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For Wendy & Isaac.

My right place is where you are.





My sincerest desire is that you exhaust all the strength and the effort of your lives . . . and every moment of every day into your practice.

—DOGEN
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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

Imagine if, early in our schooling or career, we learned a system to organize ourselves and manage our work. We could carry this system with us no matter where we worked or what we did for a living—be we contractor or teacher, salesperson or doctor. And with this system we would have a code to guide our conduct; techniques to help us channel our energies, thoughts, and emotions productively; and the means to get through a tough workload and deliver with excellence.

Bits of that philosophy live in many professions and corporate cultures. Pieces of that system exist in any number of organizational methods.

But only one profession has developed a refined philosophy and comprehensive system of how to work. That profession is the culinary arts, and that philosophy and system is called mise-en-place.

It’s a French phrase translating as “put in place.” In the kitchen mise-en-place means to gather and arrange the ingredients and tools needed for cooking. But for many culinary professionals, the phrase connotes something deeper. Mise-en-place is a tradition of focus and discipline, a method of working and being. Many cooks call it a way of life.

What makes the professional kitchen’s system so special? Over the past 2 centuries, chefs and cooks all over the world developed an informal regimen of values and behaviors in response to the unique demands and constraints of those kitchens. Because of those singular circumstances, chefs and cooks created an approach to work that has no equivalent.

What makes that approach applicable outside the kitchen? What wisdom could a chef impart, for example, to a lawyer, when those two jobs are so different? The simple answer is that lawyers weren’t forced to create that system. Chefs were. And the values and behaviors that spring from that chefly system aren’t about cooking, but about achieving excellence. So many of us have convinced ourselves that because we are busy, we are working to the fullest extent of our abilities. But chefs know that there is a big difference between working hard and working clean.

That mise-en-place might be useful outside the kitchen, and that the chef’s philosophy of working might be as nourishing to our minds as the chef’s food is to our bodies—those ideas are why this book exists.
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This book teaches the lessons of mise-en-place in three courses. The first section, The Power of Working Clean, takes us straight to an exceptional kitchen where we’ll spend a day discovering how mise-en-place works and how it helps its practitioners focus amid chaos. Then we’ll spend a very different kind of day in an office, showing how we work without mise-en-place and how we often suffer for it. We’ll see that mise-en-place applies to the office despite its differences from the kitchen. And we’ll learn the three universal values of working clean: preparation, process, and presence.

The second course, The Ingredients of Working Clean, breaks mise-en-place into 10 distinct behaviors, each its own chapter. Each of the 10 chapters begins with a story, taking us into the life of a chef and how he or she learned that behavior. We then look at what chefs do and know that we might not. Then we suggest exercises and habits to integrate that behavior into our work lives outside the kitchen.

The third course, Working Clean as a Way of Life, converts those ingredients into a recipe for regular use. First, we reshape the values and behaviors of mise-en-place to fit our lives outside the kitchen and lay out the Work Clean system for organizing our workflow. Then we’ll walk together through an ideal day of working clean, which weaves all the values and behaviors we’ve learned into an average workday and includes the book’s most important recommendation: developing a regular practice of planning, a 30-minute Daily Meeze.

Working clean can transform your life, and this book gives you many useful ways to do just that.

As the global economy changes, our personal career trajectories become more like those of culinarians—nonlinear, itinerant, with plenty of false starts and surprises, successes and failures. Restaurants open and restaurants close, but because of mise-en-place, chefs and cooks bend where we might tend to break. A personal mise-en-place imparts a kind of learned resiliency that, if you practice it, can travel with you from workplace to workplace, from opportunity to opportunity. Mise-en-place can provide comfort as we move through those spaces because we understand that the responsibility for our success lies in our self-direction. Any door we walk through, we carry our own mise-en-place with us.
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Some additional notes about the writing of Everything in Its Place:

■I am a journalist, not a chef. I have never worked in a professional kitchen. I became intrigued by mise-en-place not because I was interested in cooking, but because, as an outsider, I saw in that system something beautiful and elegant that transcended kitchen work. Thus I approached this project in three ways. First, as a reporter, I have used the tools of my profession, interviewing more than 100 people from the culinary world, including chefs, line cooks, students, instructors, and restaurateurs, spending many months observing the kitchens in which they work. Second, as an executive and manager, I bring a career of experiences working in corporate, academic, and start-up environments; and I carry a professional history of both successes and instructive failures. Third, as a college professor and as a 2-decade-long teacher of a spiritual discipline, yoga, I recognize in the chef a kindred mission to educate, and I see many commonalities between the chef’s philosophy, mise-en-place, and other spiritual traditions.

