He was shorter than Tony, incapable of standing still, and wiry. He kept touching his face, flexing his arms, and moving his head from side to side. He showed Tony a small plate on which he had placed a fillet of sea bass.

“Wrong,” said Tony. “All wrong. Fuck!”

It was wrong, too. Even I could see that. The idea was to slice the rectangle of fish into paper-thin slices that would then be put on a bed of watermelon radish wafers after which a yuzu-infused oil would be sprinkled over everything. For crunch, little fried bits of shashito pepper. This was a perfect idea for a dish: plenty of umami, beautiful presentation, ingredient driven, with a relatively simple technique required to create and assemble it. There was only one catch.

“Nobody knows how to cut fish in my kitchen,” said Tony.

This was a surprising and honest admission, especially considering the high prices charged for the fish, but Tony explained as he went to the cutting board to show Danny how to do it right.

“This is why,” Tony said, leaning in, putting the right amount of pressure on his knife so that it glided in, “I am”—moving with the blade—“here”—and now pulling back—“every night.”

Danny stood by his side. It was clear that he knew what was required of him, equally clear that his efforts were inconsistent, and evident that this predicament was a source of tension between the two men.

“C’mon, Danny,” said Tony. “C’mon. Got to stay focused, get your head out of your ass!”

He spoke like a frustrated older brother to a younger sibling whom he loved, but who also kept dropping the easy pop fly. The anger in his voice was powerful, but again, he was motionless. The economy of movement that was needed to cook efficiently applied to nearly everything in the restaurant.

I had to wonder how a fancy restaurant like Craigie could operate consistently when the cooks clearly did not have the skills needed to get the job done on a day-to-day basis.

“Some of them have the skills,” Tony said, “but they just don’t use them without me teaching them constantly. Plan B: From now on, I cut all the fish. Nobody else will cut the fucking fish. Done!”

“Why not just drop everything and do the burgers? That’s something your crew can do. They would fly out the door. You’d be able to spend more time with your wife and son. Less stress, more fun.”

“Because we should aspire to do more,” Tony said. He had a steely look that made me think of Max Payne from the popular video game. Defined by the task, on a mission. It was flat-out inspiring to see and hear, especially when I knew that so many people go through life searching for an activity to bring meaning. Tony had found that and, though it may sound corny, I saw this in his face. “When my crew is on, we’re the best in the city. No compromise!” As I watched the cooks struggle to keep up with orders, their focus and speed had become more intense with every minute as the room was filling up. Watching these men and women, in the open kitchen, was fascinating as it provided a sense of the purpose that cooking brought to their lives.

“When you’re working the line, you can feel rhythm and speed,” Tony said. “One reason it’s hard to relax after work. It takes discipline to establish focus, maintain it, and then find ways at the end of the night to let it go.”

“Sex and drugs and rock and roll.”

“Exactly. Back in the day,” said Tony. “Old school. Sure, that was the way it used to be.”

“Not anymore?”

“No, man,” he said. “Can’t.” Big smile. “Can’t. We’ve got work to do. We’re the best. Craigie is the best. We can’t play around with that.”

Tony admitted that part of the attraction of becoming a chef, at the very beginning, was the sex, the drugs, and the rock and roll. But he also talked about how it was much, much, much more than that. “It was the feeling of getting something done. Even if it was just washing a sink full of dishes. When the job was done, the results were immediate.”

Tony compared the high one gets from line cooking to the feeling of being in the zone that athletes talk about when the work takes over and they enter a transcendent consciousness that alters time. I knew what he was talking about. I had been a line cook and loved feeling that nothing mattered outside the dish I was working on. The sense of accomplishment from that immediacy was great. Little else yields results so quickly outside of sex or competitive sports.

“I mean, look at Timmy,” Tony said.

