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DEDICATION

I dedicate this book to everyone
 who has helped me during my life
 with sound advice and encouragement.
 Especially my dad, my aunt, chef Jim,
 my family and my friends.

I also want to dedicate this book
 to Gordon Ramsay for calling me
 a donkey so many times!


INTRODUCTION

Life wasn’t easy when I was growing up. Ever since I can remember, my mother was sick. She had a disease called Huntington’s Chorea. This is a chronic degenerative disease that attacks the brain stem in a similar manner to Parkinson’s, Lou Gehrig’s disease, and Alzheimer’s. It is a two-part disease that attacks the nervous system, while causing psychological symptoms like depression. You gradually lose your motor skills, and muscle control. Typically you start to twitch, stagger, and in later stages fall down a lot. Eventually, you are confined to a bed and basically become a prisoner in your own body, because you can see things going on around you, but are powerless to do anything about them. A lot of the time people mistake someone with Huntington’s for being drunk, because their movements are similar.

Over the course of several years, my mom got progressively worse, until we eventually had to check her into the hospital. My memories leading up to that day still haunt me. During that time, my brothers were away at university, and my dad was often away for the weekend on business. I was usually left alone with my mother for most of the day, until my dad got home from work.

I was about 14 and my father was away on business for the weekend. My mom was having a really bad day. She had already fallen several times, and I had to help her up every time. I was scared, because she already had several bandages and scars from falling before. I couldn’t relax, in case she might fall again. I asked her to go to bed several times. Finally, she agreed. I remember trying to help her up the stairs. My mom was trying to walk up the stairs, but she was not going up straight. She was walking at the same angle as the stairs. I had to push on her back to try to get her up to bed without falling down again. I remember saying ‘hold on to the handrail’, because it was the only thing I could think of saying so that she would help me. It is fairly difficult trying to push someone up the stairs who is more than twice your size. In retrospect, this seems almost like a herculean effort on my part, because I actually got her upstairs and into her bed without her falling all the way back down to the ground.

I was so traumatized by this that I had to call my aunt and talk to her about what had happened. Thank God that He has put the right people in my life at the right time to help me when I need it. It is extremely hard to take care of someone who is supposed to take care of you, especially when you are just a kid. I didn’t have the physical strength that I have now. I didn’t have the emotional strength I have now. I didn’t have the understanding of the situation that I have now.

My father and I were visiting my mom in the hospital. She had been in the hospital for a while, and my dad was feeding her, as he often did on his visits. Huntington’s patients suffer from a high risk of choking, because they can’t control their muscles well while they are eating. My mom’s food was pureed, but this time it must have gone through the wrong way. She was choking. I didn’t realize what was happening until my dad said that she couldn’t breathe. How does a person say that they are choking if they can’t gesture or make some noise? My dad tried to clear food away from her mouth. It didn’t work, so he went to get help. While he was gone I watched my mom die. Her eyes were glazed over and they were looking somewhere I couldn’t see. Thank God that the nurses arrived to usher my father and I out of the room and revived my mom.

After a couple years of being in the hospital’s chronic care unit, my mom died. I was 16. I was lost for a while, trying to understand what happened. On the outside I was fine, but inside I was going through a personal low. I was doing normal high school kid things, but a lot of them. Playing sports, being on the student council, playing music in several bands, working as a dishwasher, finding myself, losing myself, and finding myself again. And of course terrorizing my teachers, because that is what kids do!

One thing that comforted me was that I knew my mom was not in pain anymore, and that she was in a much better place than her hospital bed. Looking back, I think one of the biggest things I learned was responsibility. It is a trait that most people don’t seem to have, or want, these days. As a result, I have always been the one who has been entrusted with the keys to the kitchen, or was the captain of the hockey team in Norway, or had the keys to the student council office. I also realized that sometimes you have to laugh, otherwise you’ll cry. Life is too short and too serious to take seriously. This has really helped me cope through my many lows. Once you laugh about something that would normally be traumatizing, it loses its power over you, because you can put it in perspective. Sometimes you need to take a step back, look around you, and be thankful that you were not born in Uganda to parents who have died from AIDS. Then it doesn’t seem to have a grip on your mind anymore. As I said before, I was blessed by having some incredible teachers and mentors, who were put in my life at the perfect times. Gordon Ramsay was one of these people, although I didn’t know it until right now. After having lost many friends and family members, I realized something. Life is short. You never know when your time will come, so we might as well live it to the fullest and enjoy all of its wonders while we are here.

