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Foreword

by Thomas Keller

In all professions without doubt, but certainly in cooking one is a student all his life.

—Fernand Point

Like a lot of people in our profession, I began my culinary education at a young age, and I’ve had many teachers along the way. But there’s only one teacher I call my mentor, the person who has done more than any other to make me the chef I am today.

I first crossed paths with Master Chef Roland G. Henin in the summer of 1977. I was twenty-one and working as a cook at the Dunes Club in Narragansett, Rhode Island. Roland was executive chef. At that point in my life, what appealed to me most about cooking was the physicality of it. It required strength, stamina, and quickness. It was an exhilarating challenge, like being part of a sports team. You were always competing, either with your fellow cooks or with the orders. Very often, you were up against both.

Then, as now, I was an energetic cook. But I lacked direction. There was no broader purpose to what I did, no overarching vision. With a few words from Chef Henin, that all changed. We were in the kitchen together when Chef Henin summed it up: There is a reason that cooks cook. And that reason is to nurture people. That observation sounds so fundamental to me now. But at the time, it struck me with the force of a revelation. Yes, cooking was physical. But it was also emotional, a conduit for human connection. We cook to nurture. To make people happy. To create lasting memories around a meal. Chef Henin’s words became my guiding principle, the foundation of everything I try to do.

Of course, there were many other lessons from that summer. I was the low man in the kitchen hierarchy, often tasked with the rudiments of preparing staff meals. What Chef Henin taught me about French technique could nearly fill a textbook. As patient as he was stern, he encouraged repetition and a keen attention to detail, the better to gain mastery over all the steps. To this day, I wouldn’t say I’ve perfected hollandaise—or anything else in the kitchen—because there is no such thing as perfection. But you can strive for perfection through perseverance, and find joy in the process. Chef Henin helped me discover that joy.

Chef Henin also gave me my second cookbook (my mother gave me my first), Ma Gastronomie by Fernand Point, the late, great chef of La Pyramide in Vienne, France. It was not so much a recipe book as a book about a man and his commitment to a restaurant: a deep, enriching book about the life of a chef. It’s a book that I still use and give to all young cooks.

In 2008, when I was fortunate enough to contribute a forward to a new edition of Ma Gastronomie, I asked Chef Henin what had prompted him to give me a copy all those years ago. He said that there were times when he’d watch me in the kitchen and notice how content I seemed, that regardless of whether I was having a good day or a bad day, it looked like I belonged. That sense of belonging has carried me through many chapters of my life, and I’m grateful to Chef Henin for that gift.

I could go on. My relationship with Chef Henin is deeply personal. But I am far from the only person in the culinary world who owes him a debt of gratitude. Chef Henin’s influence is too vast to measure. But in the wonderful book you now hold in your hands, Susan Crowther gives us a sense of its dimension. Like me, Susan learned at Chef Henin’s side. And here she offers intimate accounts of fifty others who did the same. Each chapter helps round out a portrait of the man I’m proud to call my mentor and the many hats he has worn through the years—from his tenure as an instructor at the Culinary Institute of America (where he was fondly known as the General) to his role as a coach for the American team at the 2009 Bocuse d’Or, an international culinary competition, the significance of which is hard to overstate.

The Bocuse d’Or is not about individual achievement. It is a team event, meant to elevate respect for our entire profession. Its impact is global, but it has been felt especially keenly here in the United States. I have been blessed in my career and have received many honors. But none was greater than what I enjoyed as president of this year’s gold medal–winning team at the Bocuse d’Or, held in Lyon, France. At that moment, as ever, I was merely following a path blazed by my mentor. It is only fitting that proceeds from this book will go to the Ment’or Foundation supporting young culinarians and Team USA.

Forty years ago, when I was young and eager and wholly inexperienced, just getting my start at the Dunes Club, I never could have imagined the future that awaited. Chef Henin opened my eyes to the possibilities and guided me toward them. This past year in France, as I stood beside Team USA, singing the national anthem, holding the golden Bocuse aloft, my heart swelled and my mind flooded with thoughts of Chef Henin. He was with me then, just as he always was from the beginning, just as he has been for so many others.

I think I speak for all of Chef Henin’s mentees when I say that I can never fully repay all that he has given me. But I’ve long made it my business to try to measure up by offering whatever guidance I can to others. In short: by being a mentor. It’s the very least that I can do.

—Thomas Keller, Chef/Proprietor, The French Laundry


Prologue

The Salmon Run

Cooking is an accumulation of details done to perfection.

—Fernand Point

The Pacific salmon is a peculiar creature. Their entire lives are driven by one specific goal. While each species has adapted its own particular set of rules, all salmon share a common life cycle.

Salmon eggs are deposited in the river where their parents were born. Baby salmon briefly receive nourishment from the yolk sac but soon have to fend for themselves. After receiving this nourishment, young ones emerge from their birthplace, begin swimming freely, and seek food for the first time. They live here for two years, developing survival skills; navigating river currents; “schooling,” or traveling in unison; instinctually hiding from danger.

Abruptly, young salmon undergo an extreme and dynamic shift: a physiological change occurs that prevents salt from being absorbed into their bloodstream. This unique adaptation enables salmon to live in salt water—actually, to be more precise, the change forces them to leave the relative safety of their homes and venture outward. Young adults begin their migration down the river and into the ocean, spreading themselves widely among the open waters. During this time, they complete their full transformations in size, physical appearance, and behavior. They will spend years in the ocean, slowly … steadily … preparing.

When adults reach full maturity, it is time: salmon make the long, arduous journey back to the rivers where they were born. Their whole lives lead to this. Most adults seek their native lands, but some never return home; instead, they travel to nearby, and sometimes far away, waters. It is important that some adults stray from their home; otherwise, new habitats would not be colonized.