He pointed out a stocky, tattoo-covered cook with biceps as thick as a python. He was stirring a small pot of sauce, frying up baby brussels sprouts, and grilling buttered buns for the burgers. The delicate nature of his movements contrasted with his appearance. He looked like a roadie or biker. Cooking was clearly Timmy’s way of letting go and, whether he realized it or not, a way to stay true to being a tough guy while nurturing others.

“My cooks have to keep up with the orders,” said Tony. “It’s my job to make the guests happy.”

The great chefs are capable of responding to and anticipating the hunger and expectations of their customers. It is hardly a secret that they have a heightened sense of the same feelings as the people who come to eat their food. I have dined with chefs outside their restaurants, and they ordered just about everything on the menu until the table teemed with plates. Chefs are hungry all the time. Their insight into the emotions created by cooking and good food is deeper than that of most people they serve in their restaurants.

I looked back at Timmy, who was focused as he moved his stubby fingers like a watchmaker. I remember losing track of what I was doing when I line cooked and how I couldn’t keep up with the orders.

“That’s a skill,” said Tony. “Everything we do here involves learning new skills. Here. Watch this. Timmy, what are you working on?”

“Sauce for the veal, sprouts on the chicken, buns on burgers,” said Timmy, without looking up. “Waiting on the order to fire the onion rings for the pig’s tails.”

“Psychologically, I think that many people who enter the profession of cooking have trouble paying attention. ADHD, whatever,” said Tony. He still retained an interest in his college major. “You’re the shrink, I don’t know what to call it. Michigan was psychoanalytic and I didn’t get past the DSM-III.”

The DSM, developed by psychiatrists, is the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual used by mental health clinicians. There are even more disorders now in the DSM-IV than in its predecessor and more still in the latest edition in 2013. A new disorder for every day. It’s like adding holidays.

“How about ADHD?” Tony asked. “Have you seen it?”

“Sure, I’ve seen it. It exists in nature. Overdiagnosed, but sure, it’s there, and I can see why you feel that your cooks are inattentive and how line cooking suits them.”

“Working in a kitchen gives them the structure they need to get focused,” he said.

“Do they take that strength and apply it to other parts of their life?”

“I do,” he said.

WITHIN THE PAST SIX MONTHS, TONY HAD BEEN WRITTEN UP IN GQ, THE New York Times, and Bon Appetit and had been named a James Beard finalist for Best Chef in the Northeast. People were coming in these days with higher expectations. He was no longer the chef at the cozy basement bistro he had opened nine years ago with two cooks. The Craigie on Main that customers had come to know about now had ten cooks, twelve waitstaff, and three general managers. On weeknights it averaged about 115 covers, and on weekends it averaged 130 to 140. They were seeing walk-ins at the bar area and at least two seatings.

“I was always ambitious,” Tony said, looking over another set of tickets that had just come in. Scratching off dishes completed, looking over his shoulder at the cooks, plating a beautiful-looking dish of veal three ways that his crew had cooked and handed to him. Watching Tony was like viewing an athlete who can adroitly perform many tasks at the same time. At one point I hung back, near Danny’s station, so that our conversation would not interfere with Tony’s efforts to expedite orders. He motioned me back.

“You don’t mind?”

“No,” Tony said. He laughed. “I like talking. I mean, you see what goes on here. Nobody talks to me! Not a rock star among them.”

“No one?”

“No one,” he said. “Not yet. Maybe Jess. We’ll see.”

Jess was Tony’s pastry chef. A bio major at Stanford, she decided against applying to medical school and chose instead to pursue a passion for baking. Hair pulled back, pale blue eyes, a ready smile, agile, and moving like a person who chose to respond or not, she had great social confidence. She fit in, but she also conveyed a mature perspective that made others around her try to gain her favor and respect.

Until Jess arrived at Craigie, Tony concocted all the dessert recipes, keeping the list small, and had his cooks execute them. Jess stood apart from Danny, who, like James Brown, was the Hardest Working Man in the Business but lacked a desire to invent, and from Lydia, another sous chef who wanted to pursue her own interests. Jess understood Tony’s outlook—creativity over tradition.

