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Note: Nearly everyone in the list that follows, with the exception of family members and those few with strictly business relationships (such as journalists), considered Tony a friend. Therefore, the designation is reserved here for school friends and those who otherwise had no professional association with him. It is generally understood that Tony befriended his coworkers in the realm of restaurants, television, publishing, and elsewhere. “TV sidekick” refers to those who appeared alongside Tony on his various televised endeavors.
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KAREN RINALDI, former editor and publisher at Bloomsbury USA, now at HarperCollins.

PHILIPPE LAJAUNIE, Les Halles restaurant owner; coauthor of Anthony Bourdain’s Les Halles Cookbook; TV sidekick.

SAM SIFTON, former New York Press editor, now a New York Times editor.

KIMBERLY WITHERSPOON, longtime literary and business agent.
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DANIEL HALPERN, poet; Tony’s longtime editor and publishing partner at Ecco.

NIGELLA LAWSON, writer and television host in the United Kingdom; costar on The Taste.

CHRISTIANE AMANPOUR, CNN reporter and anchor.

ERIC RIPERT, chef-restaurateur; frequent collaborator on various TV, speaking, and publishing endeavors.

MICHAEL RUHLMAN, writer; TV sidekick.

ANDERSON COOPER, CNN anchor.

LYDIA TENAGLIA, cofounder and executive producer of Zero Point Zero Production.

EILEEN OPATUT, former executive VP of programming, Food Network.

CHRIS COLLINS, cofounder and executive producer of Zero Point Zero Production.
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MUSTAFA BHAGAT, editor for Zero Point Zero Production.

RENNIK SOHOLT, producer-director for Zero Point Zero Production.
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MIKE RUFFINO, composer for Zero Point Zero Production; published a book (Adios, Motherfucker) through Tony’s imprint.

PAULA FROELICH, writer and travel journalist.

OTTAVIA BUSIA-BOURDAIN, wife (married 2007–2018).

DIANE SCHUTZ, producer for Zero Point Zero Production.

TODD LIEBLER, cinematographer for Zero Point Zero Production.
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DAVE CHANG, chef-restaurateur; frequent TV and publishing collaborator.

NATHAN THORNBURGH, editor-writer; partner in Roads & Kingdoms.
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PETER MEEHAN, journalist; TV sidekick; frequent publishing collaborator.

ARIANE BUSIA-BOURDAIN, daughter (born 2007).

TOM VITALE, producer-director for Zero Point Zero Production.
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BONNIE MCFARLANE, comic; published a book (You’re Better Than Me) through Tony’s imprint.

YEGANEH REZAIAN, journalist; TV sidekick.

JASON REZAIAN, journalist; TV sidekick; published a book (Prisoner) through Tony’s imprint.

DAVID SIMON, cocreator, Treme.

LOLIS ELIE, journalist; writing colleague on Treme; TV sidekick.

ERIC OVERMYER, cocreator, Treme.

LAURIE BARNETT, lecture agent.

DAVID CHOE, artist; TV sidekick.

MATT GOULDING, editor-writer; partner in Roads & Kingdoms.

ALISON MOSSHART, musician (the Kills, the Dead Weather); TV sidekick.
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MARIA BUSTILLOS, journalist (“Bourdain Confidential,” on Popula, and “Searching for the Real Anthony Bourdain,” on Eater).
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LIZZIE FOX, former vice president of CNN Original Series, now senior vice president of nonfiction programming at HBO Max.
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Introduction

I met Tony Bourdain in 2002, when he hired me to help with a cookbook he’d just begun writing, in the wake of Kitchen Confidential’s life-upending success. We got together in person once or twice during the whole process, conducting most business by email. Toward the end, we had a long sit-down editing session at his apartment, and he handed me a big bonus check.

That was a signature Tony move. He wasn’t constantly handing out money, but when he did, it was always a generous amount, beyond what he owed, meant to signify gratitude for a job well done. It indicated an awareness that his luck had recently changed. It also signaled, I think, his desire to be a tide, lifting helpful boats.

Tony wrote a hyperbolic paragraph about me in the book’s acknowledgments. This was another signature Tony move: outsize public praise, almost more than one could really live up to, as a sly form of appreciation, which I think was far easier for him than expressing his thanks and admiration face-to-face.

Anthony Bourdain’s Les Halles Cookbook was published in 2004, Tony’s television career really took off, and I went to work as a magazine editor.

In 2007, he hired me to pinch-hit at a cooking and speaking gig in Montana, as his assistant was then pregnant and unavailable to travel. Tony was newly married with a six-month-old baby at home, full of optimism and ecstatic about the unexpected turn his life had taken. We prepared a lavish dinner at the home of the local college football coach, using the Les Halles cookbook for our menu. I remember how happy he was to make a super-rich lobster bisque, using double the usual number of lobsters, which, he said conspiratorially, wasn’t something you could get away with in a restaurant and still expect to stay within the food-cost margins.

A few years later, I had a baby and was looking for a flexible part-time job. I emailed a few dozen people, just kind of putting it out there, and one of them was Tony. He wrote back right away—another signature Tony move.

He said, “My assistant’s leaving; would you want that job? Here’s what it entails. What would it cost?”

I suggested what I thought was a reasonable number, and he actually raised it a bit. I started working for him then, and in some ways, I haven’t yet stopped.

Tony’s unexpected death in June 2018 meant the end of anything new from him; all that he had ever written, drawn, recorded, or filmed in the world was done, a complete body of work.

Tony’s death also marked the beginning of a yearslong process of discovery, in which I interviewed ninety-one people who’d known him, to hear their stories and learn more about him than what he’d already shared in the pages of Kitchen Confidential, his subsequent works of nonfiction, and on television. This book is the result of that process.

