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Author’s Note

Although I didn’t know it at the time, the story I tell in Mediterranean Summer took root the day I decided to leave my steady restaurant job in the States to travel to France and Italy. I had set out to find an answer to what transforms one into a chef and at the same time had only a vague notion of the culinary discoveries I would make. Once abroad, I cooked during a few summers on a gorgeous classic sailing yacht—the main setting in this book—that proved most significant in fulfilling my desire. I remain grateful to the owners for the opportunities they gave me when I was on board. For storytelling purposes, those seasons and actual events that occurred have been consolidated here into one summer at sea. Moreover, out of respect for the privacy of those involved, the names and many physical characteristics of the owners, my fellow crew members, the yacht, and other yachts in the story have been changed. I’m grateful to all of those I encountered during my tenure abroad, many of whom appear in this narrative. I shall forever carry the wonderful experiences and lessons learned from what turned out to be a life-changing culinary journey on the Mediterranean.

David Shalleck
 San Francisco
 November 2006



Foreword

When my old friend, chef cohort, and comrade David Shalleck, whom I’ve known for twenty years, asked me if I’d write the foreword to his first book, I immediately responded positively. I expected a solid and interesting collection of recipes gathered and developed along his amazing journey throughout Europe from an American cook’s point of view—spritzed with interesting anecdotes, spicy and zippy headnotes filled with tidbits of lore, and stories of the fun and hazards of cooking around the Mediterranean on a yacht. When he finished the manuscript several months ago he popped it in the mail, and I let it sit on my desk, confident I would whiz through it in a few minutes to get the feel of it and knock out a perfunctory testimonial to good cooking and experience in the real world.

Instead, I read the entire tale on a flight from New York to Paris on my way to Alba for a weekend of truffles and reacquaintance with Italy, as I do several times a year, and was struck by the many ways this timeless story echoes my own experiences. How delightful to find David had written real literature, with clear language, strong sentiment, his stories varied and fun—a book filled with sage cooking advice, travel anecdotes, and, most important, a young and vibrant voice chronicling the world from a delicious new perspective.

Like Heat, Down and Out in Paris and London, and Kitchen Confidential, David’s prose in this picaresque tale provides an intimate back-of-the-house look at the constant ride between the catastrophic and the successes of what is true life in a modern kitchen.

I first met David in San Francisco when he started at Campton Place under Bradley Ogden in the very middle of the California cooking revolution of the eighties. He had a New Yawk accent and a very East Coast sentiment about him but was all about the food and the style of the times. I was working at the Four Seasons Clift Hotel as a sous-chef, and most of my real pals at that time were sous-chefs or line cooks to the greats of the era such as my heroes Jeremiah Tower at Stars, Mark Miller at Fourth Street Grill, Judy Rodgers at Zuni, and Bradley at Campton Place. We had an informal kind of club and would meet at each other’s restaurants to try our cooking, snack together on days off, and stay up late after service talking incessantly about food, waiters, bartenders, farmers’ markets, wine, foie gras, and tacos. It was a time when we all learned to eat, to share, and to support each other. And this mutual admiration club continues even now. Looking around San Francisco, and the country for that matter, it is quite enjoyable to see how many of our peers have gone on to their own incredible and well-deserved successes: Mark Franz at Farallon, Loretta Keller at Coco500, Traci Des Jardins at Jardinière, Bruce Hill at Pico and Bix, Dave Robins at Chinois and Spago in Las Vegas.

From San Francisco, I moved first to Santa Barbara, and then on to my own grand tour in Italy, landing outside Bologna, infused with enthusiasm by Faith Heller Willinger’s writing and consulting her book Eating in Italy in every town of my journey. During this time, I lost direct contact with David. I traveled east to Turkey in search of Byzantine mosaics, then discovered a bit of the world of yacht crewing in Bodrum, and actually considered trying to find a job by visiting a crew agency in Antibes, France. With no luck in the offices, I hit the docks looking for the biggest and most beautiful boats in search of employment in a new environ. Knocking on the door of one of the most magnificent yachts in the whole port, I met an Australian deckhand who told me to wait a minute while he went to get the chef. Lo and behold, up from the galley emerged my old pal David. He was busy making a base for bouillabaisse, so we agreed to meet for a drink later that day. Many details of what eventually became this very book became clear in the midst of great celebration and much festivity over the next couple of evenings in Antibes.

So our entangled journey continued in Europe, both of us on our grand tour of Italy, kitchens, culture, and self. Several years later we met again in New York, when David was touring as a culinary television producer and chef, working the margins in his constant research of food, cooking, and the intellectual pursuit of the delicious.

This book is many things to me—primarily it is David’s excellent adventure and a joy to read for both style and content. But mostly I find it a wonderful barometer of what makes my generation of cooks and chefs so special: the thought processes, the constant improvement, and the delight of introspection in the face of remarkable and unique personal experience, a luxury to read about, but most important, to live.

Mario Batali
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Serenity
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The dawn’s stillness is all around me as I start my exercises on the foredeck of Serenity. Barely half an hour after first light, the anchorage remains quiet. It’s still too early to see those famous crystalline blues of the Mediterranean Sea, but here and there small rings of concentric circles interrupt the glass-like surface of the water. Probably fish snatching for food.

I glance up and see the faint stencil of last night’s quarter moon stubbornly resist being washed away by a brightening sky. Across the cove, another boat arrived sometime in the middle of the night, its white anchor light still illuminated at the top of its mast. About a hundred yards to shore lies the town.