THE MIDDLE YEARS

I started cooking when I was thirteen years old. My aunt had a cottage up near Peterborough, and I would spend a lot of time up there, especially in the summer, because my aunt was a schoolteacher and she had time off to take care of me. My dad sent me up there to keep out of trouble. As if I, a typical teen, would ever get into trouble of any kind; I was a perfect little angel!

My dad came up with the idea of me getting my first official job other than a paper route. There was a resort that was about a five-minute walk from my cottage, called Viamede Resort. I was 13 years old, but my dad made me lie and say that I was 14, because that was the legal age to work at the time. I got a job in the marina fixing and renting out fishing boats, jet skis, and that sort of thing, because I had some experience doing this at my cottage.

Halfway through the summer I was asked to help in the kitchen because one of their dishwashers had quit. For some reason I said yes; and so started a great chapter of my life. What I didn’t know was that for a 13 year old boy, I might as well have been going to Vietnam. I was totally unprepared for the culture shock of going from my beautiful marina to the gates of hell. At least my first kitchen wasn’t one of Gordon’s, or the first thing that I heard would have been, “Raj, come here you, it’s raw. *SMASH* It’s fucking RAAAWWW!!!” If I had known the impact this day would have on my life, and that I would still be in this hell after more than 20 years, I don’t think I would have had the testicular fortitude to do it. I felt like the new kid, fresh out of the military academy going face-to-face with seasoned jungle warriors!! When I stepped into the kitchen, everything was very quiet. Little did I know that this was just the calm before the storm. I went to see Nima, my soon-to-be chef-mentor. He was a very short, Tibetan ex-pat, and I had a lot of trouble understanding him at first.

My new sous-chef, Shannon, showed me my new job. I was to tackle an ever-growing pile of pots and dishes. Usually there would be two people working there, one person looking after dishes and the other one on pot detail. Then dinner service started and with it, chaos. As I worked on my dishes, all I could make out were chefs and servers yelling at each other, pans searing food, timers going off, pots and dishes being thrown at me, knives chopping, hood fans screaming, and then in comes our Ojibway bartender to get ice, and to top it off, it was so frigging hot in there!! It was an intensely crazy little world that I never knew existed, and I was working in it from between 12 PM until at least 2 AM every day. Nima eventually loved me because he didn’t have to worry about me when he was gone. He knew that I wouldn’t leave until the kitchen was spotless.

My first nickname was accidentally given to me by chef Nima. He called me Chaddie Boy. Because of his accent this sounded to others like he was calling me Cherry-boy. My new nickname caught on faster than a fire in a tobacco factory on a hot day, because I was still very young and innocent-looking. The funny thing is that nicknames have never bothered me much, so I just went with it. That name has stuck with me right through my Viamede days and college until even now, with certain people.

This was the first of many curveballs that life has thrown at me, but it has never thrown anything at me that was too big for me, or that I couldn’t get help to get out of. It is all part of building wisdom and character.

The next year I did not want to go back to work at Viamede, but my dad made me, again. Sometime in my second summer, I started to get to know and like people at the resort. I was also getting to know and like my job, because now I was getting handed more glamorous responsibilities. When I was a dishwasher in my second summer I was gradually moved up to take on peeling veggies, chopping salad, etc. But I was still responsible for supervising the other new dishwashers. This is usually the way things progress in the kitchen. You start at the bottom and have to work your way up. For summer number three I actually wanted to go back to the resort, but now the tables were turned, and my dad didn’t want me to go back. I went anyway. This is where I started to take more control of my own life and stand up to my dad more.

I think I was at Viamede for six summers. That was the second-longest tenure for any seasonal staff ever. I was unofficially the sous-chef, because the owner did not want to announce that the person running the kitchen on his chef’s days off was only 17. But regardless, I was running the kitchen on my chef’s days off. Most teenagers would be angry that they were stuck in the kitchen all day, and didn’t get paid a lot, or that they were missing their childhood. But this didn’t bother me.

I only asked for a raise when I felt I needed it, and sometimes not even then. I never asked for a promotion, I just worked my butt off and did the best job I could. When in a new kitchen, I only talked once I was respected, and let my hands do the talking until then.

Part of the reason for this my longevity in kitchens is that I have always been an optimist. I have always looked at the benefits of being there, wherever it is that I am working. At Viamede it was that regardless of how bad your day had been, you could just walk outside and see how beautiful the lake is, and how blessed I was to be working and living in such an awesome place. It was also a great escape from the stresses of being home with my mom all of the time.