The salmon run is one of nature’s great, weird migrations. Life energy gained in the ocean is used for one purpose: to spawn. Salmon must fully develop in the ocean and build up reserves, for, once adults re-enter the river, they stop investing in the maintenance of their bodies. They instinctively persist, and their journey proves ultimately fatal.

There are a few theories why this is: 1) Transformation kills. Adult salmon have adapted to saltwater life, and, therefore, returning to freshwater destroys them. Their cells are unable to adjust to the change, or more accurately, unable to re-adjust. 2) Exhaustion kills. Swimming upstream—flipping their bodies in the air and hurling themselves against the downward flowing water—is no easy feat. From the perspective of natural selection, only the strongest (and, perhaps, luckiest) survive. 3) Starvation kills. Once they hit the river, salmon stop eating. Out of those that successfully return, up to 95 percent of them simply die of hunger. Whatever the reason, salmon that survive the ordeal are unable to make it back to the ocean.

Why travel out to sea if they are going to return to the river? Why leave the ocean if the journey home is what kills them? Can’t they just grow up where they are born? Well, not exactly. The ocean provides things unavailable in the river, including valuable nutrients such as trace minerals. When adult salmon die and decompose, their ocean-rich remains provide nutrition for their babies, the plants, and insects. These plants and insects, in turn, provide nutrition for maturing salmon, thus preparing them for their journey out to sea, where they will gather more nutritional riches to bring back to their homeland. The cycle continues.

Nature has provided a cruel but successful adaptation: with no chance of survival, adults devote their resources to the quest, sacrificing themselves in the process. They take bigger risks along the way upstream. Minor injuries won’t have a chance to become infected because the salmon are not going to be around long enough. The salmon’s journey focuses on one goal, a race against time that ends in a singular moment.

Salmon give it their all, create life, and then die.


Introduction

How Good Could the Guy Actually Be?


Well … with all of this hysteria related to foods in America—some good and some bad—it was bound to finally happen. Someone in this country just wrote a fabulous book about foods and what is the most important part of the cooking process … No Recipe Cookbook or cooking without recipes. What a “novel” idea! And from Susie Crowther, a former student, on top of that … simply amazing!

Yes, I say “finally,” because the last one in existence—as far as I know, the only one that has ever existed—was written in the 1960s by an extraordinary chef: Ma Gastronomie, by Fernand Point, Chef Owner of La Pyramide in Vienne, in the suburb of Lyon. La Pyramide was, in Chef Point’s day, possibly one of the best restaurants in the world and where many of the “Bocuse Gang” famous chefs did their apprenticeships.



I sat stunned, reading the email from Master Chef Roland G. Henin. Chef had responded to my “book blurb request” with a 650-word essay, which immediately became the foreword for The No Recipe Cookbook: A Beginner’s Guide to the Art of Cooking. I hadn’t expected to receive a reply to my inquiry, much less an actual book blurb. Yet, here I sat, reading his response that compared my writing and culinary philosophy to Fernand Point’s. It was completely overwhelming, and I exploded. Tears streamed down my face. I must have been howling for some time because my husband oddly inquired, “Are you okay?” In a blubbering mess, I sputtered out an explanation.

In the spring of 1983, just before entering the Culinary Institute of America (CIA), my parents invited me to accompany them on a month-long trip to Europe. My father had a conference in Paris, and in a fit of altruism, believed I ought to experience a few “two- and three-star Michelins” before entering culinary school. I was thrilled. We dined at Tour d’Argent and La Pyramide. Tour d’Argent was exquisite, but so polished and intimidating for a young American. A dozen waiters attended to our table of three. One male waiter dressed in full tails escorted me to the bathroom, waited outside the door until I finished, and escorted me back to my table. The meticulous attention to detail bordered on creepy.

Then we visited La Pyramide, and my life changed forever. Natural, comfortable, impeccable—the freshest, most flavorful and balanced tastes—simply, the most delightful meal I’d ever experienced. I had no idea such dining existed. Each bite sang in my mouth. I smiled the entire time. The amazing part was how relaxed we felt: so unpretentious and welcoming were the food and its people. I loved who I was in its ambience.

To be discussed in connection with the creator of La Pyramide—my greatest dining experience—was surreal. But to have this praise come from Roland Henin … this was the greatest moment of my life.

*  *  *

The last time I had spoken with Roland Henin had been thirty years prior to that email. In the week before graduation, Chef had passed me in the hall and inquired where I would be working. I remember eking out a pathetic reply: “Uh, Chef, I’m still searching for a position.” He stopped, glared impatiently, and then immediately turned around, gesturing with a grunt. I followed him to his office. Chef picked up the phone and dialed a number. Within seconds, he was speaking French in a loud and gregarious voice. After a few minutes, he hung up, wrote something down on a piece of paper, and handed it to me. He finally spoke. “Take zees. You start next week.” I looked down at the paper. On it he wrote: Café du Parc, Lake Park, Florida. Pierre Latuberne. By the time I looked up to thank him, he was gone.

Thirty years later, I find myself driving to Buffalo, New York, to meet Chef Henin at the Niagara Falls Culinary Institute (NFCI). Chef has invited me to witness two of his protégés—Executive Chefs of Delaware North Corporation (DN)—in final preparations for their Certified Master Chef (CMC) exam to be held in one month in Pasadena, California. Since his foreword contribution, Chef Henin and I had begun collaborating on another book project. While Chef refused a biography and balked at being featured, he was open to contributing a few stories. We spoke about once a month. Trust grew. Eventually, Chef suggested interviewing mentees to offer stories about working with him to deepen the perspective. After several interviews, Chef Henin suggested the visit to Buffalo. “If you want to know me and what I do, it would be good for you to observe the practice session for the CMC exam.”