As his assistant and occasional coauthor, I thought I’d already gotten to know Tony quite well. I knew where he was nearly every minute of every day, whom he was with, what he was planning to do, and why. I was steeped in his work, deeply familiar with his voice and all the beats of his highly public origin story. However, in talking with the people who knew him in his youth, as a wayward college student, fledgling cook, dedicated beach bum, thrill-seeking drug addict, journeyman chef, ambitious young writer, semireluctant television star, steadfast spouse and father, supportive friend and collaborator, I came to realize that I’d really known only a fraction of who Tony was, what motivated him, his ambivalence, his vulnerability, his blind spots, and his brilliance.

Need it be said that memory is fallible? That two or more people may remember the same event in very different ways? That we’re each always the protagonist of our own stories, even when those stories are centered on an extremely charismatic and well-known public figure?

In reading this book, you’ll come across the occasional contradiction, the varying recollection or interpretation of events between two or more parties, and this calls to mind Tony’s own well-known habit of sometimes sanding down or finely sharpening the edges of an anecdote, in order to make it a highly repeatable story.

Though filled with words of love, admiration, respect, and gratitude, this book is not a hagiography. Tony was extraordinary, but mortal. He did great things, and made a lot of people very happy, and he made some bad choices, and he hurt some people. As he insisted in the introduction to our 2016 cookbook, Appetites, again with a touch of that characteristic hyperbole, “I am a monster of self-regard.”

I would guess that it’s hard not to be vain, when one is constantly the center of attention, at work and at rest. At times, it seemed that Tony’s responses and contributions were the barometer in every conversation, at every meeting, wherever he went. Well-meaning people would approach him on what they assumed was his level, making crass jokes they hoped he’d find funny, or otherwise parroting their interpretation of his oratory back at him.

As he said to his friend Patti Jackson, once he became famous, “You’ll never know the consequences of getting what you want until you get what you want.”

When I agreed to be Tony’s assistant, I’d been juggling “real” writing and paycheck-type work for many years, and there were times when I grew frustrated with the more mundane aspects of the job, especially as I aged out of the socially acceptable range for such endeavors. But: if I was going to do the work, I knew there was no one better than Tony to do it for.

And I now feel compelled to add that I’d gladly trade this life of being a “real writer” to resume the privileged burden of making his hotel reservations and scheduling his dishwasher maintenance, if it meant that Tony could still be here among us. Barring that, I’ll settle for having helped the people he loved tell the following version of his story.

—LW
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“I Absolutely Always Saw a Talent in Him”

Early Life

CHRISTOPHER BOURDAIN, BROTHER: Our parents were very politically aware. Our dad [Pierre Bourdain; born 1930, died 1987] went to an amazingly globalist school, the Birch Wathen School, when he was a kid, in Manhattan. It was founded by these two very progressive individuals who were all into the obligation of the citizenry to be informed in a proper democracy. Our dad spoke French with his parents, at home, growing up.

And our mother [Gladys Bourdain; born 1934, died 2020] grew up in a very middle-class Jewish neighborhood in the Bronx, surrounded by a lot of very progressive and hypereducated people.

When we were kids, we did not know that our mother was Jewish. I mean, in the fifties, if you were Jewish and came from New York City and you wanted to live in a proper suburb, there was a lot of prejudice and redlining, and you were not welcome in a lot of places. So, I know other people whose parents also kind of glossed over the fact they were Jewish to real estate agents, or changed their name to something more WASPy sounding, so that it wouldn’t cause any questions when they were moving out of the city. I know plenty of people who went that route, but then, once they got their house and were all settled, they asked, “Where is a synagogue near here? Let’s go.”

Our mom buried it completely. She swore our dad to secrecy. She swore old friends, who might have known her when, to secrecy. Her maiden name was Sacksman, but she told us, growing up, that it was Saxon, like “Anglo-Saxon.” I would see her filling out applications for shit, and she would type in her typewriter, S-A-X-O-N, Saxon. She never wanted to talk about it, ever. I don’t think Tony and I found out until late in high school. We found some piece of paper that had her maiden name spelled the way it actually was spelled. One of us said, “That sounds kind of Jewish. Was your family Jewish?” And she went blank and said, “No, no, of course not,” or maybe, “No comment.”

And just to give you an idea of how absurd it got, our parents had a wedding picture up on their dresser in the bedroom that we grew up seeing, this wedding photo. It was just always there, and after they separated, my mom lived alone, she still had that photo around.

So, our mom died in January 2020, and I’m digging through all her old papers, and bugger all, I did not know that that photo we’d seen our entire lives, which looked like a happy couple standing on the steps of a church, it was the steps of a synagogue, on the Grand Concourse. I did not find that out until after she’d died.

It was about wanting to fit in with the “right people.” Our mom created a whole thing. First off, she’s marrying this up-and-coming, dashing French American who seemed to be going someplace, and was working in the classical records business, and loved opera just like her, and actually took her to the opera, which her parents never did. She was going places, and she had, now, a French last name, Bourdain, so she could bury anything that spoke of a less-distinguished upbringing in a Jewish neighborhood in the Bronx.

We also were never quite told that she grew up in the Bronx. She always said, “I grew up on the Upper West Side.” Not really. From what I can tell, she was actually born in her parents’ apartment in the west seventies, but after her brother died—she had an older brother who died when she was about four years old—her parents apparently couldn’t stand being around that place anymore, so they moved to University Heights, which was a perfectly middle-class Jewish neighborhood in those days. There are a lot of famous Jewish New Yorkers who come from that area—but I don’t think we found out until well into high school or college that she spent part of her childhood in the Bronx.

