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Where I came from, and what it gave me
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I was born in Copper City, Michigan, which most people have never heard of and fewer have visited. That is not an insult to Copper City. It is simply the truth about a place that minds its own business, which is a quality I have always respected in a town the same way I respect it in a person.




My father worked the land. Not farming — the UP is not farming country, not in the way people mean when they say farming. He worked what the land offered: timber in the season for it, trapping in the winter, odd work at the mine when the mine wanted men. He was not a large man but he was a correct one. He moved through his work the way water moves through a channel — without wasted effort, without complaint, finding the line of least resistance not out of laziness but out of understanding. I watched him for eighteen years and I learned more from watching than from anything he told me directly.




My mother cooked. That sounds like a simple thing but it was not simple. She cooked the way some people pray — with full attention, with the belief that the act itself mattered beyond the result. She did not have much to work with. We ate what the land gave us and what my father's trapping produced and what the kitchen garden behind the house yielded in the short season the UP allows for gardens. She made it good anyway. I did not understand until much later how difficult that was.




We were not poor in the way that damages a person. We had what we needed and occasionally what we wanted and we did not spend much time on the difference. The winters were long and the summers were short and the lake was always there at the end of any road you took, reminding you of the scale of things. I grew up understanding that I was small and the water was large and that this was not a problem but simply a fact.




• • •
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The first thing I learned to do well was clean a fish.




My father took me ice fishing the winter I turned seven. We drove out on the lake before dawn — he knew where it was safe, he always knew, he had a sense for ice the way some men have a sense for weather — and we drilled our holes and we
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sat on our buckets and we waited. I caught a perch. Small, maybe eight inches. My father handed me the knife without being asked and watched me work.




I made a mess of it the first time. Cut wrong, wasted half the meat, nicked my thumb badly enough that the blood hit the ice and froze before it spread. My father watched all of this without speaking. When I was done he took the fish, looked at what remained, and said: you left the best part. He showed me where the best part was. He showed me the cut. Then he handed the knife back and told me to do the next one right.




The next one was better. Not good — but better. He said: better is the direction.

Keep going that direction.




I have thought about that sentence my whole life. It sounds simple and it is simple. But simple is not the same as easy and not the same as wrong. Better is the direction. That is all. You do not need to arrive anywhere in particular. You just need to keep facing the right way.



• • •
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I learned to hunt in the fall.




The UP in October is a specific kind of beautiful that I have never been able to describe properly to anyone who has not seen it. The birches go yellow first, then the maples go red, and for about two weeks everything burns at once before the cold takes it. You walk through the woods in that window and the light comes through the color and lands on the ground in pieces and you feel, if you are paying attention, that the land is doing something deliberate. Not for you. Just doing it, the way it has always done it, and you happened to be there.




My father hunted deer and small game. I started with small game — rabbit, grouse, the occasional duck. He taught me to track before he taught me to shoot, which is the correct order and which not everyone understands. He said: a man who can track doesn't need to be a good shot. A man who can't track needs to be a perfect shot. Learn to track.




I learned to track. I learned to read the ground the way you read a page — the pressed grass, the broken twig, the direction a print faces and what that tells you about the pace and weight of the animal. I learned that an animal moving quickly is an animal that heard something. I learned that a deer bed tells you where a deer felt safe, which is the most important thing to know about a deer.




I learned to process what we caught. My father believed that if you could not clean and use the animal yourself you had no business hunting it. This was his
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philosophy and I adopted it as my own because it seemed correct. You do not ask something to die for you and then hand it to someone else to deal with. You see it through.




I got very good at processing. Better than my father eventually, though I never said so because saying so would have been rude and also wrong in a larger sense — he taught me everything I used to surpass him. The skill is his even if the execution is mine.




• • •
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The mishap that I think about from those years happened when I was fourteen.




There was a man in Copper City named Gerald Petch who kept chickens. He was not a neighbor exactly — his property sat at the edge of town where the road becomes a track — but he was known, the way everyone in a small place is known. He sold eggs. My mother bought eggs from him every week, walked to his place with a basket, came back with the eggs wrapped in newspaper. This was the arrangement for years.




One autumn Gerald Petch came to our door and asked my father if he could spare a boy for the afternoon. He had more chickens than he needed going into winter and wanted help processing them. My father said yes and looked at me and I went.