The drive from Brattleboro, Vermont to Buffalo, New York is approximately four hundred miles.

*  *  *

As I make my way along Interstate 90 West, my mind wanders back … back to 1983, at the Culinary Institute of America, in Hyde Park, New York. I am at the most prestigious culinary school in the nation, at a time when “American Chef” was an oxymoron. An image of a man appears, in a place called the Fish Kitchen … what a silly name for a kitchen, yet this place was no joke.

Students attended Fish Kitchen just before embarking on their several-month externship. It served as a capstone of sorts—the completion of the first half of their academic journey. Fish Kitchen was also a rite of passage, run by some crazy Frenchman, the Great Chef ROOLLAAAHHND. Tall dude, intimidating. Apparently some big shot.

At the beginning of the unit, Chef Henin addressed his new students, announcing that if the group performed in a particularly outstanding manner, students could remain after class to ask him questions. Chef Henin taught the “PM” or dinner shift. Now, “after class” was around midnight, and the last thing any young alcohol-driven culinarian wants is to “have the honor” of staying after class to ask questions—questions that wouldn’t even be on a future test!

Except …

Except that this was Master Chef Roland Henin. Every student understood what a rare privilege it was to speak with this great man, and that, in turn, offered bragging rights: the later we stayed, the better we looked. Culinary school was competitive, and we used any possible marker available to distinguish ourselves from our peers in order to gain the prime opportunities post-graduation. In the evenings, as classes ended their shifts and students began milling down the halls, everyone would take a moment to peek into Chef Henin’s kitchen. If the lights were still on, they peered jealously at the sacred group who had performed an exemplary job and were duly awarded the opportunity of remaining in his presence to garner sage secrets of the craft.

What was it about this man? I worked with him for only one month, over thirty years ago, yet he remains as present in my mind as if it were today. Whenever someone asks, “Who was the greatest influence in your culinary career?” Henin immediately comes to mind. Honestly, if anyone asks, “Who is the greatest influence in your life, period?” The same name emerges. How can it be that, after such a brief time, this man left more of an impression in my life than any other teacher, relative, friend, or counselor?

I often wonder if I have simply romanticized our brief encounter. And now, continuing down Interstate 90, I begin doubting the sanity of making this nearly thousand-mile round trip. What did I expect? That Master Chef Roland G. Henin would present himself as some sage guru? That I would be validated in this long-held fantasy?

I mean, seriously. How good could the guy actually be?

*  *  *

I arrived in Niagara Falls after 9:00 p.m. and left a voice message with Chef, planning to see him in the morning. He immediately returned my call and said to come over, immediately. When I arrived, the two CMC candidates were finishing up their training for the night. I inquired about Chef. While the candidates cleaned and prepared for the following day, Chef Henin had gravitated into the adjacent kitchen where the NFCI Junior Culinary team practiced. I opened the door to the kitchen. The room appeared dim and quiet, yet active. Young students were stationed at several tables, creating pie shells. Everyone focused downward, their hands busy with the pastry.

A chef instructor greeted me with a smile and outstretched hand. I had already interviewed Scott Steiner and looked forward to meeting him. After we made our acquaintances, I asked if Chef Henin was there. He smiled more broadly, gesturing toward the back of the kitchen. I looked over to where a tall man in a long white lab coat stood with his back toward us, leaning over a workstation. Two students were on either side of him, peering in. The tall man said something to the students that made them smile and nod their heads. He patted one student gently on the back and then began slowly walking past the next table, looking at more students’ work.

Chef Steiner called out to the tall man in the long white lab coat. Chef Henin slowly turned around and looked up. He walked toward me.


Roland,

There isn’t a day that goes by when I don’t give thanks for all you did to make my career so special. With your guidance and keen eye for details you put me on the right path on a passion I so loved. I have shared your name so many times over the years to my young cooks and upper management, to always do things right and give it your best at all times. I truly feel blessed that you gave me the chance and believed in me. I’ll never forget when you called me in to your office when I was nineteen years old. You told me I had a natural gift for cooking, that I was too young to understand, but one day would. I understand now, as I have seen and taught some young culinarians who are so talented. My best to you, my friend and mentor, and have a great day.

Jerry



This letter arrived on August 8, 2015; however, it could have arrived at any time within the past fifty years. Roland Henin has received thousands of such messages, all relating the same sentiment: You changed my life for the better, more than anyone else, and I will always remember.

Roland Henin is a notable chef—a Certified Master Chef, in fact—one of an elite group in the United States. Since its inception in 1981, only sixty-eight chefs have earned this right. He is also a master fisherman, if one might earn such a title. Seafood purveyor Ed Brown quipped, “The man is half-fish.” But what Roland Henin is most—what he is the greatest at, what matters most to him and makes him who he is—is a mentor. Chef Steve Mengel, his former CIA student, says, “Chef Henin is more of a teacher than a chef … his way is to instruct, inspire, transform … to produce great chefs.”

Roland Henin is the chef’s chef, the man behind the scenes. Identify a culinary rock star and inquire about his greatest influences: as an apprentice with the Balsams and Greenbrier resorts; as a student at the Culinary Institute of America; as a gold medalist in culinary competitions; or as one of the many culinarians to pass through Delaware North. Chef Henin left his mark.

This is truly remarkable, when you consider how this man was made. How is it that a man—

•   whose father died when he was young

•   who chose to be estranged from his stepfather

•   who claims to have no mentor in his life

—became, perhaps, the greatest culinary mentor in America?