She also told us, “I went to Hunter College for two years.” Now, we all know a Hunter College on Lexington Avenue in the sixties [in Manhattan], so I always assumed it was that, and she never said anything to refute that. I found out, only many years later, that what’s now Lehman College in the Bronx, it used to be called Hunter College in the Bronx. So she went to Hunter College near where she lived; she walked there.

She really loved both her parents, especially her mom, and she would always say that they were very close. They died when she was pregnant with Tony, both of them. She had the theory that because Tony always seemed somehow anxious, always had a sort of dark view of things, she blamed it on the fact that she had that double tragedy when she was pregnant with him.

The only grandparent we ever knew was our father’s mother, who was old and infirm when we knew her. We would go visit her, near Columbia University, on Sundays. She had very bad arthritis and could barely move, so she would sit there on the couch and our dad would chat with her. I can’t remember a single conversation I had with this woman.

Our parents were both very into film, including foreign films. We had books about Fellini, and Bergman, and Truffaut, and Kurosawa sitting around in the living room. We all read them. We all watched the occasional Bergman rerun week on channel eleven, and Japanese films.

They were both totally plugged into politics. They were anti-McCarthyism, and they were pro–civil rights, they were anti–Vietnam War, they were pro rights of workers, all those things. Not in a flaming radical way, more just what’s fair, and what’s just.

That was the backdrop we grew up in. That was the backdrop Tony was a young adult in, and I think you can certainly see in his shows, where he would go to troubled spots, places that had had a civil war of some kind, earthquakes and famine—he was just continuing to inform himself, and us, about all of these things that we kind of grew up hearing about.

Our parents had their friends who, of course, had the same views, and they’d all be grumbling, “Oh, can you believe Nixon?” or whatever, the same way we all do now. We would certainly talk about Vietnam. And we still had the draft. I remember Tony was definitely worried.

We went to public school in Leonia, New Jersey, to grammar school. Some kid was verbally and emotionally tormenting Tony in his early grade school years. I don’t know all the details, but he was just a mean bastard. And also, Tony was way ahead of the class. He was reading fifth- and sixth-grade stuff in second grade, and he was bored to tears. And then he had this kid tormenting him.

I’m not sure the order of events, but some of the teachers at the public school said to our parents, “You know what, if you have a chance, there’s the private school in the next town, and we think Tony would do better there.”

Around that same time, our grandmother did us the economic favor of dying. She left our dad a bunch of money, and so they thought they could afford private school for a long time, and they sent Tony, starting in fifth grade. And they sent me the following year.

GLADYS BOURDAIN (1934–2020), MOTHER: Tony always had a fabulous vocabulary, and he read early. I absolutely always saw a talent in him, for writing. In fact, when he was in second grade, his teacher recommended that we send him to private school, because while all the other kids were learning to read, he was in the corner, reading a book. Part of the reason he got into the private school was that he did a long composition about some French voyager who discovered the western part of France. I forget the name.

He was a wonderful writer, always. When he was, I think, nine, he wrote a long composition about his younger brother, which was quite fabulous, and I wish to hell I still had it.

And he was a gifted illustrator. He actually won prizes at school for some of the art that he did. I remember one particular thing—each child in his class was given a large piece of drawing paper with the first letter of his or her last name. And so, his was a B, a vertical B, and whereas everyone else took that letter and tried to make a picture out of it, he turned the picture sideways, and that B became a pair of ski goggles and he drew the person and the skis and everything.

My husband came from a French family, and so we stayed with my husband’s aunt and uncle in the southwest of France for a while, and one of their neighbors was an oyster fisherman. We went out on the boat with them one day . . . oysters were very precious, but they gave their foreign visitors, us, a taste of oysters. I remember hating mine—I hate raw things like that—but Tony was just delighted with it. Tony always said that his first taste of vichyssoise, and then the oyster, sort of changed his life.

CHRISTOPHER BOURDAIN: Our parents never had enough money, really. Our dad inherited a bunch of money when his mother died. She was one of these people who saved every penny for forty years, so she had a decent amount. We had two wonderful trips to France. We bought a ridiculously goofy British car while in France and had it shipped back to New Jersey. We were sent to private school. But, actually, our parents kind of ran out of money after three or four years, and then were struggling for the next, well, forever, to pay for private school. I honestly don’t know how they did it. Once in a while, bill collectors would show up, or there would be obvious things in the mail, that bills had been unpaid. But, meanwhile, they kept it all looking OK, you know; they never let on.
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“Super Smart, Super Funny”

The Teenage Years

CHRISTOPHER BOURDAIN: Tony and I really just didn’t hang out together as teenagers. We were into very different things. He hung out with a mostly older pack of friends, so already in ninth grade, he was in with friends in eleventh, twelfth grade, and he was gone a lot. But we got along well, and I think we always had, in our house, especially my dad and Tony and me, we had a very similar sense of humor. We were very much into the foibles and weaknesses of society, and people in general. And we respected each other, I think.

We were a typical sixties household, you know: Dad went to work every day on the bus, Mom cooked dinner. Our mom, being a well-read person, very into culture, and who had married a guy whose mom was French, she was very interested in learning French cooking, and trying to impress with her French cooking. And it was right around that time, of course, when Julia Child first came along, and like so many women in this country, our mom got fully on board.

When we had guests, she’d break out the Julia Child cookbook and make some nice stuff. I would have said, “Oh, Mom’s a good cook,” but what she was missing was, she had no spontaneity at all. It was formulaic. She could follow a recipe well, but she had no creativity. If you just gave her some ingredients and said, “Make a nice thing,” I think she would have fallen apart. She’d have no idea.

