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A man who is rich in his adolescence is almost doomed to be a dilettante at the table. This is not because all millionaires are stupid but because they are not impelled to experiment.

—A. J. LIEBLING






foreword by Fergus Henderson

Did it start with tripe? I don’t think so. Why are people drawn to one another? Had the fickle finger of fate pointed at chicken nuggets instead of tripe, perhaps Fergus and Tony, fatty and skinny, would not have fallen so completely under each other’s spell. We’ve come a very long way since Tony first walked into St John in the year 2000. Nowadays people are perfectly relaxed around liver and kidneys. They smack their lips over a menu with duck heart, a crispy pig’s tail or sweetbreads. But still today even a chef’s heart can close at the mention of tummy. What happens, then, when both love tripe? The universe shifts a little, the stars align. Could it be love?

Tony Bourdain and I bonded over a drink and a shared love and respect for the same things. Lunch, fun, smoking cigarettes, art, architecture, and offal. We loved the same things: the ‘nasty bits’ as he called it then, or “Blood and Guts” as he calls offal in this wonderful book.

It seems a little unfair, if you knock an animal on the head, not to use it all. Tony and I agreed that every part of nearly everything we eat can be delicious. He talked about the meaty, fatty, funk factor of offal and he helped to persuade people that the culinary possibilities in these textures and flavours are endless.

Still, to eat tripe or not to eat tripe? That is the question. We both knew its magical powers to both uplift and steady. That tripe is delicious, is something good cooks and most French and Italian mothers have known for centuries. My father was a big fan of my mum’s tripe and onions. She came from Bolton in Lancashire where tripe slowly poached in milk with onions is a classic dish. It is the earliest thing I can remember her making for me and my sister, and it remains a favourite: any time, any place, anywhere.

What Tony and I shared was a great respect for the food of women, bird’s food, he called it. The meals that mothers cooked, the food of the people, gave us both joy. It’s the type of food that has always been here providing steadying, constant, simple and uplifting sustenance. He was fascinated by these enduring and egalitarian ways of feeding people. He chased what the Italians call cucina povera the world over and, Tony being Tony, he took us with him. The pied piper who could show us different cultures through food. With Tony we saw different worlds through our stomachs.

The world he showed us at Brasserie Les Halles was the sort of great bistro fare that endures. All these “old friends” as he describes the recipes, are the fundamentals of old school French cooking. Cookery writer Elizabeth David would have loved his book, and she would have loved him.

In 2000 I was doing what made me happy, cooking the food that I loved. The restaurant was doing well, but maybe not quite as well as people remember it. Not everyone got it. It was one of those nights in the kitchen when everyone was just a bit gloomy. Tony walks in for supper and sits alone at table 24 right next to the kitchen. He orders well and eats well.

We had all read Kitchen Confidential and knew something of his rockstar status, so I was a little taken aback when he came into the kitchen once he’d finished and got down on his knees, took my hand, looked up and said, “Best fucking fuck off restaurant in the world.” And Tony never stopped saying it.

My cooking was British and he understood it, immediately. It was what your mother cooked. I joined him for a glass or two at the end of service. It was love at first sight. A marriage made in restaurant heaven.

We helped each other, it wasn’t one sided. Tony was evangelical about the roast bone marrow and parsley salad, our signature dish at St John. Which I felt was fair enough as it does have mystical powers. Tony saw in those chimneys of bone marrow on the plate all the rawness of St John, the pared back simplicity that gave the food a chance to speak and be heard.

In Ways of Seeing John Berger describes a Leonardo da Vinci cartoon that no-one was interested to look at until some American offers to buy it for a million dollars and then a line forms. Restaurants can be a good example of this phenomenon too. Tony was rather more than “some American” and I’m not Leonardo da Vinci, but I hope you see my point. He got it, and because Tony got it people discovered the nose to tail philosophy.