The view of Positano from the sea has to be one of the world’s great vistas. With virtually no harbor, it’s a picturesque village sitting in a sleepy alcove on the Amalfi coast. Just offshore, several small, brightly colored fishing boats are tied to moorings and rest in the same direction. Others are lined up to one side of the pebble beach that fronts the town, sharing it with rows of beach chairs. At the far side, a string of restaurants, all with alfresco dining areas, together seem like a retaining wall, preventing the arched terraces of the colorful villas that are built into the cascading hillsides behind from sliding into the sea. High up in the distance, near the top of the town and too far from the anchorage to be heard, a small orange bus makes its way along a road of sharp turns cut out of the steep terrain.

The sun hasn’t yet crossed over the landmass of the peninsula. The decorated majolica dome of the church next to the beach is cast in a dark mauve shadow beneath the ravine. When Serenity’s anchor was dropped last night, the amber glow of the setting sun rendered it blue-gray.

The silence is broken by a lone fishing boat that cuts a wake as it moves to the open sea, its small outboard motor humming. A seagull follows it, and then two more appear. Old friends going off to work. I watch as the wake becomes a ripple by the time it reaches Serenity.

Precious moments like these, before the owners, guests, and crew come on deck, are mine. They are a necessary break I have arranged for myself to help me get through the pressures of the job.

I finish my exercises, remaining quiet so as not to wake the others below. The thin layer of dew on deck is slowly evaporating as the sun begins to warm the teak planks. I stand up and take one last sweep of the scene in front of me. But it is time to go below to change into my uniform, grab the keys to the launch, and head to shore. On days when there is much provisioning, I bring one of my crew members with me. But today I don’t need much, and I want to be alone.

The ride is short, and I have learned how to shut the launch’s engine at just the right speed and distance from the dock so that as the boat drifts toward shore, I can grab my things and in one quick move step off with the bowline in hand and quickly tie it to a cleat. I manage it perfectly. Too bad there isn’t anyone on the dock to serve as witness.

The caffè near the beach hasn’t opened yet, so I make my way up the narrow road to the town center. There the streets are being cleaned by workers in blue jumpsuits using long-handled brushes that resemble witches’ brooms. A few shopkeepers have already opened their metal gates, and small delivery vehicles are making their stops. It won’t be long before Positano’s narrow, pedestrian-only streets fill up with townspeople tending to their morning chores. And just a short while later the tourists will be out, checking the shops or making their way down to the beach.

My morning onshore will begin with a cappuccino—strong, hot arabica coffee properly extracted from a commercial machine, covered with a dense, hazelnut-colored layer called crema, then blended with a mousse-like infusion of frothy steamed milk. I find a caffè busy with locals.

“Buon giorno,” I say to the barista in the caffè.

“Buon giorno,” he answers back with a nod of “what can I get for you?” “A cappuccino with poca schiuma”—not too much foam—“per favore.”

A few men look over at me. I can sense they know, by virtue of my uniform, that I have come from the yacht anchored just offshore.

The barista delivers a perfect cappuccino, and we begin to talk. He is pleased to learn that I come from New York and asks if I know so-and-so, who grew up in Positano but left for Brooklyn four or five years ago. I explain that New York is a big place. Another man cuts into the conversation and mentions he has a sister in New Jersey. A third wants to practice his English. “How are you?” he asks me, and then says he remembers when American soldiers landed at Anzio, near Naples, to help push the Nazis out during the Second World War.

Being in such a remote location, one can feel a long way from home. But listening to the men in the caffè volley their kind words and ideas about where I am from makes me feel welcome. The Italian way is to try to make you feel at home. My extended journey abroad has also helped me understand what it means to be home, even when not there.

There is an orange pay phone on the wall, and I suddenly get the urge to call my family.

“Do you sell phone cards?” I ask the barista.

“How many would you like?” he asks.

“Enough to call New York for ten minutes or so,” I say.

“It’s two o’clock in the morning there! Who are you going to call now?”

Lost in my reveries, I have completely forgotten about the difference in time zones. I am relieved the barista has stopped me. I’ll call when it’s better for them. Instead, I finish my cappuccino, put a few thousand lire under the saucer, wish everyone good day, and go on my way.

I had better concentrate on provisioning what I need for today’s meals: the day’s bread, a couple kilos of tomatoes, zucchini, some bell peppers, melon, and I noticed a flat of beautiful figs when I passed the frutta e verdura—fruit and vegetable—stand before. I also need to stop at the fish market to see what I will be able to get over the next few days while we’re here.

Walking toward the dock, I stop outside the church of Santa Maria Assunta to get a closer look at the tiles covering its dome. Bright spots in yellow and green. How different it looks from the sea, when all the tiles blend into one monochromatic image. Not so different from my journey, a summer where countless small experiences make up a picture I can’t see while still so close.

It’s time to get back to the boat. In an hour, the anchor will come up, and Serenity will be on her way to a secluded spot along the coast.

I drive a little slower on the ride back and admire the beauty of Serenity with her smooth white hull, shimmering with reflections from the water at her side. Her masts, booms, and rigging lines silhouetted against the bright morning sky while she sits at anchor still impress me. I feel a certain pride in having this boat as my home as well as my workstation. It has given me a summer I could never have imagined.