Our dad got into the game when we were teenagers, because our mom, I think, was just starting to get tired of being the housewife doing all the cooking. It was around the time when Chinese cookbooks started showing up, and Szechuan food appeared. When we were really young, the only kind of Chinese food you could have was Cantonese, and then suddenly Szechuan food became the rage, in the seventies. We were one of the first families we knew with a wok. Our dad got the book An Encyclopedia of Chinese Food and Cooking; it was one of the early biggies.

NANCY BOURDAIN, WIFE (1985–2005): When did I meet Tony? I don’t really remember. We did go to high school together. Back then, it was the Englewood School for Boys and the Dwight School for Girls. Everybody knew each other. Of course, I was in love, like you are in high school, with somebody else.

SAM GOLDMAN, FRIEND: Nancy and I were high school sweethearts.

JEFF FORMOSA, FRIEND: I met Tony in 1969, at the Englewood School for Boys, and we became fast friends. When I first met him, he was little; he was a shrimp.

SAM GOLDMAN: He was tiny. He and [his brother] Chris, they were little kids, and then they had growing spurts. I remember we used to jam him up in the luggage racks of long-distance buses, because he was that small.

NANCY BOURDAIN: He was shorter than I was. I think I must have been fifteen, so he must have been fourteen. He was a little kid, and he could tuck and roll really well. But he was very funny. And we had this big wall in the soccer field, and he would tell upperclassmen, “I’ll go jump. I’ll fall off that wall for a couple of bucks.” He would get money for falling off a wall. One summer, he completely grew. It was incredible, like a kitten or something, you know?

SAM GOLDMAN: He was super smart, super funny. He was new to the school, and he needed to get into a clique, so he weaseled his way into ours, which wasn’t very hard. We were New Jersey teenagers; we never really went anywhere, but we drove around and smoked hash and hung out and ate.

JEFF FORMOSA: We were inseparable. We’d ride bicycles behind my house, in front of his house. His mom would drive us to Bruce Lee movies. Gladys had a very good nose, and she always knew what we were up to.

CHRISTOPHER BOURDAIN: I did wonder for a time, Why does Tony always seem to be in trouble? I was aware that he was using some drugs. I didn’t know to what extent. I mean, nobody had a major problem, even then, with weed. I think he was trying just about anything and everything that came along in those days.

GLADYS BOURDAIN: He was a difficult teenager, not a great student. He wasn’t the kind of teenager who ran away. He just wanted to be everywhere, but he was home for dinner every night. When Woodstock happened, I know he wished he could be there, but he wasn’t. He was too young. I think he must have been fourteen.

CHRISTOPHER BOURDAIN: There was a lot of conflict between Tony and our parents, especially our mom. Our dad hated conflict, and he usually ran from arguments, because he just wanted everybody to be happy, like, “Why can’t we all just get along, and listen to our music, and have a nice meal?”

Our mom was always more argumentative and frustrated with her lot in life. When people weren’t doing what she thought was right, she would initiate arguments. Tony was into a lot of stuff that she disliked. I mean, he was into drugs, and he was hanging out with the “wrong” people. He wasn’t doing terrible things, but he wasn’t doing as well as she would have liked, and he seemed to disrespect the system. So they argued a lot.

Sometimes our mom would sort of drag our dad to the table, so he’d sit there and do the bobblehead thing and say, “Yes, dear. Tony, listen to what your mother’s saying.” He would be kind of forced uncomfortably to sit in the same room, and to agree with my mom. But I don’t even know if he did, honestly.

JEFF FORMOSA: You know, Tony’s speech, it all came from comic books. And it was infectious the way he spoke, his attitude. At school, you didn’t get your ass kicked, you’d “eat shoe.”

That was his talent: he made everything sound better than it really was. He made you want to be there. When we hung out at each other’s houses, Tony would sit around and draw. I’d play the drums. We’d listen to music, try to get drugs, whatever we could get our hands on. A friend came back from boarding school and we took our first hit of acid and went to a swimming party.

Tony had an endless stream of records, from when his dad worked in the music business. His dad is where he got his zaniness from. His mom is where he got his sneer.

CHRISTOPHER BOURDAIN: Our dad was never particularly career successful. He lost his job several times, in our childhood and teenage years. I never really quite got the story there, but I suspect he was so not into corporate politics and weaseling your way up the corporate ladder. He just liked his classical music, and he liked reading biographies and history books, and knowing immense amounts of interesting shit, and never ever wanted to kowtow.

The only two big company jobs he had, one was at a company that’s no longer around, called London Records. And he worked at Columbia Records, which later became CBS Records, and then later Sony Music. But he worked at a record store, and he worked at a stereo store, and was unemployed for quite long periods, and didn’t seem to feel a burning urgency. So we never had the money that those around us had.

It was compounded, optically, by the fact that we were going to this private school, and were surrounded with people so much wealthier than us. Several of them had a second house somewhere. They would go to Florida on spring vacation; they would go to Europe a lot. I mean, we had been super lucky and had gone there as kids twice, but, you know, these other families got to travel a lot.

In the brief couple of years where they had money, our parents did a huge house upgrade, a really nice kitchen, two nice new bathrooms upstairs. They turned the attic into a master bedroom suite. So they got that done, but then they kind of ran out of money, and the front hall, where all our guests came into the house, was never finished. It had this chandelier, but they had never quite hooked the wires up right, so it had this dangling-wire thing. And the steps were unfinished wood that had been painted years and years before—black, scuffed wooden steps with a broken banister. That was what our guests saw, you know, coming into the house, and then you turned left, and you saw this really nice, brand-new kitchen. It was weird.

They both spent stupid money they didn’t have. And honestly, I think she was worse at it than him, but he was no good. Five thousand dollars would come into their hands, and somehow they would spend ten. We have money for one nice vacation, so let’s take two. They would be going out to the opera and dinner, when my school was saying, “You’re four months late with the tuition.”