It’s hard to remember exactly when, but God put someone in my life who has picked me up too many times for me to count: Jim. Jim was actually my very first real boss. He was in charge of the Marina when I started there. I had no idea, but Jim was actually a chef, and he had been helping to renovate the resort years before. He was responsible for setting up the kitchen re-design at Viamede, and was their first chef. Nima was my chef twice, because he left for a few years to work at Trent University. Jim came in to replace him, but then Jim left and Nima came back to replace him.

Jim was my Head Chef right after my mom died, when I was going through my personal ‘dark ages’. Jim was a very important father-figure to me, and he ended up being one of my best friends. He was there to listen to me when I didn’t know what to say. He was there for me with answers for my questions. He helped me turn my dark ages into a renaissance. What I mean is that he didn’t just give me empty answers, like a pointless TV ad. Jim helped me answer my big questions about life by making me think. Sometimes about myself, sometimes about God, sometimes about the universe, sometimes about where I fit into everything, because I didn’t feel like I fit in anywhere. This was his way of passing his wisdom on to me because at this time, like most perfect teenagers, I didn’t really want my parents’ opinions on the meaning of life, especially with everything that was going on at home.

When I decided to choose the culinary arts as my trade and career path, my father was not happy. He wanted me to go to university like the rest of my family. He reminded me that his father was a doctor and the local coroner. My mother’s father was the president of IBM. All of his siblings had gone to university, and most of my mother’s siblings had too. All of my cousins and brothers who were old enough had also gone to the Temple of Learning. Then he gave me reasons against being a chef. My dad is very supportive once he wraps his head around something he doesn’t like initially. Once he gets past the initial shock he gets better, but until then he can get very headstrong. There was a lot of tension in the house for the next several months. I eventually saw that some of what my father was saying made sense, so I decided to compromise and go to College for a Chef / Culinary Management program. So obviously there was tons of self-imposed pressures for me to be a legendary chef, because I was going against family tradition. Because of my father’s feeling that cooking was going to be a passing fad, and that it might be too hard for me, I had to dig my heels in to prove that it wasn’t. I had to get tougher so that nothing fazed me. I had to get to the next level, because failure is not an option. When someone tells me that I can’t do something, or doubts my abilities, then I have to dig in and prove them wrong. Even to this day, I am sure that I am still in this industry, at least partially, to prove everyone who ever said that it won’t happen, or that I can’t do it, wrong.

Sometime after my mom went to the hospital, my dad’s girlfriend and her daughter moved in with us. Needless to say, there were a lot of growing pains. I could write another book just from the drama during this time in my life. I used to be the youngest of three boys. Now my role in the family was different, because my new sister was younger than me. I naturally thought that the sibling structure with my brothers should be the same with my sister. My brothers used to beat the crap out of me, very badly, every day in new, sinister, and creative ways, but the first time I even touched my sister in a not-so-affectionate way, my step-mom intercepted me like an F-16 intercepting a UFO, and told me, “You can’t hit her like that! She is not a boy! She’s not like your brothers!!” Needless to say, the rules of sibling roles that I had gotten thoroughly beaten into me for my tender years no longer applied. So I never hit her again.

THE LATER YEARS

I also learned a ton from my four years of toiling with Gordon Ramsay. It was an epic experience in my life, and even though it was sometimes a nightmare, I would never take back this experience. What I did by going over to London to work is what Gordon would call going to finishing school. This is what he said to me about it: “all of your experience has been leading up to this. This is your finishing school.” I still don’t really know what finishing school is, but apparently I have done it. I had been working for about seven years in resorts and restaurants, but this experience was going to bring everything together. It would make me more of a complete chef, and more of a complete man. I spent about four years with Gordon, and in that time I learned so many lessons from him and his staff. Now I have my own catering company, and when I do events, people are always asking me questions about what it was like to work with Gordon. The only thing I can compare it to is being a Navy Seal. If you want to be the best of the best, first you have to go through basic training. Once you are through basic training, you have more respect from your peers and superiors. Then if you want to become a SEAL, you have to decide that that is what you want to do. Then your superiors have to decide if you are good enough for the final test. During that training you go through hell, but once you make it through, you are a SEAL, and you are treated like one. This is the same as working for Gordon. You get abused every day until you pass the final test. Once you are one of his head chefs, you are treated like a fellow SEAL, because you have earned it. He doesn’t need to yell at you anymore. Once I became his sous-chef, I got yelled at less, but he still had some great “bollockings” for me. They were especially good then, because as his sous-chef, I was supposed to know better. I can still hear him shouting at me, “Hey Mr. Inconsistent, WAKE UP!”