I had processed rabbits and grouse and one deer by that point. I had never processed a chicken. I thought this was the same work and it is mostly the same work but mostly is not entirely and the difference matters. I moved too fast. I was trying to show Gerald Petch that I knew what I was doing and the fastest way to show you know what you are doing is to move quickly and confidently and this is exactly wrong. Confidence should make you slower, not faster. Confidence means you trust the process and the process takes the time it takes.




I tore the skin on the third bird. Not a little — badly, in a way that wasted meat and ruined the presentation and could not be fixed. Gerald Petch looked at it and then looked at me and said nothing. That was worse than if he had said something. I finished the afternoon and walked home and told my father what had happened.




He said: what did you learn. I said: I went too fast.

He said: what else.
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I thought about it. I said: I wanted him to see me working instead of seeing the work.




He said: yes. Don't do that again.




I didn't. I am eighty-five years old and I have never once since that afternoon tried to show someone I knew what I was doing. I either know what I am doing or I don't. The work shows it either way. You cannot perform competence. You can only have it or not have it and the having of it comes from the doing of it slowly and correctly until it is yours.




Gerald Petch gave me a chicken to take home anyway. A whole bird, wrapped in paper. My mother made it into a stew. It was very good.



• • •
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I left Copper City at thirty-five.




That is a late age to leave the place you grew up. Most people who leave leave at eighteen or twenty-two, when the leaving feels like the point. I stayed because there was work and because my parents were alive and because I did not have a strong reason to go anywhere else. When both of my parents had passed and the work had dried and I was alone in the house with forty dollars and a truck and the particular silence that fills a place when the people who made it a place are gone — then I had a reason.




I drove south. I didn't have a destination. I had a direction and a quarter tank of gas and the understanding that somewhere between Copper City and wherever I stopped there would be a diner that needed a pair of hands and I had a pair of hands.




I was right about that. I am usually right about the simple things. It is the complicated things I have misjudged, and I misjudged them late in life when the misjudgments had weight.
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​The Diners
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What I learned from watching the right people work

––––––––
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The first diner that hired me was called Issei’s. It sat at the south end of a strip in a town outside Houghton that I had pulled into because the gauge was close to empty and because I could see lights. A family operation — the Issei family had run it for a generation, and you could feel the generation in the place, in the worn smoothness of the counter and the coffee urn that had been refilled so many times it no longer tasted like anything except coffee itself, which is exactly what coffee should taste like.




Mrs. Issei looked at me the way careful people look at strangers and she decided something and she said she could use a man for the floor. I said I could do the floor. I had not done the floor before but I understood the principle: take the food from the kitchen to the people who ordered it and take the money from the people to the kitchen and be pleasant about both. I could do that.




I broke four plates the first week. Mrs. Issei docked it from my pay without comment. I broke two the second week. One the third. She said: better. I said: I know, I'm working on it. She looked at me for a moment and then went back to the register. I understood that she had decided I was worth keeping.




I worked the floor for eight months and I was good at it by the end. Not fast — I have never been fast and I have stopped pretending that fast is a virtue. But reliable. I was there when I said I would be there and I did what I said I would do and the customers got what they ordered at the temperature it was supposed to be at. That is the whole job. People overcomplicate it.



• • •
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The kitchen was where I wanted to be.




I was not supposed to be in the kitchen. My job was the floor and the floor was where Mrs. Issei expected me to stay. But there was a door between the floor and the kitchen that stood open during service and through that door I could see Arvo working.
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Arvo was the cook. Finnish, like most of the families up here — the Keweenaw was settled heavily by Finnish miners and their families and their grandchildren and their grandchildren's children, and Arvo was one of those, a big quiet man with hands that knew exactly what they were doing at all times. He did not talk while he worked. He did not explain himself. He just moved through the kitchen the way a serious person moves through serious work and the food came out correct every time.




I watched him through that door whenever I had a moment. I watched the way he broke down the steaks — the angle of the knife, the way he read the grain before he cut, the slight adjustment of pressure at the bone. I watched the way he handled temperature, how he knew without a thermometer what the pan needed by the sound and the smoke and some quality of the air above it that I could not name at the time and can barely name now. I watched him debone a chicken once and it took four minutes and when he was done the bird was perfect and he set it down and moved to the next thing without looking at what he'd done because he already knew what he'd done.