Tony Bourdain gave one love, you really felt loved in his company. Tony was a very kind man, a gentle soul, there is no doubt about that. Neither of us were macho men. We were kindred spirits but different. I’m a quiet chap. I am a listener. Tony a chatter. He once insisted I wear a pair of his rather special cowboy boots. He wore them with aplomb; I looked a plum. Maybe this was the key to our friendship. When Tony and I did a book signing together in New York there were queues of chefs and foodie folk and some girls wanted us to sign their tits. I quivered but Tony stepped in and politely signed away, not afraid of a wobble.

A lot of chefs have a love for food but Tony and I loved restaurants. We had strong beliefs about food, culture, and modernism and art. We had plenty of interesting chats but in our hearts what we always wanted was lunch and the enjoyment found at the table with friends.

Les Halles was not a grand restaurant. One always arrived and felt the promising tingle of good times coming. It was steamy and busy, full of people who had come for food, fun and to enjoy their lives. The room always roared with voices and laughter. When I think of the place, it’s of a table brimming with empty glasses, cigarette packets and the fiery dregs of a bottle of eau de vie. It all added up to that intoxicating musk of a good time.

You could see the kitchen through the hatch, a team working hard and turning out the fundamentals of old school French cooking.

Rillettes is the first thing that comes to my mind when I think of those merry days and nights spent at the table there. As soon as you sat down, out came rillettes: classic pork first, followed by a gamey rabbit, all with toast and plenty of cornichons to get the juices flowing. Tony loved rillettes, and used them to tell us all it would be an, “Eat with your hands and have a good time kind of evening”. I can’t think of a better recipe to start with. Pork, salt, pepper. Ta da! Rillettes.

Tony captained the whole bonny scene. As delicious French wine flowed, he would command the room. He spoke an amazing amount, his energy and knowledge was stupendous. With one eye on the kitchen, he seemed to be everywhere. The dishes kept coming. There was a feeling of more, always more. It was fun. Tony was great fun.

We both enjoyed a glass—possibly a little too many on occasion. We both liked to smoke. When I first went to Les Halles the smoking ban had recently been introduced in New York. Tony just carried on paying the fines until they threatened to shut him down. We thought life and lunch was fundamentally changed after the smoking ban. The natural flow of a merry lunch had been broken forever. We shared a hero in Fernand Point, the great chef of French modernism, an old school, somewhat rotund bon viveur. Every morning Chef Point’s barber would arrive to trim his beard and whatever else needed trimming and they would share a magnum of champagne and a roast chicken. He would then meet his Chef de Cuisine and share a magnum with him too as they went through the day’s menu. By comparison, Tony and I were good as gold, dutifully succumbing to the smoking ban. My point is, that life goes on, things change, lunch was not broken forever, and now we can’t imagine it as it was back then.

What endures is great French food, enjoyed with friends. That endures. Tony would want you to enjoy what you are cooking and not to be afraid, jump in the deep end and explore the endless possibilities. He would have found it a little strange if his wonderful cookery book wasn’t tattered by use and stained with splotches of stock, dotted with fatty sizzles from a pan. But he wasn’t a scold, I don’t think he’d mind if you just looked at the lovely pictures and read his rousing words.

The book you behold is not complicated at all. With each recipe hear Tony’s instruction, wisdom, enthusiasm and the gusto of his voice and his spirit. Like all the best writers, Tony wrote like he spoke. And he spoke a lot.

The great classic cookbooks all have tripe recipes; Marcella Hazan, Fernand Point, Elizabeth David and this one. Did Anthony Bourdain choose to open his “blood and guts” chapter with tripe “Les Halles” with a little mischief? Tripe Les Halles is not just tripe, it’s trotters, boudin noir and ears too. No easing in with a little light introduction to offal for Tony. Straight to the heart of the matter, which is, of course, the stomach.

—FERGUS HENDERSON, LONDON, 2025




introduction

This is not a cookbook. Not really.

It will not teach you how to cook.

The recipes, for the most part, are old standards, versions of which you can find in scores of other books.

What’s different about this volume is that the recipes are from Les Halles, the New York City restaurant where I have been, since 1998, the executive chef. Which is to say that they are the official recipes from the best goddamn brasserie/bistro in the country. These are the actual recipes—scaled down, of course, from the rather larger-volume requirements of our very busy restaurant.