What Chef Henin leaves behind—more than any gold medal or three-star Michelin restaurant, more than any wild kitchen story or life lesson—is mentoring. His legacy is thousands of great chefs—chefs deeply rooted in the fundamentals while harshly challenged to embrace their own unique gifts. Chef Henin is the Johnny Appleseed of this industry. Every culinary venue, competition, and federation is associated with this man. Over the course of fifty years, spanning across the globe, Chef Henin has singlehandedly affected an entire contemporary culinary culture … one chef at a time.

Chef Thomas Keller coined it best in stating, “There was Zeus, and there was Roland, god of cooking.”

*  *  *

Roland Henin was one in the early waves of European chefs to cross the Atlantic and bring classical cuisine to American culture. After World War II, European chefs began settling in America and opening restaurants. They brought with them their culinary secrets and cooks from their country. This culture remained insular. “American Chef” was indeed an oxymoron; it simply did not exist. American culture was caught up in fast food and frozen dinners. America was a baby—so far behind.

The first US culinary school, the Culinary Institute of America, founded in 1946 by Frances Roth, served as a vocational school for postwar veterans to learn a trade. The Greenbrier Culinary Apprenticeship Program in West Virginia opened about a decade later. In 1970, the CIA relocated to its current Hyde Park, New York location. From there, change happened swiftly. Johnson & Wales established its culinary arts program in 1973. The Culinary Apprenticeship at the Balsams Grand Resort Hotel in New Hampshire followed suit in the mid-1970s. Master Chef Ferdinand Metz took over the helm as president of the CIA in 1980, and soon after, opened the American Bounty Restaurant—one of the first in the nation devoted to American cuisine. “Bounty” was one of three student-staffed restaurants to make their debut on the Hyde Park campus in a three-year span.

The next generation of immigrant chefs longing to remain in the states, including our Chef Henin, had options. They could prove their worth not only in the restaurants, but also as culinary educators. Henin explains:


All the first American chefs were immigrants. There were French restaurants in Montreal, Quebec, New York, Chicago, and also, more ethnic cuisine—Chinese and Italian. In 1967, immigration was more lenient. Still, you had to prove you were a teacher—able to train and contribute. As a chef, I could train others to become a chef!



From the late sixties to early eighties, Old School chefs founded restaurants in major US cities, hiring only fellow Europeans, even though American cooks were now being trained by their European colleagues in US culinary schools. Mike Colameco, founder/producer of Real Food on PBS, recalls,


You don’t think of it, these days. It seems like such a long time ago. I don’t want to say “bias,” but there was a hiring practice … you could kind of understand it, in a very myopic way: they were trained in France; they were comfortable working with people who spoke the same language; they had the same cultural traditions and culinary reference points. If you say, I wanna make a certain type of consommé, or I want to do a Dover sole, or a lamb this way, everybody was on the same page.

The idea of American cooks was still pretty new on the upper levels: the CIA and Johnson & Wales were producing graduates who were good cooks after they got out, or especially a few years out. Regardless, you couldn’t get a job as a CIA grad if you weren’t French, in those kitchens. It is hard to think back on a time when being American [laughs]—no, or being a white male in any industry—was going to work against you.



In a kind of odd “reverse cultural” discrimination, pioneering chefs like Roland Henin and Jean-Jacques Rachou became subversive radicals in this New World. Civil rights and punk rock sensibility extended beyond the college campus and into professional kitchens. These culinary visionaries didn’t just embrace their new life; they forced open the doors for this first generation of young chefs, desperate to enter into their own culinary culture, and later, to establish their own cuisine. Guys like Roland Henin broke down the walls of discrimination and, quite literally, created the American Chef. Mike Colameco continues,


The baton passed to us, from them. Now, when I look back contextually, we all stand on the shoulders of these guys. That’s how it works; there’s no other way to put it. We learned cooking from them. We learned the restaurant business from them. By the 1990s, Americans were chefs in their own right.



With each phone call to his colleagues and each scrap of paper he’d hand to a student, Roland Henin planted an American seed into American culinary soil. The next time you enjoy that hot new restaurant, grab a bite at a gourmet food cart, choose from an array of organic options at Whole Foods, and support artisan culinary crafts from your local farmers market, please take a moment to thank Roland Henin.

Of course, immediately after you thank him, he will most politely yet curtly remind you to thank the others—ALL the many pioneering chefs who deserve the same respect and acknowledgement: Jean-Jacques Rachou, Eugene Bernard, Fritz Sonnenschmidt, Bruno Elmer, Albert Kumin, Jacques Pépin, Gunther Heiland, Ferdinand Metz, and so many others.

This book could be about any of these great men (and a few women) who contributed as much to our American culinary terrain. Our mentor would be the first to agree; in fact, he insisted we honor them. It’s simply because of my path—meeting Chef at the CIA and stepping out of the culinary world for the majority of my life—that I know only two of these pioneers, Roland Henin and Pierre Latuberne. Well, three, if you count Raimund Hofmeister, but he’s a bit of a spring chicken compared to the others…. And through these interviews, I’ve come to know many others—the next generation of great chefs who stand on the shoulders of these pioneering giants.

As Master Chef Roland G. Henin says, “In good cooking … always.”


A note about the interviews:

Interviews are transcribed verbatim and in the speaking style of each participant. Only minor changes have been made for the sake of clarity. Grammatical inaccuracies and informal tone are not meant to disparage the interviewee or offend the reader, but rather, to maintain the integrity of each unique voice. Also, there is some degree of expletive nature. I’m sorry, ladies, but the kitchen used to be a man’s world.