I cut the engine, glide toward the galley porthole, and then maneuver the launch against Serenity. As I stand on one of the inflated sides of the launch, I put the bowline through an opening in the top of the yacht’s hull, reach over the mahogany rail, and tie it to a cleat near the edge of the deck. I pass my market bag on the boat, and then lift myself on board. I hear awakening movement and voices from down below.

It’s now time to retreat to the galley and prepare another set of meals, different from those I prepared the day before and those that will follow. But I am not thinking about yesterday’s meals or tomorrow’s shopping. I take a last few seconds for the here and now: one last look at the glorious panorama of Positano.

Then I go below to start my day.



One
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Five-Year Summer
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The restaurant was in downtown London, a couple of blocks from the Savoy hotel. Although it was close to a landmark, its side street address gave it the sense of being a hideaway spot off the main road. The interior decor was simple and clean, adorned with colorful paintings by California artists that accented contemporary furnishings. In the back of the dining room, a semi-open kitchen featured a mesquite grill—a new trend in restaurant design in the States and a fresh addition to the London restaurant scene.

From the beginning, I felt apprehensive. It was the first time I would be responsible for all the back-of-the-house operations—from scheduling, ordering, equipment maintenance, and service—as well as the most important, the quality of the food. The departing sous-chef hinted that things might be a little “sensitive” in the kitchen.

After a couple of days on the job, I got the picture all too clearly. From my training in other restaurants, I learned that great kitchens are silent kitchens, the air thick with concentration. The only competition for your own thoughts are the sounds of knives chopping, whisks whisking in stainless steel bowls, and food sizzling in hot pans—all under the hum of the exhaust hoods and refrigerator compressors. I also believed it was the best way to get the most productive work out of a staff.

But each afternoon long before service began, this kitchen was abuzz with a cacophony of endless, needless, and distracting chatter. It was clear the staff enjoyed each other’s company far more than the work. Something else was clear. No one was looking to impress the new guy in charge.

Then again, why should they? They knew I was there for only a couple of months. And I wasn’t confident enough of the support I’d get from the owners if I told everybody to just chill out, that until they heard otherwise I was the boss and quiet was the way I liked it. Or maybe it wasn’t confidence I lacked, but a natural assertiveness.

One afternoon about a month into the job, on what was supposed to be my first day off since starting, I stopped at the restaurant to reassure myself that I could go and enjoy the rest of the day in peace. I was in the chef’s office, looking over the week’s food invoices, when one of the line cooks dropped on me that he had heard Alice Waters had reserved a table for dinner that night. Yes, the same Alice Waters who by any measure was one of the most respected figures in American cooking. I went to the hostess stand and checked the reservation book. It was true. Next to her name, in letters the hostess could not miss, the day manager had written “PPX”—personne particulièrement extraordinaire—the restaurant’s version of VIP. My evening’s plans would have to wait.

         

I had met Waters several years before, first at a charity event in New York, and then again after I moved to San Francisco. One day, while flipping through a popular food magazine, I noticed an article describing a small, intimate cooking school in the south of France run by a self-taught authority of the cuisine, Nathalie Waag. What particularly caught my attention was the article’s description of how Nathalie took small groups of students to open-air markets in Provence to shop for the ingredients that they would use to prepare dishes that evening in her mas, a Provençal farmhouse. It was mornings in the markets, a leisurely lunch at a nearby café or an impromptu picnic made up from market finds, afternoon drives in the countryside, informal classes in the kitchen with aperitifs, and long evenings at the farmhouse table in the dining room. It sounded pretty good to me.

I was working as a sauté cook in one of the celebrated hotel restaurants in San Francisco, Campton Place. By all outward appearances, my life was good and my career was progressing nicely. In fact, a couple of weeks earlier, I had been offered a promotion to sous-chef. I hadn’t yet accepted the offer, but I hadn’t turned it down, either. Among their many responsibilities, sous-chefs are the ones who do the daily food ordering, which requires that they know and manage the kitchen’s inventory of ingredients. I had visions of spending more time with clipboard in hand counting the portions of meats, poultry, fish, produce, and dairy in the walk-in refrigerator, then moving on to counting the groceries in the storeroom, than actually cooking the food.

By comparison, the image of life described in the magazine article was far more enticing, and I wondered if there was some way I might get to speak with Nathalie. The article mentioned that she was a good friend of Waters’s, and that she spent her winters across the bay in Berkeley hanging out at Alice’s respected restaurant, Chez Panisse. I thought Alice would remember me and take my call. She did, and when I asked if she knew how I could get in touch with Nathalie, she said, “Sure,” and passed the phone to her. By an amazing coincidence, Nathalie happened to be sitting next to Alice at that moment. I introduced myself, and we agreed to meet over coffee a few days later at Fanny, Alice’s small café also in Berkeley.

When I arrived for the meeting, Nathalie was already seated. Once the pleasantries had been exchanged, she went about describing the simple ways of Provence. We spoke about cooking, markets, and ingredients. It didn’t take long to realize this was a lifestyle that had to be seen firsthand. Without ever having planned to do so, I offered to be her assistant if she ever needed one.

A couple of months later, it came—an invitation from Nathalie. She suggested I spend a “spring-summer school term” with her. I would be getting room and board—no salary or stipend, but that didn’t matter. Her reputation as a devout practitioner of Provençal cooking was unquestioned, and I knew that working side by side with her would broaden my cooking palette. I accepted immediately, figuring I would work with her for a few months and then see if I could find another opportunity in France, extending my European stay to six months, nine at the most.