■I worked to represent my sources accurately and to honor them, their aspirations, experience, and expertise. The stories, thoughts, feelings, or words of chefs and cooks come from reporting, not invention. For dialogue I use quotation marks to denote replication and italics to signify approximation.

■I refer to mise-en-place above as a philosophy (what chefs believe) and a system (what chefs do). Later in this book I refer to it as an ethical code. Mise-en-place is all those things. Chefs themselves use the term to denote the array of ingredients at their station, their setup (e.g., “That idiot dropped sauce all over my mise-en-place!”), but also the practice of preparing that setup for themselves or other cooks (e.g., “If you can come in on time and get your mise-en-place done every day, then I’ll let you cook.”), and the mind state of someone who knows exactly how to think, plan, and move (e.g., “She has good mise-en-place.”). Mise-en-place is all those things, too.

■I do not use the words chef and cook interchangeably, even though some people do—and even though some chefs humbly call themselves “cooks” and some cooks proudly call themselves “chefs.” In this book a “chef” leads a staff of cooks, and “cooks” work for a chef. For simplicity, “chef” and “cook” include “baker.”

■I wrote this book for the layman, but I hope that it will also be useful for current and future culinarians. My suggestions are mostly for the workplace, but they can also be used at home. And though I aim those suggestions at people who work in offices, mise-en-place applies to classrooms, hospitals, and other work settings.

■To deconstruct mise-en-place, I drew from sources in the world of fine dining—not because mise-en-place doesn’t exist in diners and chain restaurants, but because the philosophy is more exacting, evolved, explicit, and articulated in fine-dining kitchens.

■I have interviewed chefs all over North America, but most of the chefs I’ve selected to profile are based in New York. I’ve done this in part to weave together the narratives of chefs who share the same teachers. In particular, the students of Jean-Georges Vongerichten, Alfred Portale, and Charlie Palmer figure prominently in this book.

■Lastly, I wrote this book on mise-en-place because I couldn’t find one to read. But I would be remiss if I did not credit two people, Michael Ruhlman and Anthony Bourdain, for introducing the concept into public consciousness. The Making of a Chef, Ruhlman’s magnificent account of his journey to learn about becoming a chef by embedding himself as a student at the Culinary Institute of America, was published in 1997 and has to be one of the first contemporary accounts of mise-en-place as a personal and professional culture. Reading Anthony Bourdain’s notions about mise-en-place in the midst of his rollicking memoir Kitchen Confidential, published in 2000, was like reaching an eye of reverence in a hurricane of irreverence. Bourdain has at times called mise-en-place his religion. When you deconstruct the principles and regard the faithfulness with which chefs practice them, mise-en-place approaches that. Bourdain is observing the world’s mise-en-place now: As a chef he’s a better journalist than many journalists are; as a journalist, more influential on a generation of young cooks than he ever could have been as a chef. I’ve only spoken to Ruhlman by phone and only shaken Bourdain’s hand once, long ago as a customer at his restaurant, but I don’t think this book would have been possible without them, and I have endeavored to honor their work.

It may seem odd to advance mise-en-place as a spiritual practice, with spirituality’s implications of balance, especially when so many chefs and cooks do not live balanced lives at all. But mise-en-place is a philosophy of how to start things and how to complete things, how to speed up and how to slow down, how to say “yes” to things and “no” to others, and as such, when practiced consciously, mise-en-place can be helpful in creating balance.

I cannot promise you, nor would I want to, that working clean is easy. It is not. Chefs and cooks spend their entire careers perfecting these principles. But I do promise that whenever you work clean, you will be the best that you can be.



FIRST COURSE

THE POWER OF WORKING CLEAN





FOCUS

How mise-en-place works



Chef Dwayne Lipuma’s entire kitchen staff just quit. He’s looking at reservations for 40 people for lunch, then another 140 for a banquet tomorrow. To make all those meals, LiPuma’s bosses have provided him with 19 recruits, some of whom have never cooked in a fine-dining restaurant. Aside from LiPuma’s assistant and a pastry chef, not one of the staff has ever seen the menu, much less prepared the items on it, all gourmet dishes with elaborate presentations.

But by the end of the day, the diners will leave satisfied. In fact, the customers—some of whom have waited months for a reservation at LiPuma’s restaurant, American Bounty—will scarcely notice that their entire meal was made by neophyte cooks.

A miracle perhaps? Nope. It’s a regular day for Chef LiPuma. In 3 weeks, when LiPuma has his crew trained and confident, they will leave and a new group of inexperienced cooks will replace them. He will repeat this process every 3 weeks, thus providing the penultimate course for students who will soon graduate from the Culinary Institute of America.

