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            “If you want to understand modern restaurant culture, you need to read this book. Gordinier takes us into the fabulously obsessive realm of the world’s most fascinating chef—and he does it with the voice of a poet. You will remember this every time you go out to eat.”

            —Ruth Reichl, author of Save Me the Plums 

            “In Hungry, Gordinier invokes such playful and lush prose that the scents of mole, chiles and even lingonberry juice waft off the page.”

            —Time 

            “A piece of writing as breathless and as urgent as its subject. Wonderful all-in, full-on storytelling. I read as I might eat a meal when I’m really, really hungry: all in one sitting.”

            —Bill Buford, author of Heat 

            “Anyone who’s seen an episode of Parts Unknown knows what an adventure tracking down great food can be, but Jeff Gordinier knows it better than most…. [He] chronicles this journey with the practiced pen of a veteran journalist.”

            —Entertainment Weekly 

            “This wonderful book is really about the adventures of two men: a great chef and a great journalist. Hungry is a feast for the senses, filled with complex passion and joy, bursting with life. Not only did Jeff Gordinier make me want to jump on the next flight (to Mexico, Copenhagen, Sydney) in search of the perfect meal, but he also reminded me to stop and savor the ride.”

            —Dani Shapiro, author of Inheritance 

            “Follow along on an incredible journey across the globe with the world’s greatest chef, described with equal parts humor and brilliance by one of the greatest food writers of our generation, as they go to enormous lengths in search of the rarest morsels of flavor in an imperfect world. In these pages, you will find that rare glimpse into the mind of a restless and enigmatic genius who has forever changed how we look at the world of fine dining.”

            —Edward Lee, chef and author of Buttermilk Graffiti 

            “In these pages, Redzepi emerges as an enigmatic and contradictory figure … Gordinier makes a convincing case that Redzepi’s genius is irrevocably tied both to his relentless curiosity and to his compulsive need for change.”

            —The New York Times Book Review 

            “A remarkable portrait of Redzepi, the genius behind ‘the world’s best restaurant.’ … a remarkable portrait of Gordinier, a wise and reflective digester of Redzepi’s relentless creativity. Armed with a deep metaphorical gift, a gonzo enthusiasm, and a ‘palate quivering like a trampoline,’ Gordinier hurdles us across the globe along with Redzepi and his merry pranksters in search of, among other things, a Mexican mole sauce ‘like an epic poem about history and time.’ … A book to be cherished not just by anyone who’s dreamed of eating at Noma, but by anyone who’s ever had a dream.”

            —Beth Ann Fennelly, author of Heating & Cooling: 52 Micro-Memoirs 

            “A pithy, fluid, rollicking book that’s somehow simultaneously visceral and cerebral, funny and heartfelt, passionate and badass, brilliant and unpretentious—Gordinier takes us along with him on a madcap global odyssey on the heels of a megalomaniacal genius of a chef as he relentlessly pushes the boundaries of food. This is a book about invention and reinvention—of food, ideas, place, and ultimately the self. It’s immensely fun to read as well as profound. I loved every word.”

            —Kate Christensen, author of The Epicure’s Lament 

            “For the curious culinary traveler and food-industry insider, this will become mandatory reading. With rich, compelling detail, the story traces René Redzepi’s path to carving out his own radical space in modern cooking, but what’s most wonderful about this book is the heartfelt parallel story—the story of Gordinier’s own personal evolution, following the chef around the world and finding himself forever changed.”

            —Lindsey Tramuta, journalist and author of The New Paris 

            “A vivid picture of the complex, almost messianic 41-year-old Danish chef and the cast of eccentric, talented characters who are drawn into his world.”

            —Adam Platt, Grub Street 

            “This smorgasbord of a tale will have travelers tasting every meal with renewed appreciation.”

            —National Geographic 

         

         Included in:
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        In memory of Jonathan Gold,
      

            
        who showed us the road
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        for Lauren,
      

            
        who showed me the way home
      

         


      

   


   
      

         
            Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita

            mi ritrovai per una selva oscura

            ché la diritta via era smarrita.

            
                

            

            —DANTE ALIGHIERI, canto 1, The Divine Comedy

            
                

            

            
                

            

            Dreamer,

            If you are like me,

            you jump anyway.

            
                

            

            —JASON REYNOLDS, For Every One

         


      

   


   
      
         

            Part One

            
               
[image: ]
               

            

            PULLED UP

         


      

   


   
      
         

            Mexico

         

         I WAKE UP WITH SAND IN MY MOUTH AND A GLARE IN my eyes. A man is speaking Spanish and waving a flashlight. I try to remember where I am and the details wobble into place, like a wraith making its form more visible. I hear the lapping of waves. I grope around for my backpack and my shoes. I arise from slumber on a dark beach in Tulum, the Mexican resort town. That body of water a few yards away is the Caribbean.

         I have been dropped here in the middle of the night at a languorous caravansary called Nueva Vida. Unable to locate my cabana, and unable to find anyone who could provide me with a key to the cabana, lost in the darkness and bereft of a phone signal and exhausted by a day that has involved a morning flight from Mexico City to Oaxaca, lunch in Oaxaca, the tour of a sprawling marketplace in Oaxaca, dinner in Oaxaca, significant quantities of mezcal, a flight from Oaxaca back to Mexico City, another flight from Mexico City to Cancún, and then a three-hour drive through the Yucatán Peninsula to this yoga-matted magnet for man-bun-and-matcha devotees, I have surrendered to fatigue and fashioned an al fresco bed for myself in the  dunes. I am within spitting distance of a sanctuary where sea turtles clamber up on shore to lay their eggs.

         The man with the flashlight turns out to be merciful—at least as soon as he realizes I am not there to interfere with the sea turtles and their ancient rituals. I pour the sand out of my shoes and grab my backpack and the man leads me to a stark white room with a sea breeze ghosting the curtains and a canopy of mosquito netting over the bed. Never has a bed looked more inviting. I climb in and try to sleep, but it’s only a matter of minutes before sunlight starts asserting itself through the doorframe. The only choice I have is to greet the day.

         
             

         

         I have landed here in Tulum because of the stubborn coaxing of a man named René Redzepi. Within the close-knit world of global gastronomy, Redzepi is a figure whose influence might be compared to that of David Bowie’s in music in the 1970s, or Steve Jobs’s in technology in the 1980s, or Beyoncé’s now. He is the chef behind Noma, a restaurant in Copenhagen that has—for those who follow and chronicle these things—changed the way people think about food. Writers have a habit of referring to Noma as the best restaurant on earth. That may or may not make Redzepi, by hyperbolic extension, the greatest chef alive.