As the chefs say, take it all with a grain of salt.




Navigating the River

“If you live under my roof, you do as I say.”

“Well, it’s pretty simple. Then I don’t live under your roof.”

—RGH

 

FOOD WAS SACRED

Roland Gilbert Henin was born on September 22 in the town of Tarare, France, a small village a few kilometers northwest of Lyon. His family eventually moved to Nancy, France, a city in the northeastern French region surrounded by rolling hills and situated on the left bank of the River Meurthe. He was the eldest son of three. Roland’s father was a chemiste who created paints for postwar renovations (a chemistry cook, you might say), while his mother cared for the family and homestead.

*  *  *

RGH: My mom was born in an Italian household. Her family raised their very own rabbits, chickens, some ducks and gooses, two pigs per year, and some goats and lambs (we didn’t have lawn mowers in those days) along with their very own and large garden. They did their very own wines and distillated their schnapps or different eau de vie, along with much canning. My mother was the Kitchen Queen—and slave—tied to the stove for three meals a day, seven days a week. My grandmother from my mother’s side was the Baking Queen. On Mondays, she would bake the breads for the following week, plus all the specialty baking, such as occasion cakes and desserts. My father couldn’t cook a toast to save his life. He could make coffee, but that’s about it. My grandfather raised the animals and butchered them, along with making/fermenting all the alcohols: schnapps, mirabelle, cider, prunes/quetsche (damson plums).

Such a great growing environment … everyone had their assigned job. I couldn’t wait to be old enough to get the job to scrape the pork and lamb casings that would be used for the sausages, saucisson sec and boudin … maybe eight or ten or so. All my family on both sides raised rabbits for years—rabbits, chickens, a few geese (they are great watchdogs … but a little messy). Once, I raised two pigs and used every possible bit of them for cooking … a lot of fun and a great learning experience, and the slaughtering opened my eyes! I am happy to have experienced this way of life.

I didn’t have a lot of “playtime,” I didn’t have a bike—I was too busy helping out around the home. But in my free time, I did do one thing. I spent time on the river. I used to just go … no agenda, no schedule. I fished, cleaned, and gutted the fish at the public lavanderie, then went home and cooked it. Those were some of the best days of my life.

During the war, bombs damaged the farms and food became rare and precious. My father went through the farm country and collected rutabagas, onions, whatever he could find. We had ration stamps—each family received an amount according to their size. We would go to the baker and give him one ticket for one loaf of bread, then a ticket for milk and cheese—seldom butter. All food was rationed, and there was very little available. Food was sacred. You never left food on your plate. If you left it, your plate was served back to you in the evening. There was no waste, nothing thrown away. It was the philosophy of our lives: never ever waste food.

My father died when I was nine years old, due to inhaling the toxic fumes from the paints he created. My mom had to get a job and as the eldest of three kids, I had to take care of my siblings. She remarried when I was about fifteen, when I began my college training studying accounting. To this day, I still love the numbers….

THE BIG GUY

RGH: I don’t remember ever having a mentor. My first job was in pastry, as an apprentice pastry cook. The reason I was there was not because I loved pastry. I had no idea about it. I needed a room and board. I had an argument with my stepfather and left home. I slept the first two nights behind the church because it was the only place … I didn’t want to go to the relative. I had no place to go, and I needed to do something. I bought a newspaper and I looked in the small ads, and it said, “wanted” or “needed” I don’t remember, “apprentice pastry cook. Room and board.” And that’s what I focused on: Room and board. I said, “Well, I can do that.” At the time, I was in my second year at the College Moderne, in Nancy. I thought I could do both. I had no idea how long it was going to be.

In France, you receive a scholarship, if you do well. I didn’t need much money from my stepfather, to pay. I had about 80 percent of my tuition paid. But when you’re young—sixteen or seventeen—the most important thing in your life is your gang, your buddies, your people. Not the “gang” like they have here, with the chain. Just the gang, you know, your friends. You hang out with your buddies. In France, when you get to the college level, you don’t have much school class time. We have two hours in the morning, one hour in the afternoon, but you have a lot of homework. That’s how they operate. I would go to school, and in the afternoon when I got back, I would hang with the guys. You don’t do anything wrong, but you just hang. I would go back home at eight or nine in the evening for dinner. After dinner, I would do my homework, until one, two, three in the morning … and so on. I did that the first year, and I got away with it.

In the second year, in the fall, my stepfather came and said to me, “You’re not going to keep doing what you did, the first year.”

I said, “What do you care? I pay my tuition and everything, so what do you care about it?”

“If you live under my roof, you do as I say.”

“Well, it’s pretty simple. Then I don’t have to live under your roof.”

I didn’t want to go to the relatives. I didn’t want to go to the family to stay, so I left home and I had no place to go, no money, no nothing—just the clothes on my back. Looking in the paper and finding the room and board, it could have been mechanic. It could have been anything. Room and board was what I focused on.

I went to Pâtisserie Grandjean and they said they needed my parents to come and sign the paperwork. You’re basically a slave, when you take your apprenticeship. You sign up, and you sign your life away. Parents sign you over to the apprenticeship, and they are in charge of you. I earned 500 francs or $10.00 per month. You could buy five packs of cigarettes for $1.00. All we apprentices lived in the same building. My room was right under the roof—right under the red tiles. Not much insulation, so very hot in summer, very cold in winter. There was no water in my room. The other apprentices had running water in their rooms, on the second floor, better rooms. The third-floor apprentice earned a bit more money and a better room.