What makes this impossible rhythm possible is not a miracle. It’s a system called mise-en-place.

LEARNING TO COOK, LEARNING TO WORK

The Culinary Institute of America, called the CIA without irony by people who think more about the epicurean than they do espionage, sits like a citadel on the banks of the Hudson River almost 100 miles north of New York City. Its grand campus in Hyde Park, New York, centered around a former seminary—housing an average of 2,400 students, 140 full-time faculty, 49 kitchens, and four student-staffed restaurants—the CIA is among the world’s most renowned culinary schools, with branches in Texas, northern California, and Singapore.

From the first day of classes to the last, CIA students will hear the term mise-en-place, pronounced like “me’s on plahhs.” It’s on the lips of Tim Ryan, the president of the college, as he greets new enrollees. A few of the students may have heard the term before they arrived, perhaps in a kitchen for which they worked during high school or thereafter. Some will refer to their textbook, The Professional Chef, which provides the English translation of the term, “put in place,” and a definition: “the preparation and assembly of ingredients, pans, utensils, and plates or serving pieces needed for a particular dish or service period.” At first, mise-en-place blends into the dozens of French words and phrases they must remember as they make their way through their introductory class, Culinary Fundamentals, like mirepoix, brunoise, tourner, arroser, fond de veau, roux, consommé. But as students learn the basic techniques they’ll need to succeed in all the courses that follow—knife cuts, making stock, making sauce, cooking vegetables and meat—they learn that mise-en-place encompasses an entirely different set of vital skills, and that putting their ingredients and tools in place is just the first level of a deceptively simple concept that keeps unfolding.

Instructors invoke mise-en-place when they tell students to keep their cutting boards and workstations clean and when they tell them to arrange their tools in a certain order and return them to that order after they use them; when they move too slow and also when they move too fast; when they move too much and when they move too little; when they start tasks too early and when they finish them too late; when they talk too much and when they don’t say enough; when they don’t use their five senses: taste, touch, smell, sight, sound; and when they fail to use their sixth sense: common. As the days go by, the chef-instructors begin to talk about a deeper notion: mental mise-en-place, the idea that students can’t master physical organization without first organizing their minds. It starts with the CIA timeline, a paper form that chefs expect students to use every day and master. In preparation for each class, students must list their needed tools, ingredients, and tasks for the day. They must arrange those tasks in time, plotting precisely when each thing is supposed to happen. When students find themselves running behind in class or skipping steps, the chefs refer to the student’s timeline; usually the chefs can point to the error in thinking that resulted in the error in behavior. Students commit these timelines to memory. Then they begin to tackle planning on-the-fly, the mental work that allows them to move smoothly from one task to the next. Over time, mise-en-place begins to reveal itself as a set of values: Apprenticing oneself. Getting to class early, not just on time. Working with intensity. Cultivating a sense of urgency. Remaining alert. Aiming for perfection.

This idea of mise-en-place, a curriculum unto itself, begins to migrate outside the kitchen. Students load their backpacks and lay their clothes out at night before bed, iron their chef’s whites and shine their shoes. They use timelines and prep lists to study for their academic courses, not just their cooking classes. They organize their desks, their closets, their rooms. They even begin “mise-en-placing” their social activities to maximize their time off.

Then the students go home for their first holiday and wonder how the rest of the world changed so much since they were last in it.

Maybe, like Alexandra Tibbats, they watch their parents scurry around the house for car keys that should, of course, have been put back where they belonged, or wait hours for high school friends who can’t seem to show up on time. Or maybe they’re like Kaitlin Ngo, whose mother watches in stunned silence as Kaitlin—for whom the opening of a suitcase had always been comparable to the uncorking of a geyser—now demurs on a quick shopping excursion to stay home and methodically unpack.

The students return to the CIA and learn to cook à la carte breakfasts, lunches, and dinners for their classmates. At the end of their first year, they go on their “externship”—18 weeks working in a restaurant in the real world. Some will cook; others will do the kinds of jobs that kitchen trainees are expected to do: working in the prep kitchen, cutting vegetables and cleaning. They will marvel at how fast and smooth everyone around them seems to move, confirming how much they still don’t know. As their second year draws to a close, they will be assigned to one of the CIA’s four first-class restaurants, and the training wheels come off. Some of them will enter the kitchen of American Bounty and be greeted by a smiling Chef Dwayne LiPuma.

But LiPuma is not here to assess their cooking skills because they’ve learned and been evaluated on all their techniques already. What LiPuma will be teaching and testing here is their physical, mental, and ethical mise-en-place, without which they will never be able to use any of those techniques in a professional setting.