A number of my fellow cooks scoffed at the idea of leaving an established position to take an unpaid internship. However, Mark Franz, a friend and well-known chef who ran the popular and busy kitchen at Stars in San Francisco, had a different take.

“It won’t be a waste,” he told me. “Short detours can be good for a career. Even if she has you in the back of the kitchen doing nothing but dicing tomatoes. Forget your ego; forget what the others are saying; just concentrate on cutting those tomatoes and watch. This could turn out to be the most important trip you’ll ever take.”

My excursion from San Francisco to the south of France included a weeklong stopover in New York. It was early spring, a nice time of year to visit and see my parents, friends, and some of my cooking buddies. The trees were starting to bloom, and those pesky dandelions were all over my parents’ yard. Coming from the temperate climate of the San Francisco Bay Area, I realized how much I missed the change of seasons.

During my week in New York I received a message from Nathalie telling me that I would have to delay my arrival at the school for a couple of months. Something about her classes starting late that year. Sitting around and waiting has never been my best game, so I called around looking for something to fill the gap. Within a day Larry Forgione, my former boss at An American Place in Manhattan and one of the true pioneers of the American food revolution, came through for me. He knew of the perfect situation.

A friend of his had just sold the London edition of his restaurant, and the new owners needed an interim chef de cuisine to run the kitchen for a couple of months until their own chef could start. The irony that this job would entail much of the clipboard work I was running from didn’t elude me. But what the heck. It was a short-term job that filled the empty slot in my calendar, and then I’d be off to the south of France. I called Larry’s friend, who in turn put me in touch with one of the new owners, and we agreed to a two-month arrangement.

         

With Alice Waters in the reservation book, I quickly changed into my kitchen whites, and when I entered the kitchen, I was glad I had. Everywhere I looked things that should have been taken care of had been let go. The walk-in was a mess, dirty pots had built up into a huge pile at the dishwasher station, and the garbage bins were overflowing. Damn it, I thought. I had left the place in good shape only the night before. How fast things can go south in an unsupervised kitchen. Even more troubling was that after I informed the staff that we had one of the world’s preeminent chefs coming to dine that night, everybody from the dining room manager to the pastry chef went on with a “What, me worry?” routine, breezily going about business as usual.

At five-thirty that evening, the hostess poked her head into the kitchen to say that the Waters party had just been seated, half an hour before their reservation time. Their early arrival caught me in a pre-service scramble, not really ready for them. I looked at my line cooks, who held my fate in their hands but had so far evinced no interest in pleasing or protecting me. But hope springs eternal, and I thought maybe, if for no other reason than to impress a world-renowned culinary figure, they might somehow find it in themselves to put out a special effort to match the occasion.

I decided to send a plate of hors d’oeuvres to Alice’s table. I was late getting them out, but at least this gesture would let her know that I wasn’t oblivious to her visit. Just as the hors d’oeuvres left the kitchen, the computerized dupe machine began spitting out the kitchen copy of the Waters order. It showed that one of the dishes was the same as what I had just sent out.

As I look back on that night, and I have done so many times, I wonder if I should have sent the manager to their table to ask if they wanted to change their order. But that night, under pressure, unsure of myself, I thought I had no choice but to go forward. I called out the entire order, first to the salad and appetizer station and then to the line cooks. “Ordering: red pepper crab cakes, a bacon and Stilton salad, and a pasta followed by a salmon, a lamb medium-rare, and a chicken. Ordering a cheese plate after the entrées.” The order was in.

My first indication that the night would be a long one came early. The server, a hip East End fellow with a punk hairstyle, placed the scallops with angel-hair pasta on the counter next to the salad and the signature crab cakes. The pasta, I could see, looked limp and lifeless, a dead giveaway to anyone in the business that it was overcooked. The scallops around the pasta revealed another problem—they appeared milky, not caramelized, telling me they had not been placed on the grill’s hot spot. Too late now.

The salad had its own troubles, being overdressed. The surplus vinaigrette had smeared all over the rim of the plate.

“I need another salad right away,” I said.

The salad maker replied that he needed to leave his station and go to the walk-in refrigerator to get it.

“Why aren’t you ready for service?” I asked him. “It’s past six. Didn’t you think anyone would be having a salad tonight?”

He didn’t even bother to answer me. I had to settle for transferring the salad to another plate. Fortunately, the crab cakes were fine. I wiped the rims of the plates clean and sent the waiter out with them. After about ten minutes, I fired the entrées, hoping to dovetail the second course on the back of the first, all the while wondering if I could be lucky enough to have Alice miss the pasta and salad defects.

I didn’t have long to wait for the next piece of bad news. The salmon was put up on the shelf way before the lamb. As should have been anticipated, the plate was too hot, which made the citrus butter sauce—a delicate liaison of reduced orange and lemon juice with carefully melted butter—boil, creating a mesa of light and dark yellow around the fish. I transferred the salmon and garnishes to a warm plate and added some new sauce, a quick solution to the problem, even though there were remnants of the broken sauce near the edges of the sauce pools. When the lamb was finally out of the oven, I squeezed the rack from the sides between my thumb and my forefinger. My panic ratcheted up yet another notch. It was slightly firm, almost resisting the pressure from my fingers and bouncing right back from the indentation instead of being a little softer. It had been cooked to medium, not medium-rare as ordered. By the time we carved it, the lamb would be medium-well.

Through clenched teeth, I asked how a dupe with the word “medium-rare” on it could have produced an item that was not and could not ever again be medium-rare. No one answered. Of course no one answered. I was talking to myself.