         It is not every day that one is summoned to coffee by a cultural figure of that stature, but just such a twist of fate came to me one winter afternoon in 2014. I was working as a food writer on staff at The New York Times when an email arrived in my clogged in-box from Peter Tittiger, an  operative at Phaidon, the publishing house that had put out Redzepi’s cookbook and journal—books that were studied and parsed by chefs the way that songwriters and rock scholars had once geeked out on lyrics and liner notes. Redzepi wanted to meet me.
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         My inclination was to say no. I can’t explain why a food writer from the Times would feel compelled to decline a face-to-face conversation with a man reputed to be the greatest chef alive, but the older I get, the more I find it liberating to say no. Most of the existing self-help literature seems to nudge us in that direction, doesn’t it? Learn how to say no. But really I was just busy. There were multiple deadlines to juggle, there were staff meetings to endure, there were baseball games and piano recitals and family dinners to race home to. Some part of me thought, God help me, this Danish guy is going to hector me for two hours about the principles of the New Nordic movement.  The New Nordic movement was the culinary juggernaut out of Scandinavia that claimed Redzepi as its chieftain. In 2004, Redzepi and his comrades, like agents of some French surrealist collective, had released a gastronomic manifesto, outlining the rules and aspirations that would govern their cooking in the years to come. Among its objectives were “to express the purity, freshness, simplicity and ethics we wish to associate with our region,” and “to promote animal welfare and a sound production process in our seas, on our farmland and in the wild.” In the early phase of his kitchen career, as the journalist Tienlon Ho has written:

         
            Redzepi was expected to fall in line with his mentors and cook French classics, and for a while he did. Soon, though, Redzepi had the epiphany that his food should not only be made with but entirely shaped by what he found in the forest, on the beach, and in the hands of local farmers. In practice, this meant that berries ripe for a mere two weeks a year and plucked by a Swedish farmer uninterested in selling them were more luxurious than imported caviar; he served them in a bowl with minimal adornment. He made terroir—the soil, the climate, and the land that shape the flavor of the plant and the animal that eats it—more than jargon. He made it the entire point of his cuisine.

         

         The impact of these ideas had escalated during half a decade, moving from the margins to a position of pulsing centrality. Pretty soon the de facto boondoggle for an  American food writer was a trip to Copenhagen to go foraging on the beach with Redzepi, nibbling inquisitively on snatches of scurvy grass and sorrel, bellflowers and beach mustard. “Denmark, after all, isn’t Provence or Catalonia,” Frank Bruni wrote after one such reverie on the dunes. “For a locavore chef, in particular, it has limitations. But Mr. Redzepi has air-dried, pickled, cured, foraged and researched his way around them. He has taken what could be a set of ankle weights and turned them into wings, his culinary accomplishments drawing all the more regard for the degree of geographical difficulty built into them.”

         Inspiring stuff. Noble stuff, especially for a planet on the brink of ecological catastrophe caused, in part, by the industrial rapacity built into our food supply. I just wasn’t in the mood. My marriage was falling apart. Two weeks earlier I had moved out of the house where my two children lived. Depression rolled into my days like a toxic fog. On a cold day in February I didn’t think I had the patience to conjure up a rictus grin of pretend curiosity while I listened to a visionary from Copenhagen prattling on about his manifesto.

         Making things even more complicated, I had sort of made fun of Redzepi’s ethos in the pages of the Times, even though, up until that point, I had never spoken with the man or eaten his food. In the winter of 2014, Noma’s influence was running rampant in New York City, with restaurants like Aska, Acme, Atera, and Luksus promulgating their own interpretations of the New Nordic ideas that were spreading outward from Copenhagen like invasive scurvy grass. Nordicness was the new hotness and  that made it a ripe target for dismissal. Noma veterans had begun colonizing the city, smoking everything with hay and garlanding plates with kelp and edible sidewalk sprigs. The chef at Acme, Mads Refslund, had even founded Noma with Redzepi—the two cooks had come up together in culinary school—while the chef at Luksus, a bearded Nova Scotian philosopher named Daniel Burns, had been the pastry chef at Noma for a few years. Merely having the name Noma on your résumé seemed to entice investors to throw money at you. Everybody wanted in—except me. Up until that winter, I had not eaten in any of those restaurants. I didn’t want to. My life was a mess. I felt adrift and I sought comfort in hot bowls of cacio e pepe—starch and cheese. I wanted dumplings and bibimbap and shawarma. What did I not want? As I wrote then, “For months, I dodged the question. Now and then someone would tap me on the shoulder and ask for an opinion on the latest New York restaurant that embodied the spirit of the New Nordic movement. Had I nibbled on any lichen lately? Had I dunked my spoon into a brimming bowl of barley porridge speckled with globules of pig’s blood, sea buckthorn and the fermented scales of a creature found in the deepest crevasses of a fjord? The answer was no, but I felt too much shame to admit that.”

         I was reluctant to rendezvous with this Redzepi character. My state of mind made me allergic to posturing of any sort, and I had snarked off the guy’s precious movement in the world’s most influential newspaper. I braced myself for a dressing-down akin to the notorious Ned Beatty scene in Network. I imagined Redzepi scowling as he leaned across  some faux farmhouse picnic table at a Greenwich Village caffeine dispensary and yelling, “You have meddled with the primal forces of nature!”

         Nevertheless I said yes. It was better, I figured, than milling around the office. And saying yes to the primal forces of nature, as I would come to learn during the following four years, was what René Redzepi was all about.

         
             

         

         Suffice it to say that the man who walked through that door in downtown Manhattan was not what I had expected. Of all the gifts that human beings are born with or learn to develop, charisma has to be the most mysterious. Several things about Redzepi struck me right away: (1) His command of English was better than that of most Americans. (That singular advantage had obviously helped him in getting across his message to British and American food media. Now if you told me that he actually spoke twenty-five languages, I would not be shocked. I’m guessing he could negotiate a meal in at least seven.) (2) He seemed to be personal friends with half the chefs in New York. (3) Like me, he didn’t want to talk about his movement, or any movement, or at least he appeared to have grown weary enough of the topic that there would be no Moses-on-the-mountaintop soliloquies about the soul-nurturing ecstasies of foraging while I counted the minutes until I could catch the Metro-North express back to my sad, cramped, post-separation apartment in Westchester County.