WELCOME TO AMERICAN BOUNTY

Nineteen students dressed in clean chef whites gather in a wood-paneled private dining room next to the lobby-bar of American Bounty. It’s 7:45 a.m. when Chef Dwayne LiPuma walks in for the first day of class. For the next 75 minutes he’ll lecture them on the daily work schedule and the rules of the kitchen, review the menu dish-by-dish, and describe how he’ll grade them. LiPuma is 5 feet 6 inches of compacted power, with spiky brown hair and metal-rimmed glasses. He talks fast, very fast, Martin Scorcese-on-a-double-espresso fast.

“Welcome to American Bounty,” he says. “We are going into the whirlwind. Your anxiety level is off the chart. Everybody’s except for mine.”

LiPuma is calm because he has his own mise-en-place. He’s done everything he can to ensure the success of his new charges. He ordered the previous class to prepare a few days’ worth of ingredients so the new class won’t have to do any physical mise-en-place except for arranging those ingredients. LiPuma tells them they can ease their fears by getting the lay of the land—a “plan” in the literal sense of the term, the French word for “map.” Make a mental diagram of where everything is and should be. Know the recipes. And come to class every day with your timeline. “No timeline means 20 percent off your daily grade,” he warns. He knows that when they get into the professional world, these students won’t write timelines. Instead they’ll internalize them.

“I’m not going to teach you how to cut a carrot,” he tells them. “I’m going to teach you how to organize yourself.”

It’s one thing to apply cooking techniques to a recipe and construct a plate. It is quite another thing to do that a dozen times with speed and consistency. LiPuma argues that organization is going to deliver the speed they’ll need. Speed will come from their brain’s basal ganglia memorizing repeated muscle movements, which—if they are to be quick—should be as small as possible. They will gain some of that speed by selecting their tools with care. “What kind of ladle do you need for the soup?” LiPuma asks. “An 8-ounce ladle. Why? Because that’s the portion size.” If students have a 2-ounce ladle, they will have to ladle four times instead of one. They will win additional speed by arranging their tools. “I should be able to blindfold you,” the chef says, “and when I say, ‘Pick up your tongs,’ you know that they’re always right there, that your ladle is right there, that your oil is right here.” They will accrue even more speed by properly arranging their ingredients. LiPuma wants all their ingredients “zoned out”: all the ingredients for one dish in one area. “The less your hand moves, the more efficient you are.”

“You’ll see,” he continues. “By being organized, you will be more efficient. By being more efficient, you will have more time in your day. By having more time in your day, you will be more relaxed in your day; you will be able to accomplish the task at hand in a clear, concise, fluid motion.” LiPuma promises them that by the time they leave his kitchen, they’ll be smooth and calm, like him.

“Like oil on glass,” he says.

DAY ONE

The students enter the kitchen at 9:00 a.m. They have 1 hour to produce “demo plates”—one sample dish of every menu item on their station. Each student is responsible for two or three menu items. On tougher stations students work in pairs. The demo plates give them a chance to practice before service and give LiPuma a peek at their skills: Can they actually do the cooking?

At 10:00 a.m., once their demos are done, they take a break for “family meal,” prepared by a team of three students. Chef LiPuma kicks everyone out of the kitchen and doesn’t let them back in until 11:00 a.m. “They need to decompress,” LiPuma says. “They get so stressed out. And sometimes when you leave the scenario that’s stressing you out—Oh, God! I’ve got all this work!—and you step back, eat something, rethink it, and revisit it, it’s not so stressful. Plus, they need to eat, period. Because they’ll skip eating, leave here, and they’ll have nowhere to eat until dinner.”

But while his students decompress in the dining room, LiPuma compresses their time in the kitchen. He doesn’t want them to work through lunch and thus encourage a lazy pace. With cuisine as it is with culinary students, no transformation happens without heat. LiPuma needs to cook his class, too.

While they’re eating, LiPuma and his sous-chefs-in-training straighten students’ mise-en-place, writing reminders on the stainless steel tables with a black-ink Sharpie: “Your chervil is brown,” “Paper towel under parsley,” “Brush with olive oil.” At 11:00 a.m. the students return. They have 45 minutes before the first lunch orders start coming in.

All morning, as the students work, Chef LiPuma prowls the “line”—the row of ovens, burners, and grills where most of his cooks stand and most of the kitchen’s food gets prepared.