The chicken was a needed bright moment. Except for some slight charring on the end of its wing bone, it looked fine nestled next to a cluster of watercress. But when I looked at the standard vegetable garnish on the plate, I failed to ask myself why I was serving winter vegetables in spring to the woman whose creed was that all good cookery should be in harmony with the land and its season.

I knew I should have refired the course, but by this point I was in a tailspin. When the entrées for the Waters table were out, the kitchen staff seemed to exhale as one, not because they particularly cared how well their work would be received, but because my tension level was off the chart and they hoped I would now ease up on them.

When the manager reported no complaints from our distinguished guest, I indulged myself in a prayer that I had dodged a bullet with my name on it. When it came time for the post-entrée cheese course, I thought, At least we can’t blow this. The pantry cook handed the cheese selection to me. I was wrong. We didn’t even get that right. The first rule of serving cheese is to have it at room temperature. The assortment of California cheeses specially brought in included a couple made by Alice’s friend Laura Chenel. They had all been left in the walk-in refrigerator. I had no choice but to transfer the cheese from the chilled plate they were on to one that was room temperature. I said to the hipster waiter, “Take it.”

Because I could not see Alice’s table from the line, the hostess signaled when she and her family had finished dessert and were sitting with their espresso. I walked out into the dining room, past the waiters’ marking station—the place where flatware, glasses, and table linens are stored—and saw Alice’s sweet but formidable face at a corner banquette. I walked over to greet her.

“Thanks for coming in, chef,” I said, happy to see her. Alice politely introduced me to her husband and daughter, mentioning they were on their way to France and Italy, but wasted no time.

“This was not very good tonight, David,” she said. She gave me the name of the hotel where she was staying and said, “Call me tomorrow.”

Her tone was not as unpleasant as her authoritative message, and I sensed that she understood and had taken into account all I had to deal with—temporarily running a kitchen past its heyday with an insubordinate staff over which I had little influence and no power.

The next morning I called her, thinking we would share a laugh over how impossible our profession can be at times. I went in that direction, trying to set a confident, relaxed tone. “Hi, Alice, it’s David. What a night!”

Alice’s voice held none of the pleasant friendliness of the previous evening; in fact, it was outright cold. “Don’t you ever let that happen when you are chef of a kitchen,” she admonished me. “The owner is a friend of mine. I was embarrassed for him, but mainly I was embarrassed for you.”

She didn’t leave it at that, going on to a meticulous critique of each part of the meal, missing nothing—not even the parts I had tried to fudge. She was indignant about the out-of-season vegetables, finishing on the cheese and the dessert.

“And the cheese was cold, David, COLD! That’s inexcusable. And I could taste food odors in the cake!”

Yes, I knew that keeping cake in the walk-in with the rest of the food was bad practice. It’s something any good kitchen knows not to do, but with a staff that needed watching at every step, I had let it go.

“You are responsible for everything that comes out of that kitchen,” she chided me, “and that has to be your first priority.”

She was right and I knew it. I had known it that night as I sent out dish after dish of substandard quality. She must have heard how totally deflated I was, all my cockiness knocked out of me. But she wasn’t finished. “Before you call yourself a chef,” she went on, “remember what the word means.” It means “chief,” and in the restaurant business it’s where the buck stops. My heart was pounding so hard that after a while I could no longer process her words. But no matter. Her tone of voice carried her message loud and clear. I had blown a huge opportunity, humiliating myself in front of a woman every cook in America studies and idolizes. And worst of all, I had stupidly tried to charm my way out of a dismal failure.

Of course she was right, about the bad meal and the cold cheese and the poorly stored cake and about the fact that I—not the line cooks, not the pastry chef, not the server—was responsible for everything that came out of the kitchen. From the moment the call was over, I tried to salvage something from the debacle, allowing my mind to take me back to an old expression: “A whipped dog is a wiser dog.” I vowed I’d never again come to the game unprepared. But I couldn’t help wondering about another possible fallout. Alice would no doubt be visiting Provence and might share with Nathalie her disenchantment with me. I had invested so much in the hope that in Nathalie’s school I would become more than a good cook. I wondered if I had blown my chance for success before even getting there. The thought of failure on my journey had never entered my mind until that Saturday night. And Alice’s implicit judgment was clear: I had a long way to go before I could call myself a chef.

         

Reflecting on what brought me into this demanding profession of cooking for the pleasure of others, I realize that it was not just my love of food. The restaurant business, at least back when I entered it by way of a first summer job as a dishwasher, abounds with opportunity for those hungry to get ahead. But the work also provides a hefty dose of pressure for those trying to get by. As with early television shows that aired live, what you serve your guests has to come off right the first time, and that requires top performances from all of the support staff.

Over a succession of summer jobs and part-time during school, I moved from dishwashing to plating the salads, but the night I remember most clearly was when I was assigned to my first post “on the line,” kitchen talk for stations under the exhaust hood, working on the hot appetizers. From “hot apps” to fish then meats, from sautéing and roasting to grilling, I still have fond memories of being exposed to some of the very best mentors in the business, a brigade of dedicated cooks at a beautiful restaurant at the foot of the Brooklyn Bridge named the River Café.