         No, it turned out that Redzepi wanted to talk about tacos. This brightened my day. As a kid in Los Angeles, I  had grown up on tacos. In fact, something about Redzepi struck me as temperamentally Californian. I was taken aback by this. He disarmed me with an easy laugh and a sort of barefoot-on-the-beach demeanor that seemed antithetical to his status as an avatar of stark Scandinavian mission statements as well as his reputation as a restless, hot-tempered taskmaster in the kitchen. As I would come to learn, Redzepi’s identity as a Dane didn’t conform to some Viking stereotype. Growing up in Copenhagen, he had been a migrant kid. His mother, Hanne, was a Dane who had worked cleaning houses and hospitals, but his father, Ali-Rami Redzepi, was a Muslim and ethnic Albanian from Macedonia who had sought citizenship in Denmark to get a foothold as a cabdriver and fishmonger. When Redzepi was a boy, his father had shepherded him and his twin brother to sleep by reading passages from the Koran by their bedsides. The family had endured the constant grind of bigotry from anti-immigrant Danes. Sometimes Redzepi and his brother had gone to bed hungry. The seed of the New Nordic movement could be found in his desire to subvert the Danish establishment, not to enshrine it. By now he came across as the food world’s consummate insider, but, as so often happens, what had gotten him there was an outsider’s hunger to rise up and take charge.

         Anyway, Redzepi had an idea. It seemed innocuous. It seemed impossible, too, or at least unlikely to lead to anything real. The years to come would teach me that Redzepi was always dreaming up ideas. These ideas usually came across as impossible, and their very impossibility fueled him. 

         “We should go to Mexico,” he said.

         “Sure, sure …”

         I humored the guy for a while in that coffee shop on Greenwich Street, but I never believed that Redzepi and I were destined to head south of the border, no matter how contagious his enthusiasm. I listened and let my thoughts drift.

         Mexico. Right. “Yeah, man, that would be cool.” I murmured something like that—something noncommittal. I detected a rising intensity in his voice, a feverish élan that called to mind Peter O’Toole before he set out to make his sprightly slog across the desert in Lawrence of Arabia. Was I being summoned? Was I being inducted into a cult? Did Redzepi, his brown eyes unblinking and trained upon me, sense that my depression made me vulnerable? How was I going to break it to this Danish chef that slashed-to-the-bone media budgets meant that I might never find an editor willing to pay for this trip? Why even try?

         I figured I’d just go back to the office and let this electric Kool-Aid taco quest of a whim gather dust in the cobwebbed cellar of my Gmail account. Little did I realize that Redzepi viewed the word “no” as a minor impediment—no more of an obstacle than the buzzing of a mosquito, barely worth a swat. His brain appeared to be missing synapses that would help ferry “no” to the proper cognitive checkpoints. Maybe he had an enzyme that blocked it. Later, after we met, he emailed me. He texted me. He reassured me. He kind of badgered me.

         This was going to happen, he said. I just needed to get an editor on board. I needed to find a way. 
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         Redzepi raised a glass of Farolito mezcal, and everyone at the table followed suit.

         “Viva Mexico!” he said.

         My plane had landed in Mexico City maybe an hour ago. It was a Tuesday night in May and I was here with Sean Donnola, a photographer. We weren’t sure what we’d gotten ourselves into. A schedule had been emailed to us, but I figured it must be some kind of best-case-scenario itinerary—clearly it would be impossible to visit that many places and eat that many meals in the course of a few days. On the runway at the airport I’d switched on my phone and received a text from Redzepi instructing me to come straight to Pujol, which many critics considered to be the finest restaurant in Mexico City, if not the whole country. Do we have a reservation? Will they hold our table if we’re running late? Donnola and I blearily walked into Pujol and were whisked directly to a round table where Redzepi was holding court.

         The first surprise sat across from Redzepi at the table. Danny Bowien was a rising star of cooking in New York and San Francisco—born in South Korea but adopted by a white family in Oklahoma, he’d given up playing guitar in a Christian indie-rock band and forged a reputation as the chef behind Mission Chinese Food, where the specialty was psychotropic, palate-stinging Sichuan dishes that roared to your table with a wok breath that was practically nuclear. It turned out that Redzepi had become a kind of mentor to Bowien. Donnola and I had no idea that he’d be  there, but for our purposes it was a nice twist. The second surprise was that Redzepi wasted no time in copping to his initial ignorance about Mexican food.

         As we sat down he told me that he remembered working in the kitchen at the French Laundry, which had been the Noma of its moment in the 1990s and early 2000s—the Napa Valley atelier where the chef Thomas Keller abracadabraed California produce into a kind of Fabergé opulence. One day in 2000, a van pulled up outside. The guys in the van were selling tamales. Redzepi declined. “I was, like, ‘I don’t want Mexican food right now,’” he recalled with wistful regret. “I just didn’t know what it was.” His understanding, or lack thereof, was based on what he’d grown up encountering in Denmark. “I’ll be honest with you, back then my idea of Mexican food was what we have in Europe, which is like a bastardized version of Tex-Mex. Everything’s terrible. It’s grease, it’s fat, it’s big portions. That was my impression. I didn’t know what it was. I had no idea. I had no idea there was such a big Middle Eastern influence in the food. Shreds of grilled meat right off the flame. I had never heard of nixtamalization before.”

         Later on, after Redzepi had founded Noma, a chef named Roberto Solís came to work in the kitchen. The two men became friends, and their friendship continued even after Solís moved back to Mérida to open a restaurant called Nectar. Working night and day to make Noma into a restaurant of international significance may have been rewarding on the surface, but it began turning Redzepi into an angry husk of a human being, charred and brittle, and one day Solís offered a temporary cure: an invitation to  come visit him in Mexico, eat some tacos, hang out. Redzepi, as is his style, said yes, but the trip was taxing enough to make him doubt his judgment. He caught flights from Copenhagen to Amsterdam to New York to Houston to Mérida. “It was one of those stupid trips,” he said. “I was just so tired and bummed out.” By the time he reached this Mayan stronghold on the Yucatán Peninsula, Redzepi was ready to pass out. But he had to eat something first.