Surprisingly, Gordon is really funny. Sometimes he will yell at someone else and say something that is hilarious. It really makes you want to laugh, but if you do you know he’ll turn his hellfire on you, so instead it is better to just hold your breath and turn away.

Gordon seems like Medusa sometimes. When he turns his angry gaze at people, they just freeze like they have turned to stone. It is interesting to watch if he’s not gazing at you, because we have all been trapped by that gaze and become bumbling idiots.

Don’t start wetting your pants.

--Gordon Ramsay form Hell’s Kitchen
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SKILLS CAN BE LEARNED,
 BUT A GOOD ATTITUDE CAN’T BE

I was working in Toronto at a restaurant called Herbs. The chef / owner’s name was Tony and he had worked for several years in England at some Michelin starred restaurants. They were both one star when Tony worked there, but now one had three stars, the highest rating for a restaurant in Europe. He still knows people working in some of them, and was sending some of his better and more loyal chefs to work over there for short periods of time. This is what chefs call a stagier. You are basically going over to learn, without being paid much. After working with Tony for about three years, I asked to follow in his shoes. There was one difference with me, though. Everyone else had gone to work in a one Michelin star restaurant that wasn’t in London, and they were also quite a bit older than I was. I wanted to work in the three-star restaurant. Tony took a couple of minutes to remind me how difficult the experience had been for all of them at the one star restaurant, and the three star was going to be extremely difficult to work in. After I said that I still wanted to go, he said that he would make the call, and reminded me to let my hands do the talking. In preparation, I got a working holiday visa, a place to stay when I got there, and tried to do some research so that I would have some intel when I landed on the northern front. I got there two days early so that I could get settled in before I started work. I was staying in a house in the suburbs of London called Hounslow. It was about four tube stops from Heathrow airport. It was relatively easy to get to, and the family I was staying with took in boarders frequently. I found them on the internet, through a company who would often send them international students.

The first person I met was Rob, the man of the house. My first impression was that he was warm and welcoming. I think that we hung out for a couple of hours when I first got there, just chatting. He loved to chat! By the time I left Rob and his family, we were really good mates. The next day I went into the city to do my planned recon on where my new work place was going to be, and to see some of the sights. And, of course, to nearly get run over by cars going in the wrong direction. I didn’t realize how huge London is. It is not spread out like a North American city, just sheer mass. Looking at a map really doesn’t give an idea of the scale or the number of people crammed in there! It is also an epically expensive city to live in. I remember at one time, I was standing on one of the bridges during rush hour. It was packed full of business people walking around in black and white suits. They all reminded me of penguins. On one side of the bridge everyone was walking in one direction, and on the other side they were all going in the opposite direction. It was kind of surreal, like watching a human version of March of the Penguins!

I was in London working for Chef Nico Ladenis at his three Michelin Star restaurant Chez Nico at 90. My three-month stage had been extended to a full year. When I booked my flat in Hounslow with Rob, I was in Toronto, and had no sense of scale from the tube maps. I didn’t know that my daily tube ride would end up being an hour each way, which wouldn’t have mattered so much, but I was doing a minimum of 12 hours of work each day. Because I was on the pastry section I had to be the first chef in and the last one out. But the tube only ran until 12:30 most nights. My shift usually ended around 12:15, so I would have to run my butt off to try to get there in time. After working 12 hours already, my butt was tired enough without having to run around London to catch a bus. If I didn’t get to the tube on time my only option was to leave my tube station and walk to the bus stop, where buses ran all night, but only left every 30 minutes, and took 1 hour to get to Hounslow.

Before I left Chez Nico to go back home I was talking to my sous-chef, who used to be Gordon’s sous-chef. I asked him where to go if I wanted to go work somewhere and get the best, and fastest, training. He said to go work for Gordon Ramsay.

When I got home, I finally realized how exhausted I was. Once again I felt like a shell-shocked Vietnam veteran coming home after his first tour. And while most people in their right mind would, and did, just stay home and recover, knowing that they have already made a huge sacrifice, I did not. Not because I wanted to, but because I had to. I knew that I was just scratching the surface of what I wanted to learn.

I felt that without that final tour, I wouldn’t be complete as a chef. It wasn’t like an addiction, some internal void that I could not control. It wasn’t a burning desire that took over my mind. I have always been blessed with the ability to make sound decisions, at least when it comes to the bigger stuff. After about a month or two I just knew that I had to go. I had to go back to work for Gordon Ramsay. In the U.K. he was already well-known as a highly talented, slightly tyrannical, take no crap type of chef. But, so was my last employer Nico Ladenis, and I survived that, so it couldn’t be that bad, right?
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