There may be thousands of bistros just like Les Halles in France—many of them as good—but there is only one in America. (Okay, actually there are four. We have three other joints: another one in New York, one in D.C., and one in Coral Gables, Florida. My loyalty is understandably to the Mothership on Park Avenue South, where, for no small amount of time, I toiled regularly behind the stove.) Les Halles is authentic, as authentic as any place can be outside of France.

This book aims to be a field manual to strategy and tactics, which means that in the following pages, I will take you by the hand and walk you through the process in much the same way—and in the same caring, sensitive, diplomatic tone—as I would a new recruit in my restaurant kitchen.

Which means that if, from time to time, I refer to you as a “useless screwhead,” I will expect you to understand—and to not take it personally. If you hang in there, do good work, show a little love and respect for the food, I’ll probably buy you a beer later at the bar.

I will assume only that you can handle a knife with reasonable competence, without being a danger to yourself or others. That you like food. That you will show up on time. And I will show you, to the best of my ability, how to organize those great metaphysicals, your time, your space, your state of mind, so as to most efficiently attack each task and each recipe. You will learn how to set up for meals like a professional, how to square away your “station” so that you will be able to work in a lean, mean, clean, and organized fashion without tripping over yourself like some useless grab-ass and ruining my food.

[image: ]
So listen up. You will not do too many things at once. You will not lose your head. You will not run your area of operations (i.e., your kitchen) into a chaotic train wreck. You will learn to prioritize tasks like a cold-blooded professional, breaking down recipes into manageable sections so that final assembly, or “pick-up,” will not send you into gibbering paralysis (a.k.a. dans la merde, or “in the weeds”).

Cassoulet, for instance. You can take a peek now. The recipe is here. Looks like a pretty damn intimidating recipe, right? Jesus! Look at all those ingredients! Don’t sweat it, amigo. No professional makes cassoulet from scratch all in one afternoon, or even all in one day. It’s actually a relatively relaxing, drawn-out process, mostly conducted in one’s leisure time. The dish is broken down into a series of small functions, all performed at a luxuriously relaxed pace, often while doing something else. It’s actually one of the easiest recipes on the menu to drill out. Once prepared, final service—in the restaurant and at home—is a “gimme,” a line cook’s dream. Throw in pot, sprinkle with bread crumbs, toss in oven, and forget about it. This is the sort of dish professionals are happy to get an order for when cooking twelve other things at the same time. If you can make a decent chili, you can make cassoulet. A lot of the same principles are at work. Don’t let the French name fool you. Ever.

You should know that if you can already handle a knife and if you have a small, comfortable repertoire of American or ethnic household standards, then you are already way ahead of the vast majority of restaurant professionals when they first pick up a French knife and attempt frisée aux lardons on the salad station.

Still scared? Still feel uncomfortable with all those ingredients, all those unpronounceable French names? An early traumatic experience at the hands of a snooty French waiter get your shorts all twisted? What is your major malfunction, dipshit? This stuff is EASY!

At Les Halles, and let me repeat here, the best, the most authentic frog pond in the whole damn U.S. of A., almost every single cook in its thirteen-year history has been a rural Mexican with no previous cooking experience. Almost everyone lacks any kind of formal training and entered the business as a dishwasher or night porter. If you think that they spent their childhoods whipping up Mexican regional favorites and developed a natural affinity for food, you are dead wrong, my friend. Ask my saucier to make chicken mole and you’ll get a blank stare and a middle finger. Back in the old country, Mom did that.

Now, of course, they are, pound for pound, some of the best cooks of cuisine bourgeoise in America. I would proudly put them up against any cheese-eating, long-lunch-taking, thirty-two-hour-a-week-working socialist clock-puncher from across the water. Any day. They’d mop the floor with them. This is less a testimonial to my training abilities than it is evidence of the triumph of persistence, hard work, pure hearts, and a sense of humor.

Anyone who says “cooking is in the blood” when talking about professionals is talking out of their ass. Eating well is in the blood. An appreciation of the glories of the table, of good ingredients well prepared, is in the blood. The enjoyment of a long lunch—at table with good
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