Some students use the wrong tools for the job: Zoe tries to cook potato pancakes in pans that are too big and use too much oil. Alex puts the butternut squash soup in a pot that’s too small. “It’s gonna burn,” LiPuma says. Later Alex blots extra-virgin olive oil onto bruschetta with a paper towel. “Don’t do that!” LiPuma moans. “Get a brush.” Caitlyn discovers that the smashed potatoes left for her by the previous class have been put in a narrow, plastic quart container and have thus disintegrated under their own weight. “Why don’t you make a necklace out of them?” LiPuma says. Caitlyn cooks replacement potatoes and puts them back in the same container, repeating the failure.

Other students don’t check the ingredients prepared for them by the previous class: Rahmie places his own bruschetta in the oven to toast without noticing that there’s no olive oil on them at all. “It doesn’t matter that this is what they left you,” Chef says. “You gotta make it right!”

With first day jitters, many students move too fast. “Juan!” Chef LiPuma says, seeing four cuts of steak on the grill. “What are you cooking all that beef for? When are you supposed to mark off that meat?”—meaning sear it so it acquires a nice crust and grill marks on the exterior before cooking to a finish in the oven. “When I come back from family meal,” Juan replies. LiPuma nods: “So finish marking one. Easy there, Slick.” When Juan and the others return from family meal, they continue to rush and confuse the proper order of things. They begin cooking side dishes well before the proteins are ready. “This is à la carte cooking, guys,” LiPuma booms over the class PA system. “You cook your vegetables and starches on pickup,” not when food is ordered. In other words, proteins get the heat when the order comes in, and when the chefs later call for pickup, that’s when they heat the starches and vegetables, as they take less time. They remove meat from the oven when it’s still raw. “Don’t take anything out of the oven until you clear it with me first,” LiPuma orders. The students bring warm plates down from the heat lamps well before their dishes are ready, letting them get cold. “If somebody plates on a cold plate again, zero for the day!” LiPuma bellows. “Are we clear?” “Yes, Chef!” the crew shouts.

Other students move too slow. Because meat takes a certain amount of time to cook—as much as 20 minutes from raw to medium-well—many line cooks “pre-cook” their protein to rare, reducing the time it takes to heat it to the final temperature, or “doneness,” once an order comes in. The goal is to always stay one item ahead of the incoming orders. But almost all the students are having a hard time understanding how this process works. Once service starts, LiPuma must constantly remind the line cooks to move on orders as soon as they come in. “Drop a pan!” he yells as an order comes in for lamb. Ronald takes some lamb out and begins seasoning it. Here comes LiPuma, straight for him: If you don’t drop that pan before you season, then you’ll be twiddling your thumbs waiting for that pan to get hot. “Are you helping time or hurting time?” LiPuma asks. “Hurting time,” Ronald replies, slapping a pan down on the range.

A pork order has come in for Zoe. Here comes LiPuma:

“That pork’s in the oven?” he asks her.

“Yes, Chef,” she replies.

“Now you want to replace that one, right? You already seared off another one?”

“I’m gonna sear off another one when that one’s done.”

LiPuma scrunches his face: “Say what?!”

Zoe stammers. She doesn’t understand that she can’t wait to get the next one started.

“No, what you’re going to do right now is drop a pan and start getting it hot. And by the time you’re done seasoning it, the pan will be hot.”

It’s not that Zoe isn’t prepared. She arrived in class with a perfect, color-coded timeline with every ingredient and tool, with every task she needs to do and when she needs to do it. She has a plan for the day. But each of those tasks has an internal order, too, and she just doesn’t know the correct order. This is what LiPuma is teaching everyone: order in space, order in time.

Some students move too much. Rahmie takes handfuls of garlic, onions, chorizo, and potatoes, brings them over to the stove, and drops them into a hot pan with oil and stock to make a broth for steamed mussels. “Do you think it might be easier to bring the pan to the mise-en-place than your mise-en-place to the pan? Maybe less moves?” LiPuma asks him. “Yes, Chef,” Rahmie replies. LiPuma will continue to bust the ever-smiling Rahmie’s chops about the dish. Now Rahmie jiggles the pan. “Don’t worry about shaking it,” LiPuma says. “Just get the rest of the ingredients in there and then you can do the little shaky-shaky thing that you guys like to do.”

Other students don’t move enough. The family meal crew stands around a pot of rice, stirring occasionally. “How long are you going to mother that rice?” LiPuma calls to them. “Put a lid on it and go away, do something else.” They don’t understand, LiPuma says. Every time they stir it, they’re cooling it, and it’s taking longer to cook. They do it because they’re nervous, and it’s a comfort zone. But they’re wasting valuable time that they could be using to prep for the next few days of service. “What are you doing, man?” LiPuma asks Ronald. “Cooking the mushrooms,” Ronald replies. “They’re in the oven! You can’t even see them! Get outta here! Go do sumthin’! Go bag up the chilis!” LiPuma walks past Zoe. “Are you leaning, Zoe? Don’t lean. There’s a bunch of other stuff you can do!”