I practiced at home. Every week I bought a whole chicken from wherever I could afford one and I worked on it alone in my room, trying to replicate what I'd seen. The first attempts were poor. Better than Gerald Petch's chickens — I had learned that lesson — but not good. I kept at it. By the third month I could debone a chicken in under ten minutes. By the sixth I was under seven. I never got to four minutes, not the way Arvo did it. Some things belong to the person who did them first.



• • •
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The second diner hired me as a cook.




I had been at Issei’s for eight months when a place called the Northland Grill offered me a position behind the line. They had heard — the way small-town food service hears things — that I had been teaching myself. I don't know who told them. Possibly Mrs. Issei herself, who was not a sentimental woman but was a fair one and understood that the right person in the right place is better for everyone.




The chef at the Northland was a man named Paavo, which is a Finnish name meaning Paul, though nobody called him Paul. He was the opposite of Arvo in every way — loud, specific, always explaining. He believed that a cook who could not articulate what he was doing was a cook who did not fully understand it, and he may have been right about that. He explained everything. The chemistry of searing. The logic of resting meat. Why fat renders the way it renders and what that means for the flavor that comes after.
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I absorbed everything Paavo told me and I combined it with everything I had watched Arvo do and somewhere in that combination I found my own understanding of the work. Paavo gave me the language. Arvo had given me the image. Together they gave me a way of seeing what I was doing that went beyond following instructions.




I worked at the Northland for two years. I got good. Not restaurant-in-a-city good — I was never interested in that, never wanted that scale or that pace. But good for the place I was in. Good enough that when hunters came through and asked where to eat Paavo sent them to me for the game dishes and I did not embarrass him.




• • •
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The mishap at the Northland happened in my second winter there.




We had a large party in for a hunting group — eight men from downstate who had been up for a week and wanted a proper meal before the drive home. Paavo was off sick. It was me and a kid named Risto who was seventeen and capable but not experienced and the order was large and complicated and I made a decision about the timing of the roast that was wrong.




I pulled it too early. Not by much — ten minutes, maybe twelve — but ten minutes on a roast that size is the difference between right and wrong. I knew it when I plated it. The color told me. I plated it anyway because the alternative was telling eight hungry men who had driven from Detroit that their dinner needed more time, and I did not want to do that, and so I did the wrong thing for a reason I understood and that understanding did not make it less wrong.




They ate it. Nobody complained. One man — the older one, at the end of the table, who had the look of someone who had eaten in better places and knew it — cut into his portion and looked at it for a moment and then ate it without a word. That look was worse than a complaint. A complaint can be addressed. A look like that just sits there.




I went home that night and I sat with it. The mistake itself was recoverable — the food was safe, the men were fed, nothing was ruined beyond my own standard. But the reason for the mistake was not recoverable. I had chosen the easier path because I didn't want the difficulty of the harder one. That is a different kind of wrong than pulling too early. That is a wrong about who you are when pressure arrives.




I decided that night that I would not open a restaurant I could not manage alone. If the quality depended on someone else being present then the quality was
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not mine to guarantee. This seems like a small decision. It turned out to be the decision that shaped everything that followed.




Paavo recovered and came back to work and I never told him about the roast. I have told it here because it belongs in the record.




• • •
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I saved money for five years working both jobs simultaneously.




I worked the floor at Issei’s in the evenings and the line at the Northland during the day and I saved almost everything because I had nowhere particular to spend it. I had a room. I had food from both kitchens. I had the lake and the woods and the seasons, which cost nothing. I did not drink much. I did not gamble. I did not buy things I did not need because I had grown up in a house where things were bought for need and I had not changed that habit simply because I had more money than I'd had as a boy.




At forty I had enough. Not a large amount by any measure. Enough for a small property on the strip and the equipment to stock it and three months of operating costs before I needed to break even. That is all you need if you have a skill and a plan and the willingness to work every day without someone telling you to.




I gave my notice to both diners on the same day. Mrs. Issei shook my hand. Paavo made me a meal. I ate alone at the counter of the Northland, the last meal I would eat as someone else’s employee, and I tasted everything carefully and I thought about what I was going to do next and I felt, for the first time since Copper City, that I was going in the right direction.
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