         Solís took his friend to a place called Los Taquitos de PM. The unlikeliness of this was hilarious. Los Taquitos de PM was not some delightful hideaway tucked into a cobblestoned alleyway where an abuelita stirred pozole in a cast-iron pot. Los Taquitos de PM was tacky as hell—garish—with plastic chairs and corporate cola signs and the sort of lighting that induces migraines and instant hangovers. Redzepi was about to alter the course of his life, but at the moment when he spied Los Taquitos de PM along the side of a bleakly unromantic thoroughfare, he thought he had made a mistake in hauling his ass to this part of the world.

         His resistance intensified when he caught his first glimpse of the food. Solís ordered three plates of tacos al pastor. In the dish, shavings of pork, stained red after being bathed in a chili sauce with achiote and other spices, are sawed off a trompo—a spinning vertical skewer—and layered on corn tortillas with threads of pineapple on top. Lebanese immigrants helped to give birth to the dish when they brought shawarma to Mexico, which means that tacos al pastor qualify as a unique example of Mayan-Hungry.  Caribbean–Middle Eastern fusion. But all you need to know is that when most lovers of Mexican food spy a trompo in the marketplace, these tacos are what they crave.

         Redzepi didn’t. Pineapple? he thought. “I was so skeptical when I saw that,” he said. “Like a bad pizzeria.” Hunger can lead to breakthroughs, though. Redzepi pinched a taco between his fingers and took a bite. “That first mouthful. Soft. Tasty. Acidic. Spicy. It’s like when you have sushi and it’s great for the first time. I couldn’t believe it. And my virginity was taken. In the best possible way. That was the moment.”

         By the time I crossed paths with him in Mexico City, his fleeting taco bliss had morphed into an obsession. Redzepi had been back to Mexico more times than he could count. He returned again and again with his family to recharge his engines and flee the pewter-skyed, bone-chilling Danish winters. “I was burned out,” he’d written in his journal.

         
            Success is a marvelous thing, but it can also be dangerous and limiting. Suddenly we’d become a fine-dining establishment and had begun listening to questions about whether we needed real silverware, or if the waiters should wear suits. Like the food would improve with a bow tie. Those things had never been important to us; we’d always put all our efforts into people and creativity, not commodities. One month in Mexico and I’d realized the truth—I was scared, scared of losing the precious worldwide attention we’d stumbled into. All of us were. We were too worried about what people expected of the  so-called “world’s best restaurant,” rather than focusing on what we expected of ourselves. We had stopped following our natural instincts and trusting that our memories are valuable enough to shape our daily lives at the restaurant. I won’t let questions like that distract us anymore.

         

         Mexico was where he could see clearly, and the complexity of Mexican cuisine—the corn, the chiles, the fruits, the edible insects, the sharp differences from region to region—haunted him like a love affair whose memory he couldn’t shake. He needed to come back to these flavors.

         And here at Pujol, where chef Enrique Olvera raised Mexican cuisine to a new form of edible narrative, Redzepi watched and tasted everything in a fugue state of anticipation and reaction. Of all the dishes and ingredients that captivated him, nothing in Mexico cast more of a spell than mole. What is mole? Well, maybe it’s more useful to ask what mole isn’t and even then you’ll wind up stumped. The ingredients that merge within it represent all of the cultures that have clashed to form what Mexico is: the indigenous people who occupied the land first, the European invaders who forced their way in, the immigrants from the Middle East and Africa and Asia. Often lazily viewed by gabachos as simply a sauce, or a sauce made with chocolate—mole poblano, which is but one of countless strains—“mole” is ultimately a word used to link a fellowship of sauces. There are so many varieties with so many ingredients in so many household interpretations across that it’s fruitless to think about tracking them  all. Studying mole is like studying the subatomic realm: The quest goes on and on.

         This multiplicity is exactly what drew Redzepi in. The cuisine of Denmark had nothing resembling mole. He wanted to figure out how it worked. Doing so was impossible, which was why he wanted to try. Redzepi was like Glenn Gould going granular with Bach’s counterpoint and wondering how he could unravel its coils of DNA by slowing it down, or pulling it apart, or flattening it, or turning it sideways. In the following three years Redzepi would return to mole with the determination of a mathematician, the diligence of a yogi.

         It turned out he had brought me here to Pujol because he was friends with Enrique Olvera, but also because if a person had a passion for mole, this was the place to be. Olvera’s mole stood as the pièce de résistance. It was the mole that ruled them all. It was an epic poem about history and time. The mole at Pujol reverberated with layers of cinnamon, nutmeg, clove, allspice, star anise, almonds, pecans, peanuts, onion, thyme, oregano, marjoram, dried chilhuacle rojo chiles, dried chilhuacle amarillo chiles, plantains with the skin on, and heirloom tomatoes, but even that litany of components didn’t capture what it tasted like, because mole was the game that moved as you played, the answer that was always in flux, sauce as quantum physics. As Olvera would explain it, “The recipe adapts to seasonality and the ingredients change accordingly. It might have hazelnut or almond or macadamia or a mix of all three. The same is true for the tomatoes, the fruits, even the chiles.  All of the ingredients, regardless of the season, are toasted in a comal, a heavy cast-iron griddle, in order to avoid the heaviness that often accompanies a mole with fried ingredients. They are then ground in a stone mill: first the fruits, then the spices, the nuts, and the chiles. The new paste is then cooked and the old mother mole is fed with it. What’s truly remarkable is that it changes every day it is reheated. It can be fruit-forward and bitter or spicier and nuttier. Since the mole is an ever-changing universe in itself, we present it without animal protein and instead just with a fresh tortilla and some sesame seeds.”

         In other words, this was a mole so profound and delicious that Olvera and his kitchen crew did not even serve it on top of or underneath a piece of meat. They served it by itself: sauce on a plate. Imagine a French chef bringing you a plate of Dover sole meunière without the fish—simply the buttery liquid itself and a basket of bread. But beyond the surrealism of that gesture, Olvera’s boundary pushing with the tradition of mole took on an extra ingredient that could be tricky and fickle: time. Instead of making a new batch of mole madre every few days, the cooks at Pujol kept adding more to the original pot. The first iteration of the mole joined the second version of the mole and then they both joined the third interpretation of the mole and on and on and on, for weeks on end, with new ingredients making their acquaintance with old ingredients and all of the old ingredients aging and deepening and acquiescing with the passing of time. The mole changed, the seasons changed, we changed, you changed—is this a restaurant  dish or a passage from the Bhagavad Gita? “When I tried it the first time, I had goose bumps,” Redzepi told me. By now, Olvera himself—bearded and grinning, possessed of a Lebowski-like calm as he ambled around the dining room—had sidled up to our table. “Enrique,” Redzepi asked him, “how old is the mole?”