Some students don’t communicate enough. An order comes in for lamb, and LiPuma yells to Ronald, “Take the lamb and put it in the oven.” He hears nothing. He yells again, with a bite: “Take the lamb and put it in the oven!” “Yes, Chef!” Ronald replies. “That’s a good answer,” LiPuma says. But LiPuma is having a problem with all the “Yes, Chef!” he’s getting. When he calls out a quantity of something, he wants them to tell him what they heard: Two fish! One pork!

Other students communicate too much. The pastry chef calls twice for a food runner while the waiters talk among themselves. “Hey! Hey! Pickup pastry!” LiPuma screams. “Shut up now and pay attention!” The back waiters ought to know better; they were the last class of cooks in this kitchen before this one.

Students put things on their cutting boards—hot pans that will scorch them and clean plates that will pick up liquid and scraps from them. They don’t know their meat temperatures, nor how to measure them. And nobody keeps a clean station. The whole service, LiPuma pushes pans aside, carries them to the dishwasher. In the middle of service, LiPuma gets on the microphone: “What we’re working on today is organization. Take a look: The fryer has leeks all over it. The stations are all dirty, things are greasy.” But LiPuma expects these issues, all attributable to nerves and inexperience.

At 1:30 p.m. service is done. “I’m gonna show you how to break everything down,” LiPuma says. “Take all your proteins and bring them to the butchers. Take all your sauces, put them in the correct size container. Go put them in an ice bath, label it. Everything that’s dirty—pots, pans, everything—bring them to the dishwasher ever so nicely.” Within 15 minutes the spotless hot line gleams like no cooking happened at all.

At 2:00 p.m. they gather to recap the day. “The barking is over, it’s all about the love now,” LiPuma says. “How was your day? Just okay, right? And that’s okay. Five days from now, it’s gonna be all automatic because you’re gonna be organized, you’re gonna know systems, you’re gonna have station management, you’re gonna be able to elevate your cuisine. As you become more organized, you’ll see that you’ll save time. It’s all about ergonomics, finding the right way of cooking, the sequence and order of cooking—pork in the oven, potato down, apples in, spinach going.” This is what LiPuma calls flow. “Once you find a system that works best for that dish, you just keep that wheel running. You do the same routine over and over again to get muscle memory and get faster and faster.” LiPuma points his students toward tomorrow, when they’ll work on communication and their “callbacks” to the chef.

They’ll need these skills. Tomorrow they’ll triple their workload. By the end of this 3-week course, they’ll not only have mastered their own physical and mental mise-en-place, they’ll be giving the following class their first few days’ worth of prepared ingredients as well.

MISE-EN-PLACE FOR LIFE

Students spend 2 to 4 years at the CIA learning how to cook. But that’s only half of their education. Just as important is the CIA’s shadow curriculum in which students learn how to work. Without learning how to work, and work clean—meaning to do that work with economy of time, space, motion, and thought—they can’t cook professionally.

Mise-en-place, by graduation day, becomes a motto for all. Valedictorian Eli Miranda compares it to the philosophy he learned while serving in the US Navy. “To succeed, you must set yourself up for success and be ready for anything that comes your way.” Some of Miranda’s fellow students have chosen to express their ardor for mise-en-place in a more personal way, beneath their dress whites, having inked those words permanently into their skin. And they will remember their days at the CIA when their alumni magazine, Mise-en-Place, finds them as they move around the culinary world.

Wherever they go in that world, in whatever kitchens they work, mise-en-place will be the common language. Even in the places where the term itself isn’t spoken, the behaviors and mindset of mise-en-place are expected. In Japanese kitchens, they may not say “mise-en-place,” but Japanese chefs talk about concepts like jun-bi (to set up, prepare) and sei-ri (sorting, arranging) as part of the fundamental duties of the cook and cook’s apprentice, the oi-mawashi. Chef Masa Takayama, who runs the revered Japanese restaurant in New York City that bears his first name, begins his planning on paper—not by writing a list, but by drawing a plate and the food that will appear on it. Then Chef Masa literally makes that plate (he’s a potter as well as a chef) before he prepares the food, mise-en-place at its most esoteric. At small restaurants, mom-and-pop operations, food carts, and humble diners, practical mise-en-place enables one or two employees to feed dozens and sometimes hundreds of people per day. At national restaurant chains and huge catering operations, mise-en-place governs the movement of hundreds of men and women and millions of dollars’ worth of material and ingredients to serve diners by the thousands. Chef Ralph Scamardella oversees the top-grossing restaurant in America, TAO Las Vegas, as part of his job supervising the TAO Group’s nearly two dozen restaurant kitchens across the country; at TAO New York, he runs a 24-hour operation from two vast kitchens providing room service to two hotels and à la carte dining in two different restaurants—TAO and Bodega Negra. At TAO alone, he employs a brigade of specialized sushi chefs, barbecue masters, and dumpling makers, feeding 1,200 people in four shifts, or “table turns.” Michael Guerriero has a different challenge. A graduate of the CIA, he runs the massive kitchen at the United States Military Academy at West Point. At lunch the chef must feed 4,000 cadets in 15 minutes.