It was there that I was also exposed to just how much time the chef, Larry Forgione, put into finding unique, fresh ingredients that were grown or raised in the States. I was endlessly intrigued, but at the end of each summer I went back to college. Later I learned that Forgione left to open An American Place in Manhattan, named by James Beard, the chef’s mentor and one of the foremost cookbook authors in America. College graduation brought me a job at a lighting and set design firm and I thought my kitchen days were over as I looked for a break into show business. But a few months later, Larry called and offered me a full-time position on the line at his new place. Unhappy with my job as a draftsman—where it seemed as if I would have to pay my dues in an office job for an eternity—I decided to cook and maybe one day become a chef.

For the menu at An American Place, Forgione was creating dishes with ingredients I had never heard of, things like nasturtium leaves, fiddlehead ferns, and morel mushrooms. “Where did you find them?” I asked him. They came from California and northern Michigan, he told me, and added that in Europe all chefs learn to be foragers. Most of them, he said, regularly wander through markets and out-of-the-way places to find something interesting or unique, and then create a dish around it. As the cottage food business grew and foragers throughout the nation contacted Forgione, his repertoire continued to expand.

At the same time, the California cuisine trend hit Manhattan. Simple, robust food came out of open kitchens with mesquite grills and wood-burning ovens. Reduction sauces gave way to flavored mayonnaise, and sprigs of fresh herbs were the garnishes instead of fluted mushroom caps. The entertainment of watching cooks prepare food while wearing black baseball caps in lieu of a toque—the classic French chef’s hat—added to the signature of this new wave of cooking that brought the high-quality dining experience many steps closer to being casual. Larry would say that what I was witnessing in New York was only a part of the California food world.

The idea of heading west to check out firsthand the restaurant scene in San Francisco began to form in my head. When I told Larry, he urged me on.

Once in California, I quickly found work at the Campton Place hotel under Chef Bradley Ogden, a friend of Larry’s. But any conversation about California cuisine’s beginnings invariably came around to the schoolteacher-turned-chef Alice Waters and Chez Panisse, her influential restaurant across the bay in Berkeley, where she successfully compressed the time it took to get food from the ranch or farm to the tables in her dining room.

In the introduction to her first cookbook, Chez Panisse Menu Cookbook, I read that her food was inspired by travels in France and by the cookbooks of Richard Olney and Elizabeth David. To that end, Chez Panisse was originally a French restaurant, modeled after the rustic dishes of the south of France, in particular the cooking of Provence. The influence showed in the dining room as well, where the walls were adorned with posters for films by Marcel Pagnol, the French filmmaker who had written stories based in Provence. I later learned that Waters was so inspired by these films and the lives of the characters that she named the restaurant after one of them, Panisse.

France and food were bound up together for me as well, though in my case the link involved only vicarious travel to France during my childhood. In our home, as in most American homes, Sunday night television with Disney was a ritual. But as a child of two off-camera television professionals, I also watched some shows that were not what you would expect a kid to be watching. One, aimed at an adult audience, mesmerized me. It was called The Galloping Gourmet and was hosted by the happy, funny, and well-dressed gourmand Graham Kerr. It ran in our area just about the time I usually came home for lunch.

The Galloping Gourmet was a show about a flamboyant but skilled chef going through a hectic routine each episode as he deftly prepared a grand gourmet meal inspired by some exotic locale or classic technique. His hammed-up facial expressions and zany ways, along with his interactions with the live audience, made for an amusing show. I was captivated by the way he transformed raw ingredients into finished dishes—peeling, chopping, slicing, then pots and pans jangling on the stove, working two ovens as he made a meal around the main event, like roast duck with a sauce of pinot noir or shallow-fried turbot with lemon and parsley butter sauce. But what I remember most vividly were the short segments devoted to his sojourns overseas, mostly in France and Italy—the famous harbor of Marseille, where he bought the fish for bouillabaisse, the Burgundian countryside as he spoke about dishes à la dijonnaise, and the open-air markets where he shopped for fresh ingredients. Even if I had no idea what he was talking about when he referred to what went into dishes like escargot truffière, it did not matter. What did matter was that he always made cookery fun.

         

On the train from Paris to Provence, I obsessed about the possibility that Alice had told Nathalie about my fiasco in London, going over all my failures of service that night, one by one, as she had with me. And so I was relieved when Nathalie met me at the Avignon train station with her son Jerome, greeting me with a hearty, “Welcome to Provence!”

She looked different from how I remembered her—she stood a little taller than she appeared at our first meeting, but was thinner and balanced her weight on a cane. She pointed to the cane as the reason for the two-month delay—knee surgery. Swiss by heritage, Nathalie had discovered Provence in her twenties and adopted the region’s sun-drenched lifestyle with the same dedication as a native. Her long, free-flowing auburn hair, angular features, wise brown eyes, and wide smile may have been a nod to the gypsies of the Vaucluse valley. She had even named her home after one of their patron saints, but since we met in Berkeley, she had moved into an apartment in town.

As we set out in Jerome’s little Peugeot station wagon, she told me that we had to make a few stops on the way home. “We must pick up some wine,” she announced, “then visit a huilerie for some olive oil and a nursery to get starter plants of basil and parsley. It’s unfortunate when all I need is a sprig or a few leaves that I have to buy a whole bunch. Unless I am making pistou”—pesto—“and I need a lot, it’s wasteful. Plus, the flavor is best when you can go to the source.”