         “Three hundred and seventy days,” Olvera said.

         “See what happens,” Redzepi said.

         At each place setting there was a plate and on each plate was a circular spill of mahogany sauce. Within that round splash was a smaller circle of rust-colored sauce. It looked like a work of abstract art—a study in earthen hues. “It’s the eye of Sauron,” Redzepi said. “There isn’t a Danish designer from the fifties who wouldn’t have an orgasm looking at this.” You didn’t want to wreck such a stunning visual, but you could not resist. Devouring it couldn’t have been simpler: You grabbed the tortillas and slowly (or quickly, if you were famished) swiped the aged compound of flavors away. We ate silently, as if taking communion. “Don’t be ashamed to ask for more tortillas,” Redzepi said. “Everybody does it.”

         His mind reeled. “Guys,” he said. “Let’s think of what’s happening here. You’re taking a pancake. And you’re dipping it into a sauce. If you went to Per Se and you dipped a pancake into a sauce? There’s something going on here….”

         
             

         

         By the time I joined Redzepi in Mexico, I was deep into my walking trance. There are wooded areas of Westchester  County, New York, that I now know so well, after years spent traversing them on foot, that I can summon each downed tree trunk in the Google Maps of my mind. What I did as my marriage unraveled felt “healthy” only in the sense that it involved exercise. I would walk for three or four hours at a time. What was unhealthy was the way that my constitutionals formed ruts in my brain, both symbolic and actual. On these walks back and forth along the Hudson River and through the grounds of old Gilded Age estates and up hills into suburban neighborhoods where all manner of Updikean mischief had gone down, I worked over my mistakes and longings with the monotony of a penitent monk. I gnawed on my guilt like jerky. I replayed scenes of heartbreak like an airplane movie stuck on a loop. I replayed the look on my wife’s face when I’d told her, one night, that we would no longer sleep in the same bed. I replayed the feeling of the tears of my children seeping through my jeans as they rested their heads on my lap and I told them that Dad was moving out of the house for a while. I walked north and then south, or south and then north, pretending that I was vaporizing my fuckups—burning them off step by step—when in fact I was only digging them in deeper.

         My strolls were getting me nowhere. If anything, they qualified as a form of sleepwalking—like a marathon that takes place on a Möbius strip. I have a tendency toward obsessive behavior. That has paid dividends in my career as a journalist—hungrily trying to learn everything about music or food or poetry can turn even an autodidact into an expert—but it can stymie my ability to move forward  in life. I linger, I stall. Redzepi, in contrast, was all about moving forward. When it came to escaping from ruts, the guy was Houdini. While I would nearly carve a furrow into the ground by walking the same stretch of trail for months at a time, Redzepi’s neural pathways appeared to have an insatiable appetite for fresh data. For new people, too. His international network of contacts was always expanding.

         You could tell when you had been chosen. Your phone would ping. The sound was like the peal of a bell. “Hey buddy,” the text would say. There was something being asked of you and there was something being given. Being asked was the gift—being summoned to join the cause. Being asked meant that Redzepi had recognized some talent in you, and he sensed, maybe, that this light of yours could help illuminate the pathway forward. The club was a band of believers, sisters and brothers united in excellence—not merry pranksters, not a ragtag assemblage of misfits or whatever the going chef stereotype used to be, but a fierce, focused crew, akin to the NASA ground-control team in Apollo 13. If Redzepi was texting you, it meant that he thought your input was valuable. If he was texting you, it meant that you were valuable, or at least it felt that way.

         I began to view his method as a form of Tom Sawyer–ing. Redzepi was a tech-savvy version of the namesake character in Mark Twain’s novel, somehow persuading passersby to join him in the painting of a white picket fence, pro bono, because to paint a white picket fence was to pursue a noble cause. You were beautifying the community,  which meant that you were contributing your portion of spirit to the betterment of our world. In this respect Redzepi could be both manipulative and inspiring. Anyway, it was better than going on another walk.

         
             

         

         “Hey buddy,” the text said.

         So central was Redzepi’s presence in the middle of the dining room at Pujol—he occupied that cultural space in which his utterances mattered, where people were perched in anticipation of his next word—that it took me a while to realize that Mario Batali and Ken Friedman were occupying a table at the back of the restaurant. Even though they worked in the same business, Redzepi seemed detached from them, cordial but aloof. A few years later, in the midst of the cleansing fires of the #MeToo movement in 2017, Batali (the Babbo chef and Eataly entrepreneur and orange-clogged TV ubiquity) and Friedman (the James Beard Award–winning restaurateur behind April Bloomfield spots like the Spotted Pig in New York and Tosca in San Francisco) would find their careers and reputations obliterated by accusations of sexual misconduct and all-around piggishness. But at this moment in the spring of 2014, in Mexico City, they were still viewed as industry leaders, and as I learned a few minutes later when I endeavored to have a conversation with them, they were so bleary drunk that words tumbled out of their mouths like buffaloes going over a cliff.

         Here at Pujol, though, Batali and Friedman occupied the margins. Redzepi was the star of the show. Around  him, like the members of Muhammad Ali’s entourage in Kinshasa, hovered those for whom the ping of a text meant that they qualified as members of Redzepi’s inner circle.

         A NOTE ON OUR COLLECTIVE FOOD OBSESSION 


         Walk down the street of any city or village in the world and you will be reminded of the allure of restaurants. Listen to the conversations spilling out onto the sidewalk from bistros and bars with their windows open on a summer night. Look at the people contorting themselves in the doorways of pizzerias, staring in wonder and indecision at the illuminated menus of Chinese take-out depots. Restaurants give cities their hum. Restaurants are the ventricles through which the lifeblood of a metropolis pulses in and out.