Watching the cooks at the five stations of the open kitchen, I could see how their exuberance trumped their finesse. Tony needed to step in often to correct their mistakes. He shook his head frequently in exasperation.

“Can’t you hire cooks with greater ability? Or teach them what they need to know?”

“It’s complicated,” Tony said. “The short answer? No.”

Craigie was unlike any other high-end kitchen I had been in. At other renowned establishments where I had spent time in the kitchens, the cooks worked with consistent, high-level abilities, and there was usually an executive chef in charge. The executive chef does not primarily create, but rather orchestrates the menu of the chef. It is like the difference between being a composer and being a conductor.

Craigie, it seemed, was a work in progress. Did that mean that Tony was a work in progress, too? Perhaps, despite his complaints, did he enjoy feeling indispensable?

“So what’s your plan?”

“I’m trying to get Danny to do what I do so that once a week I can get a night off,” Tony said.

Danny heard us and looked over. He smiled and then bent in, shoulders caved, to season the huge, beautiful Vermont chicken that had been cooking, sous vide, for hours and was now ready for final, high-temperature roasting. The aroma of the bird was so intense that I closed my eyes and could readily imagine how good it would taste.

“Danny,” said Tony. “Take over.”

Danny stopped what he was doing, wiped his hands on his apron, and took Tony’s place at the pass. Danny always had on a game face: wildly impressive energy that benefited most from a coach telling him which play to make rather than to decide what to do on his own.

“Let me show you around,” Tony said.

As we walked through the open kitchen to the narrow staircase leading to the Civil War–era stone-and-dirt basement, Lydia brought Tony a plate of Portuguese sardines to see if they had the right texture.

Tony took a bite. She stood before him, plate in her palm, expressionless.

“Fucking awesome,” he said.

“Thanks, Chef,” Lydia said. She said it with diffidence, not needing his praise to feel better about herself but pleased to have done the job properly. It meant that she now had time to do the next thing on her long list of tasks.

Little in the restaurant was intended to have emotion attached to it, which is really what made it functional. The focus was on the food, not on the person making it. Emotion had no part in the execution of the dishes by the cooks. The only person allowed to express feelings was Tony.

He led us through the commotion of the basement prep area, where a half-dozen prep cooks and line cooks were grinding meat, making stock, breaking down fish and pork and chicken, cutting up squid, and stirring sauces. The vibe was outlaw, as it often is in restaurants, with beards, tats, profanity, dark comedy, and threats. I had to wonder if the copping of the identities came from well-thumbed copies of Tony Bourdain’s classic, Kitchen Confidential, or if the bad-boy and bad-girl mentality was a true reflection of the cooks around me.

Watching them in action, I realized it was both. For sure, most of these cooks were incapable of fitting into a nine-to-five setting where they had to act normal. Their poor eye contact, limited social skills, unique verbal styles, and general unwillingness to take it easy meant that this crew, like so many restaurant workers, saw life very differently from most people. Their intensity set them apart.

On top of that, they embraced their isolation, the love and commitment that kept them up day and night cooking, cutting meat, making stocks, and so on. If they were banned from the straight world, well then: Good-bye, straight world!

Beyond the prep area was Tony’s office, which resembled a cave. It had a low ceiling. The only light came from a small lamp on a long wooden worktable. Then we reached a tiny room that was next to the wine cellar. Here a recent culinary school graduate handed Tony a plate of uncooked pasta made in-house.

The kid was only a few years out of high school. He tried to look Tony in the eye but was intimidated by him. Tony was about twice his age, a well-known chef, a man that the boy dreamed of becoming one day. Maybe, maybe not.

The pasta was to be a new dish for the bar and an item, if Tony felt like it worked, on the tasting menu.

Tony had bought a sleek pasta machine from
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