Jerome drove swiftly through the valley as we passed meadows of bright red poppies, asparagus fields, vineyards, and cherry orchards. It was too early in the season to see the famous purple rows of lavender that Provence is known for. But its nascent fields were everywhere. I could just make out the medieval hilltop villages—Lagnes, Gordes, Ménerbes—far off in the distance. They all shared a similar architectural style of stone and terra-cotta except for Roussillon, which rose from the red rock of nearby cliffs. “You’ll get a chance to visit them during your stay,” Nathalie said as she watched me gaze in awe through the open car windows. “We have to move fast because the vendors all close at noon for their midday break.”

“Where is everything else going to come from?” I asked.

“There are excellent shops in some of the towns, and just down the street from the apartment is a great boulangerie,” Jerome was quick to reply over his shoulder.

“Unless of course when we go to the markets we get everything there,” Nathalie said from the passenger seat. She directed Jerome in French to turn left at the next intersection. She preferred to travel in the valley on the “D” routes as opposed to the “N” routes of the national system. “It might take a little longer, but there is much more to see on the département roads.”

A short while later, Nathalie pointed to Bonnieux, a town that capped a lone hill ahead, our final destination. The winding two-lane road to town took us past fruit and nut orchards, grass fields, restored farmhouses, and old stone barns. The car’s diesel engine labored to make the final steep grade. Near the summit a clear vista of the valley of the Vaucluse opened up. I looked across to Lacoste, another hilltop town close by, and saw the jagged ruins of the Marquis de Sade’s castle, which dominated the vista from high above the village. Recalling the twisted madness chronicled in Peter Weiss’s modern play Marat/Sade that I read in college, I wondered how this exquisite environment could have produced such a tortured soul.

It didn’t take long to adjust to the daily rhythm of living in Provence. Early each morning I’d walk down the street to the patisserie to get warm breakfast pastries or brioche to have with café au lait, which we drank out of bowls, a local custom. We would leave by eight o’clock to go to the markets, buy what we needed for lunch and dinner, and then return to the apartment with an occasional detour through one of the villages that dotted the hilltops of the valley.

At the end of my first month, all seemed on track until one day Nathalie asked me, “Is there anything you want to make while here?”

I replied, “No, I like your choices. I like what you’re doing.”

“But didn’t you come here to learn the food of Provence?”

“Of course,” I answered. “That’s why I try to follow your lead in the kitchen.”

Nathalie dismissed my response with a somewhat chilly “okay” and went back to her work. That seemed to resolve the issue, but just what might have motivated her question continued to nag at me.

I didn’t understand what her problem was. I was eager to go to the market each morning, help with the prep, even help with the clean-up, all the while trying to adhere to my mother’s warning not to be a pushy American.

“Remember,” my mother had advised me, “you will be living in this woman’s home, working in her kitchen. Don’t come on like a know-it-all, telling her that this isn’t how they do it in San Francisco or New York. You are there to learn.”

“What are you thinking about?” Nathalie asked me the next day as I chopped some mirepoix vegetables and tried my hand at making the “house” salad dressing.

Maybe because her question took me by surprise, or because I didn’t know what answer she was looking for, I replied, “Nothing. I was just thinking about how different eating at home is.”

“David, I didn’t invite you here to chop vegetables and season lamb. Cooking, you know, is not about recipes. It comes from my heart. You have never asked me why—why I do things, why I want it done this way and not that way. What’s in your heart, David? Did you leave it at home?”

I didn’t know quite what to say. I must have searched too long for an answer, for Nathalie went on.

“Maybe you might want to think about other things to do in Provence. But that is for you to decide.”

With that, she left the kitchen.

I quickly finished up the vegetables, wiped my hands, left the apartment, and briskly walked up the narrow cobblestoned road to the village peak. I perched myself on the top of a wall overlooking the entire valley and began to assess what just happened. I had been invited to find something else, my services no longer required. Yes, despite the polite words she had used, I had been fired, and not from a glitzy restaurant with a demanding clientele, but from a job without pay. I had no idea why, other than that in some way I failed to measure up. I didn’t know what to do. I thought for a minute about trying to repair the situation with Nathalie, but she had left me no such opening, her demeanor communicating that she had made her decision and it was final. I had been let go, told to find some other place, not just to work but to sleep as well.

I had to make a decision. Going home after having been stamped a total loser by a world-recognized food authority likely meant leaving cooking forever. And I wasn’t able to explain Nathalie’s judgment of me, even to myself. The problem was I still didn’t quite know what I had done wrong.

         

As much out of embarrassment as courage, I wanted another chance in Europe. But in order to stay, I needed a connection—someone who could open a door for me to another position. As if guided by a kindly saint who had taken pity on me, I remembered that my mother had mentioned during a call home that one of her colleagues had a sister, Faith Heller Willinger, who was a food writer living in Tuscany. Just in case I considered going to Italy, my mother had passed on her address. The next day I sent off a letter.

Faith was close to the Italian restaurant business and had become a respected expert in food and wine. Although I didn’t know it at the time, my letter arrived while she was busy reading galleys of her soon-to-be-published guide to Italian regional cuisine, Eating in Italy. Yet she took the time to speak to me by phone. I told her about my embarrassing experiences with Alice and Nathalie. She took the time to buck me up, to restore a little of my lost confidence. But the help she offered me was not limited to confidence building.

She suggested that I meet her in Florence and maybe she could help arrange an itinerary of internships in some of the best Italian restaurants, providing that my priority was to learn, not to make money. I assured her this was so, that I had come to Europe to broaden my skills and see Mediterranean cooking at the source.

During our first meeting in Florence, she began to educate me. “You must realize when we talk about la cucina italiana”—Italian cuisine—“it’s about cookery from twenty different regions rather than a single, national cuisine.”