         Restaurants played this role for centuries, but they began to give off a specific sort of cultural radiance in the United States with each passing decade of the second half of the twentieth century. Lutèce and the Four Seasons, Chez Panisse and Michael’s, Spago and Stars, Canlis and Chanterelle, the Mandarin and Mr. Chow, Babbo and Bouley, Citrus and Prune, Jaleo and Topolobampo, Le Bernardin and Coi, Nobu and Benu, Momofuku Noodle Bar and Torrisi Italian Specialties, JuneBaby and The Grey, Manresa and Blue Hill at Stone Barns, Alinea and Atelier Crenn, Eleven Madison Park and Estela. The menus of these restaurants probably summon up associations for you even if you never stepped through their front doors. They signify an extravagance of energy—creative people converging in a place to create something timeless even  though it’s intrinsically impermanent. When it comes to the ones that have closed (Lutèce in New York, Stars in San Francisco, El Bulli in Spain), you wish you could have been there. If you did happen to eat there, you wish you could go back. You can still go to many of them, and you do so with a camera phone at your fingertips, prepared to capture the vaporous sensation of having been present.

         In the early years of the twenty-first century, that wave started to crest. Restaurants and the chefs who dreamed them up moved from a pleasantly diversionary position in American culture to one of urgent centrality. Suddenly chefs became far more interesting (more authentic, less manicured, more voluble, less manipulative—or so we thought) than movie stars or musicians. The rise of food television, and the way it cast a spell over a whole generation of kids, meant that there was a new wing in the pantheon of stardom. Curiously, many of the most celebrated chefs of the 2000s were born in 1977. René Redzepi, David Chang, Jeremy Charles of Raymonds in Newfoundland, Corey Lee of Benu in San Francisco—in fact, Lee and Redzepi have the same birthday. Was there something swimming around in the global water supply in the year that gave us Star Wars and the first Talking Heads album? Or did it come down to what was in the air—and on the air—in the 1990s, just as all of them lurched into adolescence and adulthood?

         White Heat came out in 1990, as the decade dawned. The man behind the book was Marco Pierre White, “the tantrum-throwing enfant terrible of the London food world,” as Dwight Garner would describe him, years later,  in The New York Times. “It is relatively little known in the United States, among civilians at any rate,” Garner went on. “But prominent chefs in the waves that followed, including Mario Batali and David Chang, considered it to be perhaps the most important cookbook of the modern food era. White Heat changed the rules of the game. It altered how chefs saw themselves.” A bit more on that from Garner:

         
            At the center was Mr. White himself: thin, 28 when the book was published, with unruly dark hair, penetrating eyes and veins running down his forearms that made them resemble hydraulic pork shanks. 

            Before then, well-known chefs and food writers tended to be plump, jolly figures, like Russian nesting dolls: James Beard, Julia Child, A. J. Liebling. The French master Fernand Point wasn’t so jolly, but he had a belly that toddled in front of him like a kettle grill. These men and women were not especially sexy beasts. 

            Mr. White, on the other hand, looked as if he had been raised in the woods. He resembled Jim Morrison, Sweeney Todd and Lord Byron. He wielded a cleaver the way Bruce Lee wielded nunchucks. He seemed as if he popped supermodels into his mouth like ortolans.

         

         It was not difficult to ascertain why a young man in his formative years—especially one with romance or rage in his heart but not much of a promising future—might aspire to give cooking a go. Meanwhile hours and hours of programming appeared on the Food Network in the 1990s  just as the alternative-rock algae bloom began to dissipate: Molto Mario, Two Fat Ladies, Iron Chef. If the pop-chart breakthrough of Nirvana’s Nevermind had been a watershed moment in 1991, its echo at the end of the decade, in 2000, had to be the publication of Anthony Bourdain’s Kitchen Confidential. It was a gonzo classic—his Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, his Down and Out in Paris and London, but with more salmonella-laced eggs Benedict—that made kitchen life feel like a ride on board a scurvied, scurrilous pirate ship, the last leaky vessel on which a merry band of fuckups could ever expect to set sail. One day chefs were fat, crusty old Frenchmen in toques. The next day (which, of course, really amounted to a whiplash succession of years) they were auteurs, scalawags, Picasso punks, the cast of Trainspotting, shortening their lives with pork belly instead of smack. (It sounds fun until it dawns on you that both Anthony Bourdain and Kurt Cobain wound up taking their own lives.)

         Don’t make me say it.

         Okay, then. The cliché no one could resist. Chefs began to be viewed as “rock stars,” with the attendant celebrity status and reflexive expectation of sloppy behavior. It was a ridiculous and reductive trope except in the sense that chefs did begin to populate and even dominate the cultural conversation in a way that musicians had in the preceding decades. Chefs were now avatars of the counterculture, with a fuck-off, dangling-cigarette flair that had once belonged to the likes of Jimi Hendrix, Bob Dylan, and Janis Joplin.

         It was a facile lens through which to see the world, and  oddly enough it made little sense when applied to Redzepi. There were only faint traces of “rock star” about him. Tawdry tales of debauched antics did not follow around in his wake. He didn’t swagger; he didn’t leer. During my years of drifting in and out of Redzepi’s orbit, I rarely saw him take a sip of alcohol—and when he did, his enjoyment seemed to peter out fast. I hate to break it to readers who have come to these pages looking for reckless profanity and mischief, but Redzepi was a devoted husband and the father of daughters around whom he had a tendency to melt. He did not speak in feral tones of guitar-smashing, burn-it-all-down iconoclasm. He didn’t seem to fetishize rebellion. He was a worker. He was a builder. A perfectionist. A plodder and a plotter. His enemies were apathy and laziness. Demons of some unique genus drove the man, to be sure, but they did not belong to the class of demons that extract payment in the form of wrecked hotel rooms and dissolute self-sabotage. His, instead, were the demons familiar to viewers of Citizen Kane and The Godfather and The Great Gatsby, the demons that spur certain people to amass instead of making a mess.

         Redzepi was no Sid Vicious. If we relied on the class of 1977 as our framework, I suppose we could compare him to David Byrne of Talking Heads, a band that seemed to expand onstage with each song in Stop Making Sense, gradually gathering force into a multicultural multitude of churning, bleeping, whirring, galloping accord.