Our culinarians will also encounter more than a few disorganized, dirty, inefficient kitchens in their careers. But most of them will strive to reach the top of the proverbial food chain. What they will encounter at the summit is the most refined version of what they learned in school. Cooks who have the opportunity to stage (pronounced “staahj” with French inflection, meaning a limited or trial job) in Yountville, California, at Chef Thomas Keller’s French Laundry—lauded by many critics as the best restaurant in the world—find a calm, clean kitchen whose atmosphere is, at the same time, one of the most intense of any workplace anywhere. Chef Keller posts a plaque beneath a clock in his kitchen that reads “Sense of Urgency.” He teaches his cooks how to tie and untie plastic bags and how to open and close refrigerator doors. He works toward a perfect method for everything. That level of control—one that workers in another industry might resent and deride as micromanagement—is welcomed by the cooks at The French Laundry because they want to learn from Keller. The atmosphere of mutual striving delivers what they want: not only the ultimate manifestation of cuisine, their chosen vocation, but the ultimate manifestation of themselves as professionals and as people.

KITCHEN GUIDES

Long ago the chef and the priest were one.

In Japanese Zen Buddhism, the head of the kitchen, or tenzo, held one of six high offices in the monastery. A Buddhist monk in Japan named Eihei Dogen in the year 1237 wrote about the sanctity of the cook in a treatise called Tenzo Kyokun. “Instructions to the Tenzo,” as the title translates, described the tasks of this priest/ chef—a post to which Dogen believed only the most masterful monks should be appointed—and the importance of order and cleanliness in the tenzo’s work. On a deeper level, Dogen displays how the work of the cook can instruct anyone outside the kitchen on how to approach all kinds of worldly work with reverence.

Dogen writes of preparation—that tomorrow starts today, at noon, when the ingredients for the next day’s meals should be assembled—and of cleanliness (“Clean the chopsticks, ladles, and all other utensils . . . conscientiously wash the rice bowl and soup pot”). Dogen also details a process for everything: He decrees the careful conservation of space (“Put those things that naturally go on a high place onto a high place, and those that would be most stable on a low place onto a low place”), of movement (“Do not throw things around carelessly. . . . Handle ingredients as if they were your own eyes”), of ingredients (“Do not allow even one grain of rice to be lost”), and of time (“All day and all night, the tenzo has to make arrangements and prepare meals without wasting a moment”).

The profound counsel infusing these instructions boils down to presence. “The tenzo must be present,” Dogen writes, “paying careful attention to the rice and soup while they are cooking. This is true whether the tenzo does the work by himself or has assistants helping him.” Dogen urges a presence as much mental as physical, a presence manifested through awareness (“Keep your eyes open”); in communication, as when he advises the tenzo to seek input from the five other high-office holders about meals; and by acceptance: Dogen writes at length about the tenzo’s responsibility to work humbly with the ingredients at hand.

Presence manifests for the tenzo as focus and commitment, turning work into a form of meditation. When sitting, just sit. When cooking, just cook. Care for nothing but the work when you work. “My sincerest desire,” Dogen writes, “is that you exhaust all the strength and the effort of your lives . . . and every moment of every day into your practice.” Dogen saw this form of complete immersion as a connection with the Divine: “To view all things with this attitude is called Joyful mind”—a curious juxtaposition of exhaustion with joy that resonates with modern chefs and cooks.

In the end, Dogen saw the tireless work of the tenzo as a gateway to personal growth. In serving others with magnanimity, joy, and with the care of a parent, he counseled, you are working to better your self. To Dogen, service wasn’t soft or self-effacing. On the contrary, Dogen advised his tenzo to compete with his masters. “If great teachers in the past were able to make a plain soup from greens for only a pittance, we must try to make a fine soup for the same amount. There is no reason why we cannot [surpass] the ancient masters. We must aspire to the highest of ideals without becoming arrogant in our manner.” Dogen’s kitchen was a laboratory of self-improvement, and the tenzo a dogged pursuer of both worldly and spiritual excellence.