That was our story, and I’m sure Tony felt that to a degree. I know I felt it a lot. I don’t think Tony ever had the delightful experience, at age fourteen, of opening the door after school, and there was a debt collector, delivering some collection notice related to my orthodontist. I don’t know how conscious Tony was of the gory details like that. He knew there was a sham going on, and that they never had as much money as they portrayed. But I don’t know if he ever got down in the weeds that way.

If you lived in a suburb in those days, you could knock on people’s doors and offer to mow their lawn, you know, for a dollar. Tony did a paper route, mowed some lawns, babysat for people around the block, people who knew us. And then he got this job as a bicycle messenger in Manhattan.

Back then, advertising agencies on Madison Avenue had cans of film that needed to be physically developed, in a vat of chemicals somewhere, usually over near Twelfth Avenue or in Tribeca. So there were all of these messengers bringing stuff around Manhattan on bicycles—legal documents, film for the ad agencies, and it paid well, and you’d have these crazy kids like Tony, who was seventeen, bicycling around Midtown traffic in the middle of the day, trying to rush a can of film from Madison Avenue to Twelfth Avenue. And he would tell these stories of grabbing on to the back of a bus, kind of getting a ride for a few blocks, stuff that would completely freak our mom out.

SAM GOLDMAN: I was at Boston University; Nancy and Tony were still back in high school. Jeff [Formosa] called me and said, “I got bad news for you: your best girl and your best friend are—” and I just started laughing, because I was in bed with [another girl] at the time, so I got over that really fast. It never was a thing with Tony.

NANCY BOURDAIN: We did start dating in high school. I look back and I think, none of us had it that bad, OK? None of us kids had it bad. But, of course, it was, “We gotta get out of this place.” In your senior year, once you had the [college acceptance] letter, you could take your last trimester off, if you learned something. So that was Tony’s thing. Like, “I just want to get out of here, too.”

CHRISTOPHER BOURDAIN: Tony graduated from high school one year earlier than normal. He took some summer classes, managed to scrape up enough credits, got himself out after eleventh grade. And mainly the agenda was, he wanted to be with Nancy, who had gone to Vassar, so he went to Vassar.

SAM GOLDMAN: Tony was a couple of years behind me, but somehow, he managed to graduate from prep school a year early. I think they wanted to get rid of him.

CHRISTOPHER BOURDAIN: The French trips, the childhood trips, those are the ones Tony mostly talked about; he would have been ten and then eleven, and I was seven and eight. But I think, for both of us, the more memorable trip was the one we did in 1973, after our father’s aunt died and did the unfortunate favor of leaving her house to our family. Our parents realized pretty quick they had to sell it. The inheritance tax in those days was 65 percent of the estate. They had to get it ready for sale, so Tony and my mom and I went over for pretty much the entire summer. I was thirteen or fourteen, and Tony therefore would have been seventeen.

We would occasionally dodge out and do stuff together. We got into a couple of the same books. We didn’t have a big supply, and once you ran out of your English-language books, you couldn’t find many around in this place. We had brought this big, fat book, which I still have at home, The Complete Sherlock Holmes, and we both read it. And we were doing work, we were painting the house, and we put in a full indoor bathroom, just to get it ready to sell.

And it was also memorable, because I think it was the first time we realized—we were alone with our mom for six weeks, and Tony was at the peak of his “I want out of here” phase, and our mom was heading into her “I’m unhappy with my life” years, and so she was acting out a lot that summer, and would get mad about wacky stuff. It was the first time when Tony and I realized, Oh my god, there is something wrong with this woman. I mean, she is really, really unhappy, and she’s maybe gonna go off the deep end.

It was really the first time that we’d seen it in such intense doses, at close hand, because we were all together, all day for six weeks, for the first time in a long time. And we would talk with each other, out of hearing from her, and we were not particularly kind with some of the things we said that summer.

We were very happy when our dad finally showed up, and we could start to get a little pressure relieved, and do some fun things as a family.

Our dad was the type of person, he wasn’t a saint, but he was the type of person who liked quirky people. He liked people who had something unusual about them, and he liked people who were into unusual things. He had a couple of friends—one of them was a guy who worked for a very high-end loudspeaker company, and the guy collected fire engines. He lived in Katonah, New York, and he had a big property, and he always had three or four fire engines, just sitting around on his lawn, and fire engine parts, and firehouse equipment on shelves in the house. Dad loved people like that. It was like, Whatever you’re into, as long as you’re into something.

He was just a very special man. I had the constant impression that somehow our dad knew everything about everything. He just knew so much, but he was never in your face about it, he was never show-offy, ever. I was into trains for a while, and Tony was really, really into art and drawing, growing up, and took a lot of art classes, and our dad loved that.

He had a hysterical sense of humor. Tony’s sense of humor came from our dad, but got sharper. Our dad never had a nasty edge to his sense of humor; it was always satiric, spoofing, but gentle. He was just nice. He never hurt anybody, he was never mean to anybody. And we just thought he was great. He was never a particular success, never made a lot of money, but we really just loved him a lot.

And our mom was much more the other way. She didn’t like quirky and odd, and didn’t like most friends of our dad’s, and she was much more judgmental, and always made very, very clear what her judgment was. Just very, very different personalities. I mean, they loved a lot of the same things, they loved movies, they loved music, they loved kind of the same kinds of restaurants, they loved travel, so many things in common, but then they had this fundamental difference in life attitude, and approaching disagreements.
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“A Lot of Fun to Be Around”

Young Adulthood

GLADYS BOURDAIN: I certainly hoped that Tony would go through college and graduate, and have some sort of degree, and proceed from there.