She went on to explain that Italy has been united as a republic only since the mid-nineteenth century, almost a century after the United States became a nation, and every region still held on to its own specialties and traditions.

“During the twentieth century,” she added, “in the largest cities, this interesting palette of distinct regions has been a little blurred by modern transportation and a new generation of young chefs who strive for innovation.”

I had originally left the states to experience Provence and the south of France. Being in Italy was completely unexpected. I was excited by the prospect of a new challenge, but at the same time my failure to meet the last challenge had left me vulnerable. Faith must have read this on my face.

“Okay,” she said, shifting gears. “Have you ever cooked with white truffles? Know how traditional balsamic vinegar is truly made? Made pesto in a mortar and pestle? Have you ever heard of the regions of Friuli or Liguria, the dairy belt of the Po valley, or know that Chianti is a place and not just a wine?”

While she spoke, I realized how little I knew about Italian cuisine and that I had accepted as fact many of the worst clichés about the Italian menu.

“Tomatoes came from the New World, not Naples. Peperoni are bell peppers, not the sliced salami disks on a pizza. Bologna is a city, and the deli meat you know is really a derivative of mortadella,” she continued. “And a true Florentine steak is a very thick porterhouse that doesn’t need to be served with spinach.”

When she realized just how little I knew, she figured out how to help me.

“I believe it would suit you best,” she said, “to move around for a while, in rural parts, and experience the variety this country offers from its core.” Over the next few days, she tirelessly worked the phone, creating an itinerary of internships that would expose me to what she considered the heart and soul of true Italian food. This would take me to areas of the country where the best examples of regional cooking could be found, and where restaurant owners and chefs were dedicated to preserving the cookery of their respective localities.

Only room and board was offered, except in the rare case where a generous owner might provide a small stipend for pocket money. I would start in Piedmont, and then move on to Friuli, Tuscany, Lombardy, Campania, and Lazio, not in big-city restaurants but in restaurants and wineries in small towns and back-road rural areas where the menus featured time-honored local fare.

The first stop would be in Piedmont. It was truffle season. I was going to a restaurant among the vineyards of Barbaresco, in the valley of the Langhe—fertile soil for the pricey Tuber magnatum, the white truffle of Alba. I had no idea what to expect, what working in a foreign kitchen with strangers beside me was going to be like. Especially since I didn’t speak a word of Italian.

Once off the train I showed the address to the uniformed stationmaster. He led me outside to get a clear view and pointed to a winding road that seemed to end at an old town on top of a nearby hill. As I gathered my bags, trying to distribute the weight evenly shoulder to shoulder, he raised his eyebrows, and then shrugged a smile at me. I thanked him and set out.

I finally dragged my three bags up the last incline to the small piazza where the restaurant was located. I found the back door and went into the kitchen, soaked in sweat even on that cold and foggy November day. The staff was in the final hectic stages of getting ready for a lunch banquet, and the chef had no interest in my heroic feat of getting me and my luggage up that road. The first words belted out of her mouth in French were “Bienvenue, es-tu ici pour regarder ou pour travailler?”—Welcome! Are you here to watch or work? She handed me an apron. Like most folks so close to the border, she was bilingual. We could communicate, at least enough to be understood in French.

She wasted no time. “Go help in the pasta station!”

Virtually no one spoke English. Italians speak Italian, and among themselves they communicate in their own rapid-fire local dialects. I heard a language full of emotion, but my lack of vocabulary deprived me of the nuance each emotion was driving home. I heard the stream of words as little more than white noise. It was easy to tune out what I was having so much trouble understanding.

During the internship, I sensed snide comments were being made behind my back, and sometimes to my face. I kept hearing “il Americano,” and since I was the only American on the staff, it didn’t take long to connect the dots. I stayed silent, trying to be polite by responding with what I thought were appropriately timed sì’s. I probably said yes to being an arrogant, selfish, rich, greedy, spoiled American cowboy more times than I would ever care to know about. “Cowboy” seemed to be a favorite label for Americans, curious because the Italians had a love-hate relationship with America’s legendary wide-open West, knocking the brawny cowboy mind-set but making their own Westerns, called spaghetti Westerns, based on the creations of Hollywood.

I watched the other cooks and tried to rely on common sense to get through the day. Although one time when a chef asked for eggs, I came back with grapes, wondering why he needed them for a dish that didn’t seem to call for fruit. He, along with everyone else in the kitchen, doubled over in sidesplitting laughter. To my untrained ear, uove—eggs—and uve—grapes—sounded similar, especially when spoken quickly with an unfamiliar accent. I went along with it good-naturedly, concealing my embarrassment.

I got through that first internship with a better familiarity with the Italian words for eggs and grapes, certain cheeses, sage, and keeping things clean. But each new internship exposed me to yet another variation of regional Italian food. And the very different personalities of Italian kitchens. Some kitchens were accustomed to stagiaires—the French word that Italians used for “interns.” Others were not. In some kitchens I felt the chef had some minimal interest in me, while in others I was just ignored. But in each kitchen you also had the line cooks to win over. Some welcomed me. Others simply did not want to be working alongside a straniero—foreigner. My first week at each new place reminded me of a first-day-of-school shakedown—sorting out the show-offs from the helpful, the wise guys from potential friends. The former talked at me, whereas the latter spoke with me.

Some kitchens thrived on chaos, others were organized and efficient. At one place the chef ordered a code of silence. Arguments that turned physical were
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