         Copenhagen was the source of that groove and you could feel his presence all over that city if you knew where to look. When food journalists traveled to Copenhagen to  write about Redzepi, a meal at Noma usually served as the capper, the closing statement, but there would be a week or so of run-up to the experience, like a scavenger hunt of appetizers leading to the main course. Noma was the spine of a neural network that spanned outward. You had to pay a visit to Amass, whose chef, Noma veteran Matt Orlando, brought a streak of citrus sunshine (Orlando had grown up outside San Diego) to a tasting menu that rolled out with unforced ease. (If you wanted to get up from your table at Amass and stretch your legs, the servers invited you to spend some time around the bonfires that they lit every night in the garden out by the water.) You had to make a visit to Sanchez, whose chef, Noma veteran Rosio Sánchez, was—yes, in Denmark—cooking some of the finest tacos and salsas to be found outside of Mexico. You knew you were expected to pay your respects to Noma veteran Christian Puglisi—his pizza at Bæst, his wine bar called Manfreds, his tasting menu at Relæ. You knew you’d be a fool to skip the delicious fresh seafood at Kødbyens Fiskebar, owned by Noma veteran Anders Selmer, one of Redzepi’s close friends. All of these people—Selmer, Sánchez, Orlando, Puglisi—were made members of the Redzepi mafia. They were family. (For the chefs in Copenhagen who existed outside of Redzepi’s solar system, or on its periphery, this dynamic could be maddening. Because of Noma, influential food writers and editors flew into town on a regular basis, and you could trace their steps on Instagram, but coaxing them into one of the Redzepi-unaffiliated establishments was an exercise in futility: there was NomaLand and there was No-Man’s-Land.) 

         NomaLand extended outward, too. NomaLand covered the continents. Name nearly any city out loud to Redzepi and there was a good chance he knew where you should eat. Where you needed to eat. Where he knew the chef personally and he wanted you to contact him or her right away. The importance of this was nonnegotiable. There are those who enjoy recommending restaurants and there are those (I count myself among them) who can be pushy about it. Redzepi pushed past pushiness to a prescriptive urgency. He abhorred the concept of a wasted meal. (Now and then, while I traveled through Mexico with him and his posse, we would have no choice but to settle for a mediocre tourist trap—we were hungry and there were no other options on the horizon. Capitulating to this necessity seemed to bring Redzepi to the edge of despair.) Often his recommendations were driven by his alliances, which is to say he had friends, disciples, and deputies on every continent. The list was long: David Chang and Danny Bowien and Wylie Dufresne in New York, José Andrés in Washington, D.C., Enrique Olvera in Mexico City, Kylie Kwong in Sydney, Jessica Koslow in Los Angeles, Daniel Patterson in San Francisco, Blaine Wetzel on Lummi Island in the Pacific Northwest, Massimo Bottura in Italy, Michel Troisgros in France. Among them Redzepi was like a godfather, able to summon his sidekicks at will.

         I would meet many more people along the way, after our feast with Enrique Olvera. A journey had just begun. I didn’t know this yet, either. The years would unfold and I would awake to find myself in a series of unexpected situations: making tortillas with Mayan women in a Yucatán  village, bobbing in a fishing boat above the arctic circle in Norway, harvesting watercress from a hillside next to Bondi Beach in Sydney, tracing the neural and molecular pathways of flavor with a pastry chef in the Bronx. I may have said no originally, but Redzepi had a gift for bending things toward yes, and after a while I gave up trying to fight it. Pretty soon I realized that everywhere he was going represented a crucial step forward, and there was no point in declining to tag along. Why, after all, did Nick Carraway keep hanging around with Jay Gatsby? I instinctively knew that I needed to shake up my life. Redzepi knew this, too—about himself and maybe even about me.

         In May 2014, when we first went to Mexico, Redzepi and his wife, Nadine Levy Redzepi, had two daughters, Arwen and Genta. A third, to be named Ro, was due in a few weeks. René and Nadine had just moved into a new home. “We bought a ruin, more or less,” Redzepi told me. “It hasn’t been renovated for thirty-eight years. It’s a house right next to Noma—an actual house. It takes me seven minutes to walk to work.” He had endured a hellish year in 2013. After the rush of being named the best restaurant in the world for three years in a row, Noma had dropped out of the top spot after dozens of customers at Noma had fallen ill with norovirus, a bug that sends victims into spasms of diarrhea and vomiting in which one’s guts seem to be simultaneously melting and burning up. Even if accidental—the virus was later traced to a bad batch of mussels—it had been a humiliating turn. “World’s top chef eats a little crow over Noma’s norovirus outbreak,” as one headline put it. If now was the time for the comeback, it would take a lot of work.

         
             

         

         Tom Petty was right. Waiting is the hardest part.

         Physically and spiritually, we’re in the Oaxaca airport—Redzepi and Bowien and Donnola and myself, waiting around after a flight from Mexico City. It feels like limbo. Somebody was supposed to have picked us up, but there aren’t any cars in sight. The arrivals area has the tumbleweed drift of a ghost town. The morning sun makes us wince. Redzepi points out that the day began back in City when he dropped his toothbrush into a toilet.

         “Feel the difference in the air here?” Redzepi says. I notice that his rate of contentment upticks considerably each time we travel farther away from a city, but he’s still in the anxiety zone. He’s giving off a faint Jesus Christ Superstar vibe in flip-flops and a loose blue shirt. He lights a cigarette. He isn’t supposed to be smoking, but he does so now and then to relieve stress. Just the occasional smoke. He’d rather not, but …

         Bowien stands, staring at the far-off hills in a daze. “Man, it’s beautiful here,” he says.

         We wait outside the airport for a while. Time seems to have stopped. We could hail a taxi except that we don’t see any taxis and we aren’t sure where we’re supposed to go. A local chef named Alejandro Ruíz has been notified that we are en route, but nobody knows how to reach him. Traveling in Mexico had taught Redzepi to be more forgiving in his approach to punctuality than he normally  would be back in Scandinavia. “A lot of these guys—they don’t write anything down,” he observes. “None of them seem to worry much.”

         We wait.

         “Now my Danish organization is clicking in and I’ve got to calm down,” Redzepi says, sucking harder on the cigarette.

         We wait.

         “Let me call Enrique because there’s no one here to pick us up,” he says.

         While Redzepi puts a cell phone to his ear and starts trying to get a decent connection, Bowien and I fall into conversation. He, too, has found himself in a funk. After roaring out of the gate with Mission Chinese Food in New York and winning a James Beard Award as the Rising Star Chef, Bowien watched it all collapse into a heap of wreckage when his Lower East Side restaurant was found to be infested with mice and was shut down by the city’s health department. When he heard the news, just a few months ago in the fall of 2013, Bowien was holed up in a hotel room in San Francisco, paralyzed by dread and embarrassment, staring up at the ceiling. When he did answer the phone, he heard a Danish accent on the other end of the line: They’re coming for you, Redzepi told him. They smell blood. You’re hurt, you’re wounded, and they’re going to come for you.