HELEN LANG, FRIEND: I met Tony in 1973, at Vassar. He was a very striking person, his height, and his whole demeanor. He was firmly ensconced in the bad-boy persona. There were a lot of drugs at Vassar; when I was a freshman, Vassar made the front page of the New York Times for the number of quaaludes available on campus. I was in that whole drug scene, and Tony was obviously drawn to that as well. We hit it off immediately; we became fast friends, drinking buddies, drugging buddies, et cetera. He had a wicked sense of humor and was a lot of fun to be around.

NANCY BOURDAIN: Tony always seemed to make friends pretty easily. Back at school, a lot of people I got friendly with, I knew through Tony, like Gordon [Howard] and Helen Lang.

HELEN LANG: I was pretty good friends with Nancy. There was a fourth person whom I became involved with later on, Gordon Howard; he and Tony were really close.*

NANCY BOURDAIN: Tony was really bad at Vassar. He didn’t work. [He did] terrible things that even I, who had no shame basically, would be embarrassed [of]. He’d be hungry in the middle of the night, after a night of drinking or after taking drugs, and he would show up with a couple of eggs and a fresh green pepper. He’d just go into somebody else’s—they had these town houses and tourist apartments; nobody locked their door—he’d just go rob somebody else’s refrigerator. And I didn’t realize. You can be willfully blind for only so long. I felt bad about it, but I ate the eggs. I cooked ’em. I was complicit. We had a lot of fun.

HELEN LANG: As far as Tony was concerned, there were no boundaries. At that time, there was a lot of sexual freedom. Everybody whom I knew at the time had multiple partners, and we were all very casual. Very casual drug use, especially the major drugs that we used to do, which were LSD and quaaludes and cocaine.

We would break into the gym at night and go skinny-dipping in the pool. We were just having a good time. We didn’t do anything seriously criminal, with the exception of breaking every drug law on the books. But other than that, we were pretty well behaved.

I mean, Tony was somebody whom I considered 100 percent trustworthy. He would never betray a friend. He would never hurt another person. He had a very keen sense of right and wrong, in the way that matters. Not, Oh, I can’t break that rule, but Be a decent human being. I never saw him hurt anyone with his words or his actions. He could be very cutting, but he would never pick on someone who was vulnerable.

GLADYS BOURDAIN: He and a group of his friends, including his then girlfriend [Nancy], went to Provincetown for a summer and they all found jobs. And he was a dishwasher and decided he liked it.

NANCY BOURDAIN: My sister was going to Cape Cod for the summer with a friend of hers. [My parents] were going to send me there to straighten me up. They sent me to Provincetown. Tony came up to visit us and, I’ll be honest, he wasn’t looking for a job, but we had a wonderful roommate who said, “You can’t keep staying here and not contribute. We all work, you know. You gotta do something.” He started dishwashing, I think, at the Flagship.

ALEX GETMANOV, CHEF (IDENTIFIED IN KITCHEN CONFIDENTIAL AS “DIMITRI”): Siro, of Siro’s Italian restaurant fame (or infamy), in Provincetown, for whom I had worked for a lot of years by then—he bought a place across the street, called the Flagship [“The Dreadnaught” in Kitchen Confidential], which was a steak, chop, and fried seafood place. Tony, this brash and somewhat shy, tall, skinny drink of water shows up in our kitchen and wants a job.

He didn’t impress, in the beginning. He didn’t know anything, and he had this attitude that he could do anything, which doesn’t get you far in a working kitchen. But we hired him. He resented our attitude toward him so much that he claimed that’s why he went to the Culinary Institute of America [CIA]: he was gonna show us.

What a salesman! Oh my god, he could sell snow to the Eskimos. Getting waiters to push a special, or talking his way into catering gigs in Provincetown.

The second year he was in Provincetown, we started this silly little catering company called Moonlight Menus, because we were moonlighting on Siro, and we were using his kitchens for the prep, and maybe a very few of his ingredients. We were drugged out, crazed, drunk. Siro gave an annual garden party for charity. Tony and I catered it together, and that was really an insanity.

We spent eighteen hours, with hardly a break, in the basement of the Flagship. Certain people who shall remain nameless came in and charitably fed us large quantities of white powders of the cocaine type. Somewhere in the wee hours, we just couldn’t deal with it anymore, and mostly it was done, so we crawled off onto a couple of banquettes in the back. The next morning, somebody came in and found us passed out, covered with flies, because we were all sticky with aspic.

We bit off a lot more than we could chew, but we usually came through. We catered a number of staff parties for different establishments in town, and one absolutely disastrous wedding in a bar and restaurant. They wanted a steamship roast. We’d never done anything of that sort before. Tony talked to a couple of people, and I talked to a few people, and everybody said something different. So we had this forty- to fifty-pound leg of beef, and we cooked it to death. Then we had a fight afterward about who was gonna be out there in the monkey suit, carving, and we settled it that I would do the first half, and he would do the second half. And the working line for the victims was, “Oh, I’m sorry, sir, we haven’t gotten to the rare portion yet,” and then when Tony came on it was, “Oh, you just missed it.”

There was a lot of food left over. The wife of the owner of the restaurant was like a vulture over it; she scooped it all up, and then they sold it the next day. It’s a rotten business.

NANCY BOURDAIN: We had a lot of family meals. But when I look back—’cause I’m a pretty good cook now—I was not even a commis; I was the prep girl. I cleaned the pots, I did all the chopping, and soup making. I’d say, “What about the fish or the meat?” He’d say, “Oh, I don’t want you to screw it up. That’s the really important thing.” It’s kind of the easiest part, but I didn’t find that out till later.