In France, in Europe, in those days, in Pastry, they didn’t have a dishwasher or pot washer. They had apprentices. They had a first-, second-, and third-year apprentice. The first-year apprentice cleaned off all the pots. Then, if you had any time left, then you could roll the croissant or the brioche, or cook the crème patisserie. You worked your ass off in order to get time to do some interesting work.

I loved working with my hands. I couldn’t believe I was making those croissants, rolling some dough—flour and water!—and making croissant and brioche dough … it seemed like a revelation. As the first-year apprentice, you’re the first one in at 4:00 a.m. to light up the big oven, and you’re the last one to leave at 7:00 or 8:00 at night, and you take the shit—excuse my French—but you take the shit from everybody. And then you move on, the second year, and the third year, and then you give the shit to the last (new first-year) apprentice. That’s how it works. I found it very difficult because it was my first job, basically, and it was harsh and demanding. And I lost my friend, my gang, because I had to go to bed at 8:00 in the evening in order to be up at three in the morning. That was the most difficult thing in the world.

I ate all the crap from everybody else, being the last one on the line. Sometimes I wonder, How did I ever become a Master Chef?

There was the Pastry Chef. He was the big guy. He walked like he walked on water, like he knew everything. If I did a good day, I was allowed to stay alone with him in the evening, when he molded the chocolate, one by one, rolling all the little candies, all the fancy work. I was authorized to clean up his table, his marble and tools, and sit up and watch him—not talking, just watching … watch him, watch him, watch him. If I was not a good boy during the day, I could not do that, I would have to leave.

Even the owner of the shop revered this guy. This Pastry Chef was like the king of the world, like my god. In my mind, at the time, I said, “I want to become a guy like this.” The guy ran the show, called the shots. He didn’t mentor me in any particular way, but I often think, What would he do? I always remember to him as being my god or my ideal. You can call it a mentor if you like, but to me, it was always the point of reference as where I wanted to be … my goal or my aims, my things to reach. This guy was the king, and at the time, I was the last piece of dirt, the piece of nothing, you know what I’m saying?

SUSAN: That’s what you did with us, in Fish Kitchen! You said that if we were exemplary in our day, we could have the privilege of staying after with you and asking questions. We couldn’t believe it! It turned my way of thinking around.

RGH: There you go. It was a privilege. If I had a good day, it was a privilege for me, and I loved it. It was very peaceful, just me watching. I couldn’t talk, couldn’t ask questions. I knew when to clean his tools, and I knew when and where to line them up. It was a privilege to be there, to be a servant, in a sense. That’s just the way it was.

SUSAN: Did the other superior apprentices stay, or just you?

RGH: It was the job of the last apprentice—the first-year. In that first year of washing dishes you learn who the good cooks and who the bad cooks are. The good cooks don’t burn the pots. The bad cooks burn the pots. The bad cooks have a lot of pots. The good cooks don’t use that many pots. Once you do your first year, you move on to the second-year apprentice and then they get a new one. The second-year apprentice doesn’t do much cleaning anymore, except their stations after they finish. They do more cooking—more brioche or whatever. They leave the small menial tasks that are a pain, like cleaning the almonds, to the first-year apprentice. Then they move up, and the third-year apprentice does more sophisticated work. They are getting close to the graduation, at the end of the three years.

I left the pastry shop about halfway through my apprenticeship and went to the kitchen. On Thursday afternoon, all the trade—butchering, baking, pastry, charcuterie, all the cooks, all those apprentices—they had the theory classes that were provided by the government. You had to attend; the law required it. You learned all those thing that are related to the profession and are the same—sanitation, nutrition, etc. We’d be at the class all day. We talked to some of the apprentices in the hotel and they said, “Look. We need an apprentice.” I talked to the instructor and the chef at the hotel and I made the move.

I couldn’t take the pastry any longer … just too hard, the hours! When I went into cooking I thought, “Ohmigod!” Like, hhhaaaaaaaahaah! You know? You started at eight in the morning, you got a break in the afternoon … you worked all day, but had a split shift, and you had off on Sunday or Monday. It was more of a life, much better than the pastry. I loved the pastry, doing with my hands, but the conditions and no team, no spirit of accord … nothing. Just the boss and that was it.

When I left Pastry and signed on as a second-year apprentice in the kitchen at the Excelsior Hotel, I needed room and board. I had to room with one of the other guys. Somebody said, “There’s room in my building.” Kitchen apprentices earn a bit more money. Also, in the kitchen, you can eat! The kitchen guys were nicer, the hours were better. The environment is more social and collaborative than Pastry. Everybody helps out better. We’re more like a family. You are not alone to do the work, by yourself, and everybody helps each other. The group of people, we had more team spirit.

Since I had completed one year in the classroom, I could enter as a second-year kitchen apprentice. I knew my way around a kitchen. The first year duties were not that much different—grunt work, cleaning, little prep. I had done some cooking…. Pastry makes gnocchi, pâtés en croûte, maybe some egg dishes. We prepared almonds. I would have to peel them, remove their skins, and bake them.

SUSAN: Do you recall anybody in the kitchen there being a mentor to you?

RGH: I’ve been trying to figure out what the definition of a mentor is. A mentor can be a lot of things. It could be a coach, somebody to refer to, to be your guide, or it could be a confidant. But I never had anyone really supporting me. My mother did encourage me to come back home once a month to wash my laundry. I would come, my suitcase full of clothes. She would clean it up and pack it in my suitcase, and I would leave. Other than that, I had no one who looked out for me. When I switched to the kitchen, I was able to keep up with soccer. Besides that soccer coach, I didn’t have anybody who I could discuss or sit council with, or whatever it is, for my future. I was on my own unfortunately, but that’s just the way it was.