Halfway around the world, in the royal courts of Europe, the cook was more slave than servant. He didn’t sit at the right hand of his king, but toiled in obscurity in a sooty cellar. When cooks created a dish or a sauce that found favor and fame—like sauce Béarnaise or sauce Béchamel or soufflé Rothschild—often their invention took the name or title of the cook’s patron, not the cook himself.

Then two events transformed the life of the European cook.

The first, around the time of the French Revolution, was the emergence of the restaurant—a business serving an emerging middle class where cooks served on-demand fare (or à la carte, meaning “from a menu”) determined by the conversation between cook and customer, not the whims of monarchs or aristocrats.

The second began in 1859 when a 13-year-old boy named Georges Auguste Escoffier started working in his uncle’s restaurant in Nice. By the time he died at age 88 in 1935, Escoffier had secured the global dominance of French cuisine and elevated the work of the cook to something honorable, if not quite holy.

The young Escoffier wanted to be a sculptor. Dragooned into the kitchen, suffering alongside his fellow cooks under his uncle’s physical and verbal abuse, Escoffier kept a positive attitude. “Even though I wouldn’t have chosen it,” he wrote, “since I am here, let me do my best to improve the standing of my profession.”

Escoffier moved to Paris in 1865 and found employ at Le Petit Moulin Rouge, a supper club that catered to the rich and the royal of Europe, whose obsession with French cuisine mounted even as the French empire waned. He worked his way through the various jobs, or “stations,” while keeping the soul of an artist. He found joy in creating new dishes and custom menus at the behest of his celebrity clientele.

When German soldiers invaded France in July 1870, Escoffier became the head cook for the second division of the French Rhine Army, which by the end of summer was encircled by German troops in the border city of Metz. Escoffier’s kitchen-bred penchant for planning sustained him, as he had stockpiled ingredients and animals to feed the officers and troops. For almost 2 months the French army and civilians were besieged and cut off from supplies. Things got bad when the cavalry started eating their horses. On October 25 Escoffier ran out of food. Three days later the French surrendered Metz, and he was taken prisoner.

After France’s defeat, Escoffier was released, but his time in the military seemed to have organized his thinking. When Escoffier began to run kitchens on his own, he transformed the structure of his stations and his crew into a more rigid hierarchy. Escoffier’s brigade de cuisine now gives modern kitchens around the world a common workflow: The chief of the kitchen, or chef de cuisine, at the top; the underbosses, or sous-chefs, beneath him; the chefs de partie who run the various stations of the kitchen, regimented into distinct areas of responsibility including garde-manger (pantry or cold food), sauté (cooking on the range), saucier (sauces), patissier (dessert), rôtisseur or grillardin (roast or grill), poissonnier (fish), and friturier (fryer). The brigade is assisted by the aboyeur (expediter) and the plongeur (dishwasher), and a myriad of other positions. At the climax of the industrial age, the brigade system became a replicable culinary assembly line.

In 1903, Escoffier published Le Guide Culinaire, an exhaustive 900-page masterwork that simplified, modernized, and codified the grand tradition handed down from predecessors like Marie-Antoine Carême, establishing common language and procedures that solidified French cuisine as a global standard. These culinary and organizational standards took hold in the British Empire and America in part because Escoffier brought à la carte–style dining to the first generation of modern cosmopolitan hotels—the Savoy and the Carlton in London, the Ritz in Paris, then the Pierre in New York City—and on luxury ocean liners that linked America and Europe. Meanwhile, he kept a tenzo-like disposition of service to both the rich and poor alike, supporting London’s Little Sisters of the Poor, an early version of contemporary food donation programs, reducing waste for his enterprise in the process.

As a result of these two Western, largely French, innovations—the restaurant and Escoffier’s guidelines and systems—the work of a chef became regimented across borders and language gaps. Fine kitchens in New York and Paris worked in much the same way as those in Moscow or Mumbai. These particular planning and organizational behaviors became common knowledge for culinarians, a set of principles that chefs taught their cooks, principles that those cooks would in turn teach to their apprentices. The chef became a contemporary Dogen, a unique if imperfect teacher of not only cooking skills but life skills.

A MASTER AT WORK

Thursday nights are hectic at Esca, a restaurant just a few blocks from Times Square in Manhattan. From 5:30 p.m. to 7:30 p.m., patrons pack the dining room for a quick meal in an elegant setting before they dash off to make their eight o’clock curtain times at the Broadway shows nearby. The waiters keep the customers relaxed by
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