GLADYS BOURDAIN: At the end of the summer, I think it was me who suggested that since he wasn’t showing any interest in college, and he did seem to be interested in that summer’s work, I said, “Why don’t you think about continuing on this path?”

CHRISTOPHER BOURDAIN: I don’t know who chose to pull the plug on Vassar. I mean, Tony had never done particularly well there in his own right. He had gotten As on a lot of people’s papers that he had ghostwritten for them, but never did particularly well with his own grades, as far as I heard from my parents. One time we went to pick him up. We were driving home, and we stopped for dinner at a restaurant on Route 22, somewhere near Patterson, New York. I still remember that night of screaming argument at the table. My parents were saying, “Why are we spending all this money, and you’re wasting it?!”

GLADYS BOURDAIN: Thanks to a friend of mine whose father was the co-owner of ‘21’ Club, Tony was able to get ahead of some on the waiting list for the Culinary Institute [of America], and managed to get in.

NANCY BOURDAIN: He was [at Vassar] for about two years. I wasn’t really disappointed when he left, because he clearly didn’t want to be there, and he was going to CIA. He kind of buckled down. He’d said that this was something that he wanted to do. Before that, I think Tony always wanted to be a writer. I know he did, so I was surprised how serious he was about the cooking.

SAM GOLDMAN: Tony was at CIA; I was twenty-four, and I was executive chef at a restaurant in New York. I made him my weekend omelet guy; he used to come down from CIA and make omelets. He was notorious for leaving the kitchen a complete fucking mess.

CHRISTOPHER BOURDAIN: I attended Tony’s graduation from the CIA. The capstone of it was a dinner where the graduating class had made a very formal, French-style high-end dinner, and not only were they cooking, but they were also serving it to the guests. I can’t remember what we ate, but I remember the room. They had it all decked out with nice drapes and flags and stuff, and made a very nice show of it.

I think Tony was pleased to show off a little bit, because he hadn’t been given that many opportunities in high school to show off about anything, and our parents always had some criticism of things he was doing or should have been doing. I definitely think he was proud. I think he was pretty happy about it right then.
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“It Was What the Cool Kids Were Doing”

The Early New York Years

CHRISTOPHER BOURDAIN: Tony and Nancy lived together in her sister’s apartment on Riverside Drive at first, a two-bedroom apartment. And then, later, around 1979, they got their own apartment in that same building, which was a great location—near the subway, near Columbia, with affordable, student-oriented dining available up the street, because obviously, they didn’t have boatloads of money. They had a super view of the Hudson River.

Those first couple of years, we couldn’t see Tony that often, but we enjoyed seeing them at Easter, because they always had an Easter brunch at their place. And that’s when Nancy’s parents would come over, and they’d have this elaborate pretext that Tony was living elsewhere, because they were not married, and she was a proper Roman Catholic. They eventually got married in September 1985, if I remember right, in one of the chapels at Saint Patrick’s Cathedral [in Manhattan], which is pretty funny, because—I mean, I got married in a church, too, but Tony and I were lifelong atheists and skeptics, and somehow we both ended up getting married in churches. They had a reception on the Upper East Side, which was not huge, but it was nice. And then they could finally actually live together, as far as Nancy’s parents were concerned. It gave them legitimacy, so they didn’t have to play that stupid game anymore.

And we’d see them at Christmas, sometimes. Tony and I had separated parents at that point, so Christmas in the early eighties was already getting complicated.

Our parents separated probably around 1979, 1980-ish, and then, a couple of years later, our dad moved in with another woman, and I think was perfectly happy. She was nice to him. Our mom had been kind of mean to him the last couple of years, and so I think he was very happy to be with somebody who was nice to him.

It was fun being with Tony and Nancy. In those days, Tony liked talking about the Kennedy assassination. Probably, to this day, he was one of the foremost scholars in the United States on the Kennedy assassination. Unheralded and unhailed, or whatever, but I think he knew more about it than many. And he was very into anything to do with double agents, between the Soviet Union and the United States, and turned agents from MI6, and things like that. He knew all their stories. My wife was a Russian studies major in college, so he found a ready audience, and she was, to a degree, interested in hearing him expound on this. He knew so damn much. He was always reading.

SAM GOLDMAN: When he finished CIA, I got another executive job [at WPA, in New York], and I was in way over my head. I brought Tony and Alex on board, and they basically made me look really good.

JEFF FORMOSA: When he was cooking at WPA, he talked about wanting to do a TV show, with chefs sitting around in the kitchen, talking about food, telling their stories. He was always thinking about that stuff.

SAM GOLDMAN: We really thought we were hotshots, and it turns out we were horrible and had no understanding of the business end of the restaurant business. We were just young and dumb, you know?

ROBERT VUOLO, KITCHEN COLLEAGUE: I met Tony and Alex and Sam at WPA. These guys, they became my mentors, took me under their wings. I was nineteen. Tony was only four years older than me, but four years, at that age, was significant. I was the kid. They taught me how to cook, and I became part of their social circle as well. They took me to my first sushi dinner ever, at a place called Chin-Ya.

SAM GOLDMAN: Tony came back from a trip to France in the winter of 1979 or 1980, and we’re sitting around—me, him, and Alex—and Tony goes, “You won’t fucking believe it; over there, chefs are like athletes, rock stars.” And then he made us each cough up $200 and have these amazing photographs done. In that particular moment, he was a visionary.

HELEN LANG: He told me, “Come over to WPA and I’ll make you something to eat.” I rode my bicycle over there; it was this little restaurant, and the kitchen was in the basement, so I went through those doors that they have in New York that lead to the basement from the outside. He was so happy to see me. He put a napkin down on one of the stools in the kitchen, and he made me a filet mignon with truffles.