Maybe I learned to become self-sufficient, which is what I’ve done all of my life. I never depended too much on other people. You have to look, and I’m not qualified to do that, at what made me a mentor. The lack of having one, maybe I turn around and became a mentor to other people. I do that a lot here with my chefs, in terms of certification, competitions, in terms of exploration—what’s the next move they wanna make? Maybe I became almost a natural in that way possibly, because I did not have any when I was young … it’s possible. I’m not sure.

Life was very difficult, as the apprenticeship didn’t pay anything and we worked very long hours. But I made it through and passed the CAP—Certificate of Aptitudes Professional. I received my CAP Diploma, and then worked a few seasonal positions as commis (young prep cook). I learned discipline, responsibility, accountability, persistence, and many other skills, along with a lot of the basic foundations of cooking. I had no idea of where all this would take me. I just knew that if I always did my very best in everything, then I would eventually get somewhere.

What pushed me or guided me was the picture of that pastry chef. I wanted to be so much like him, eventually. Not because I had the ego, but because I didn’t want to take any crap from anybody. I was tired of getting the crap from everybody else! If I became like him, I wouldn’t have to take it! But you know what? I still do. [Laughs] I still do take some crap from idiots—people who are stupid or don’t understand or have a misplaced ego … I have to learn to accept that. It’s not easy, but I do. Though the pastry shop was so grueling and demanding and hard, the benefit was that it exposed me to that chef, that Big Guy. I wanted to be independent, more respected—like him. I didn’t realize it at the time, but over the years, I gradually understood that. There was a reason for that, I suppose—to be exposed to that situation, even though it was so harsh. It shaped me for the future, for the rest of my life, and this, in turn, provided guidance to quite a few people in my life.


Out to Sea

What does he have that I don’t have?!

—RGH

 

Roland Henin spends three years working as an apprentice. This consumes his time, and he eventually leaves college and loses track of his beloved gang. The irony is not lost on young Roland, who had originally left home and estranged himself from his family because he refused to sacrifice time with his friends.

After graduation, Roland makes another bold move. Without family or gang to keep him in his hometown, young Roland has an opportunity to see a new world … an odd landscape, devoid of culinary art. What kind of place is this—a melting pot of sorts, embracing frozen TV dinners, hot dogs, and hamburgers? Roland, a classically-trained European cook, heads to this new world … and, he never looks back.

A NEW WORLD, A FRENCH CHEF, THE AMERICAN DREAM

RGH: I graduated from the kitchen apprenticeship, earning my CAP—Certificate of Aptitudes Professional. Afterward, graduates prepare to go out and practice their craft, where we are sent around the country for a few years. In a sense, we were not “finalized” apprentices until we earned that work experience. We were sent to a different part of the country to work for a season or to do a “stage”—working for free (often for room and board), to develop our craft. When we turned eighteen, we entered the military. After the military service, I had a few jobs in Paris, did some fill-in work. Our schedule was such that we could work until 2:30 and have a break until 5:30, then return for dinner service. During our afternoon break, we would often go to the Association. If you fooled around the night before, you’d grab a nap. Otherwise, we’d go to the club, play foosball, drink lemonade, and talk to the other guys.

An announcement board posted job opportunities—offers for cooks to fill in, like a chef de partie (line cook, in charge of a station). You could apply for two weeks here, two weeks there, etc. You could earn a living for a few years working as a “floater”—covering vacation times and filling in for chefs. I did that for a while. After the military, it was helpful. You could try different organizations to give you a chance to get back into the swing of things … a pretty good system. You still make a living, develop contacts, etc.

This is where they had this big poster for the 1967 World Expo, in Montreal: Expo! Adventure! Travel! See the world! Work in the French Pavilion, representing France! Discover new horizons! Come to Montreal! This was a big thing! At our age, you wanna have a good time, move to different places, and see new things. They speak French in Montreal. All the guys, we talked about it: If you sign, I sign!

Our group of twelve guys, we all went to Montreal together. The Expo ran from April to October. We worked our asses off, then played, then breakfast, then work, for those six months. We worked together, we partied together … I had my “gang” back. Then came the end of the Expo. Our visa lasted for six months. We were to return to France, but pushed: You promised us “new horizons!” We pushed and got two weeks paid vacation. We rented cars and took off down the Trans-Canada Highway. Expo was one of the best things I did.

Our visas were expired, we were low on money, and we didn’t want to return to France. We met a recruiter looking for restaurant workers to help open a casino in the Grand Bahama at the Grand Lucayan, Beach Hotel. Our whole group signed up to work that winter at their hotel.

We kept hearing about this place called “Miami.” While visiting a friend at the Fontainebleau, I met another recruiter who found me a job at a country club in Long Island. But still, no papers. But this Miami recruiter said, no problem! Come to work. Recruiters wanted us in Florida—there were no good qualified cooks for these hotels. Fifty years ago, anyone was a chef. It was a nothing job. At the yacht club, I was introduced to a family at a barbeque. The father asked what I did for work. When I told him, “I cook,” he looked at me like syphilis.

*  *  *

Although it may be difficult to pinpoint the exact moment in time when Chef’s perspective switched from apprentice to mentor, there is one man who may begin the story of Chef Henin’s mentoring. If Roland is the God of Cooking, let us begin with Hercules.

THOMAS MEETS ZEUS

When asked to describe his first encounter with Thomas Keller, Chef Henin sums it up: He was a beach bum.

RGH: I was sous-chef at the Everglades Club in Palm Beach, Florida, before becoming executive chef at the Dunes Club in 1976. The Dunes Club was located on the beach, in Rhode Island. We’d work a split shift—prep and work lunch, have a break, then back to work for the dinner shift. The Dunes Club closed on Mondays, so we’d pack up a cooler, make sandwiches, go to the beach, and camp out during the day. On the other days, we’d go to the beach in the afternoon for a quick swim, rest for the p.m. shift, head back around 4:30, shower, and then back to work.