         Months later, Bowien is here in white sneakers and black shorts in the drifting silence of the Oaxaca airport, another member of the Redzepi caravan who’s shell-shocked and trying to figure things out. “All of a sudden  you’re in Oaxaca with the best chef in the world,” he muses to me. “How does this happen?”

         Bowien has stopped drinking alcohol and coffee. He’s considering cutting out meat. Caught briefly in the Manhattan Corryvreckan of fame, his ego feasting on positive reinforcement, he found himself partying without end. He drank too much, ate too much. In his early thirties, he’s already world-weary. “Being a chef, just the act of eating itself gets to be a job and it’s tiring,” he says. “And it’s the worst thing in the world to complain about.” On the phone in that hotel room in San Francisco, Redzepi told him, Don’t worry, don’t listen to the bullshit. You’re great, you’re gonna get past this.

         “It’s a testament to what a good person he is that he took the time to do that,” Bowien says.

         We wait some more. Redzepi hasn’t found a ride. Bowien stands in the sunshine in his shorts, sniffing the Oaxacan air. He says, “I still basically don’t know what I’m doing.”

         Finally a call comes through. “That was the chef,” Redzepi says. “He thought the pickup was at nine thirty. Welcome to Mexico.” Either we’re an hour early or someone’s an hour late. We’ll learn to adjust to these rhythms.

         
             

         

         “Are you ready for this, guys?” Redzepi asks. Into the market we go.

         Shawls of glistening tripe, blood sausage glowing with ruby-black fat, tenderloins draped on a counter like a landing strip for flies, bags full of chicken hearts, the smiles of  slaughtered pigs, dripping viscera left out in the open air … wild cherries, prickly pears, fruits with spikes, avocados whose skin you can eat, avocado leaves that smell like licorice … slices of coconut meat dusted with chili powder and kissed by lime, tomatoes so red they remind Redzepi of the tomatoes back in Macedonia when his father would take him back to the home country … a fruit called granada de moco that’s split open and looks like mucus studded with crunchy seeds … the smell of tropical fruits and the smell of tortillas and the smell of piss and the smell of shit … plastic water pistols and pink stuffed toys and blessed Virgin Marys and bleeding Christs on crosses … herbs drying in the sun, herbs carried on heads, herbs being rubbed against a woman’s leg while a preacher or a shaman murmurs a blessing—“Check it out, there’s a healing ceremony going on,” Redzepi says—innards sizzling in lard … galaxies of chiles, oceans of nuts, pyramids of palm sugar, lakes of tamarind paste … babies suckling on bare breasts, young women whose aprons overflow with fried and spiced grasshoppers … miniature green plums that look like olives, chickens spinning in front of gusts of fire while a sweet fragrance rises from burning wood chips … “You’ve seen a lot of rotisseries in your life, but this one,” Redzepi says, “is the most impressive rotisserie I’ve ever seen.”

         “When a man is tired of London, he is tired of life,” Samuel Johnson once said. And when a man fails to be energized and levitated by the carnival of a Mexican marketplace, he must be dead inside. To watch René Redzepi in a Mexican marketplace—in any marketplace anywhere,  really, but especially in Oaxaca—is like getting a contact high from somebody else’s peyote trip. Led along by Oaxaca restaurateur Alejandro Ruíz and accompanied by Danny Bowien, Redzepi murmurs and exclaims like a man in the grips of a hallucination. He darts like Bugs Bunny on a carrot bender, grazing on tacos and plums and tamarinds and fatty corozo nuts, spitting out seeds and shells as he moves. He picks up a green bouquet of leaves and gasps. “Look at the quality of this epazote,” he says.
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         “If you have a quesadilla without this, it’s like having sex with a condom,” Ruíz says.

         We meet two women standing next to a vat of liquid. “You have to try this,” Ruíz says. The drink is tejate, a  pre-Columbian elixir that is made with corn, fermented cacao, the pit of the mamey fruit, and a tree-borne flower known as rosita de cacao. Its color and consistency calls to mind a chocolate egg cream in an old New York deli. Beige froth levitates on top of the liquid like the meringue in île flottante, the French dessert. We ask for a few cups of it and chug it down. It tastes like primeval chocolate milk. “Wow, it’s amazing,” Bowien says. “The stuff on the top is like cream.”

         Redzepi’s pinging around like a kid playing a video game in which new surprises keep getting projectiled in his direction.

         “You smell this and you’re, like, ‘Come on,’” he says, grabbing a bouquet of green and burying his nose in it.

         “They use the basil to clean your soul,” Ruíz explains. “That’s what they believe.”

         “Look at the tiny mangos,” Redzepi goes on, delirious.

         “Have you ever tried this plum?” Ruíz asks.

         Redzepi spies a bubbling pan. In the middle of the hot pan is a mound of meat frying away its fat. Around the rim is a trough, a sort of moat in which bubbles a spicy black-red broth. At the taquero’s elbow rises a stack of tortillas. “How many tacos can we eat?” Here is the Mexico that the global gabachos can’t pretend to understand. Authenticity? “Nobody knows what that is,” Redzepi says. “People—it’s like they’ve been to three taquerias in Los Angeles and suddenly they’re specialists. I think I’m going to buy a piñata….”

         “How are you gonna pack that?” Bowien says. 
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         We take a table in an outdoor patio at Casa Oaxaca Café, one of several restaurants that Ruíz owns around town. “This is the land of corn, so you will see different ways of using corn,” Ruíz says with a modesty that qualifies as an inside joke, considering the deliciousness we are about to confront. Ruíz tells us a little about himself. He grew up on a subsistence farm with chickens and pigs running around. He milked cows. He chased hens that would be killed for his mother’s broth. The farm didn’t make money, but the family ate well. “I was born in a village of one hundred families,” he says. “I told myself if I ever go to the States, I will never go there to find a job. I will go there on vacation.” His father almost died once in an attempt to cross the border into Texas. “Land of opportunity”—Ruíz seems gently rankled that such a phrase would be applied exclusively to Mexico’s bloated neighbor to the north. “Here it is also possible,” he says. “You have to believe in it. And you have to work for it.” By now he is stout and gentrified, a barrel-chested empire builder with barely concealed appetites. But just like Redzepi, he started cooking in professional kitchens when he was fifteen.
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