ROBERT VUOLO: There was a certain amount of cocaine and marijuana, and to some degree, heroin. Heroin is not altogether compatible for working the line; it’s an after-hours drug—but cocaine, absolutely. There was an enormous amount of cocaine that got used, and none of us were thinking about any long-term health issues that might arise from it. And marijuana was like an endless— There was a shaftway that you could stand in at the base of the steps at WPA; you could look up to the sky but it was completely enclosed, and cooks could go in there at night and smoke marijuana, completely unseen by anyone inside the kitchen area, so that upped the dramatics of being able to do this in plain sight.

ALEX GETMANOV: In early eighties New York, Tony and Sam [Goldman] and I did a lot of bad things together. Freebase—the three of us would kill an ounce of coke in a weekend, and drank I don’t know how many quarts of Rémy or Martell, just to taper down, and eat a bunch of valium.

SAM GOLDMAN: Everything that Tony said about what he learned as a dishwasher was true. He was a show-up guy. He wasn’t a genius cook. Like myself, he was a proficient mechanical cook. He knew the drill. It didn’t matter if we were fucked up on acid. I remember after this one weekend at WPA, we woke up Monday morning like, “What happened the last few days?” It turns out that we had been really busy and we’d done a good job. That was being a chef in those days, with that flavor of recreational drugs: as long as you showed up and did the job, nobody fucking cared.

I remember driving around with Tony in the East Village, in this little red Rabbit I had, before we were doing heroin, trying to find it. It was what the cool kids were doing, and Johnny Thunders was doing it, and we all kind of idolized Lou Reed’s life, and you know Lou Reed has done it. It was a natural progression of drug addiction. We did a lot of junk together.

ROBERT VUOLO: Tony, his addiction was always odd to me. I’m gonna be somewhat frank here: it felt often part of the persona that he wanted to portray of himself. He sort of constructed this image of himself that he wanted to perpetuate, and it involved this streety, kind of on the edge of the law—I wouldn’t say gangster, but he romanticized that kind of lifestyle. Tony was always playing with how he looked to other people; he was very conscious of it. There was a little bit of a distance between the things he did and who he was.

SAM GOLDMAN: I never had a fight with Tony. Well, that’s not entirely true. We had one really big fight, and it was about which version of “Sweet Jane” was the best version. And once we fought about how much cheese should go into a Mornay sauce.

HILLARY SNYDER, KITCHEN COLLEAGUE: They thought the Escoffier cookbook was the bible, you know, and they always referred to it. And I think Tony was especially proud of it because of his French heritage.

ROBERT VUOLO: Tony was very well spoken and smart, and he knew his stuff, and worked very hard in many respects.

ALEX GETMANOV: He’d really picked up the classic French idea of “the job must get done” no matter what, no matter how you feel or what’s going on. There was this famous story of Vatel, chef and steward from the time of Louis XIV. He was a perfectionist, and he would do these stunning banquets and parties for the king’s court. He was very unpopular with a lot of people; they hated him. Somebody screwed him over for a major party. The main fish ingredients for his dish failed to arrive, so he fell on his sword and killed himself. Tony used to laugh about this guy, but you could tell was admiring him all the same.

JAMES GRAHAM, KITCHEN COLLEAGUE: Tony and I met working at WPA. I was eighteen, and he was twenty-two or twenty-three. A few years later he got his first chef job, at Chuck Howard’s, and I worked with him there a little bit, and then he recruited me to work at Nikki & Kelly. I was part of a codependent, dysfunctional team.

LENNY MOSSE, KITCHEN COLLEAGUE: I was working at Nikki & Kelly, on Seventy-Seventh and Columbus. I was the sous chef there. This was 1983. The owners had just fired the chef, who had locked himself in the office with a mountain of coke. They hired Tony, and he brought in Sam [Goldman] and Alex [Getmanov].

JAMES GRAHAM: I put a lot of faith in mentors like Tony and Sam, who were really not qualified for mentorship. But [at Nikki & Kelly] Tony gave me license to run a kitchen staff of fifteen, and he couldn’t be happier, because that meant he didn’t have to cook.

He didn’t mind if I fucked things up; he was so elastic. If things went bad, he would just patch that over right away with a smile and charm.

One day, everything had gone to hell in a handbasket. Tony had disappeared to go tanning. That was a thing; his nickname at the time was Zonker, after the character from the Doonesbury cartoon strip, Zonker Harris, who was a professional tanner. He would tan, I think, largely to hide the pallor of heroin. He would play hooky, to go to the beach with Lenny, and tan aggressively. He looked like a Versace bag.

NANCY BOURDAIN: We used to joke about George Hamilton, and it was a joke, but he did like to have a healthy tan. I didn’t know about tanning places till Tony turned me on to them.

CHRISTOPHER BOURDAIN: He definitely liked being tanned, definitely. I remember him joking that he would be competing in the George Hamilton Tanning Olympics. He liked sprawling out in the sun, like a seal on the beach, and just getting tanned. I mean, for him, a great day was tan for four, five hours, swim a little bit, have some beers and some beachy fried food.

ROBERT VUOLO: Summer of 1983, we were all working at Nikki & Kelly, and there was an effort, on Tony’s part, to kind of relive what his Provincetown lifestyle was about. All of us, and a handful of waitresses, would get up early and go to Long Beach on the train, go to the beach and have a bunch of food and smoke a lot of marijuana and sun ourselves. There was a little bit of a tanning competition that summer, primarily between Lenny and Tony. Somewhere in the early afternoon, around two, we would catch the train back into Manhattan, and go to the Upper West Side and work, then party all night, and do the same thing the next day.

JAMES GRAHAM: So, the kitchen went to shit one day; three people didn’t show up, I was
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