During these days, we would play Frisbee, running around on the sand. I’d see this guy … a tall skinny guy. He’d be walking on the beach with one, or sometimes two, or sometimes even three gorgeous women! Every day! I see him and I keep thinking, What does he have that I don’t have?! He’s tall, I’m tall. He’s skinny, I’m skinny. I’ve got an accent … he doesn’t!

One Monday, we are camped at the beach, and again, I see this guy with a couple of gorgeous women on his arm. I take my Frisbee and toss it into the wind, over in his direction. I throw it right smack in the middle of them! Then, I run over: “I yahm zo zorree! Aneeybody geht heyrrt? Zo zorree … ”

One of the women says, “Oh, you have a wonderful accent! What is your name?”

“I yahm zah chef of zaht playyce, right ovah there [points to the Dunes Club].”

The young man says, “Oh, you’re the chef there?”

So, I give them a tour of the Dunes Club. I take them around and show them the kitchen. Since it is a Monday, it is all nice and clean. This guy is impressed.

He asks, “How does one get a job here? I’m a chef, too.”

[Laughs] Ahh, he is a “chef!” This kid! This skinny beach bum, torn jeans, with the ladies … he is a “chef.” He worked over at a burger joint. But hey, when you’re young, you got some skills, you work on the beach, then you are beach bum and you play. It’s what you do.

“If you’re interested, I may have the right ticket for you. My staff cooker just quit.”

“Sure!”

In those days, there was less paperwork and red tape to hiring. I said, “If you’re interested, I’ll see you next Tuesday at 9:00 a.m.”

“Okay!”

The first day, he had on jeans. I told him, “You can’t work with jeans. You see that office there? Grab some chef’s pants, hanging on that door.” We were about the same size.

Staff chef was a pretty pain-in-the-butt job. Fifty percent of the staff were the sons and daughters of the members. They would clean, wait tables … it kept them busy and legitimate with summer employment, and the parents could come visit them at the club. The kids were spoiled, always complaining about the food, being a pain in the butt. Filet mignon, again? Please!

When Thomas came in, I said, “Use whatever you want. The only thing is, PLEASE SHUT THEM DOWN. I don’t want to hear their complaining!” Thomas used the same products, but in just three to five days … SHHHHH. All the staff shut up: no moaning. No groaning. In no time at all, Thomas had turned it around. All of a sudden it became QUIET.

He took care of them, cooked properly, consciously. He did good food, didn’t slop it on the plate … very nice. Staff were happy, Thomas continued doing well, and then around mid-August, the saucier quit. We were close to shutting down for the season, and it was late to hire someone new. I asked Thomas if he’d like to be the saucier at night, but still do the staff meal. He had no experience with sauces, so I said not to worry, I’ll work with you to get you up to snuff.

He learned to make the sauces. He worked both jobs with no problem, no argument.

*  *  *

The interesting thing about Roland Henin and Thomas Keller is that not only was this relationship one of their defining culinary moments, but both were each other’s first mentoring experience. By 1976, Roland Henin received his green card and, armed with years of culinary skill, had earned the right to secure a position of value and stature—executive chef. The Dunes Club was Chef Henin’s first executive chef position. By 1976, Thomas Keller had gained enough experience to be of a mindset to receive appropriate guidance—a mentor who would expose him to the value of culinary arts. Both were in the right position and the right moment to meet each other. And besides, they both had the same pant size—a perfect match, indeed.

RGH: Being a mentor … it’s a pretty complex kind of a situation. Who seeks who? How does it happen? How does it last? I think in terms of Thomas, I was very low-key or fortunate, in a sense. I consider myself somewhat of a gardener. I love to garden. I just started my seeds for this spring, you know? In gardening, the main thing is the soil. If you have a good soil, the rest is easy. If you have a good soil, you need to provide some sunshine. You need to provide some water. You need to pick up the weeds. That’s it! The soil will do the work, if the soil is well-balanced, not too acidic or alkaline. I worked in Nova Scotia, and you couldn’t grow much. The soil’s just not made for growing. It’s moss, or whatever it is. It just doesn’t grow, no matter how much you work on it. You can put some stuff and stuff and stuff on that soil, and things are just not coming up. And then you go to California and the soil is perfect. It has the sunshine and everything, just so.

Thomas was a good soil. He didn’t require very much, in terms of maintenance, because the quality of the soil was there. The rest was natural development: provide sunshine, provide water, pick up the weed, and keep the pests away. We were able to calculate this system over the years in many ways. It just happened to work. And it worked with other people too, for different reasons and amounts of time.

Sometimes, they just need a mentor in a difficult period in their life. Sometimes they want to go too fast too soon. That’s the American way: become executive chef right away, and it’s too big a thing. You slow them down: What about if you go a little sideways first for a couple of years, and get ready for that big job? You try to help them benefit from your experience. You need to have a good soil. Like I said, I was very fortunate to have been working with Thomas. The soil was in excellent condition and the rest made it easy. It just worked, you know?

SUSAN: I might say the same for you as a mentor. He was a plant that could thrive in your soil.

RGH: To me, that’s what it is. It doesn’t require an excessive amount of work, and it was a pleasure to see those plants grow and develop. That’s the real work, to see it happen. You don’t do it for yourself. You do it for the satisfaction.

Recently, this young man called me and we talked a little bit. He asked, “How do I become a master chef?”

I said, “Whaaa—really? What are you doing?”

“I’m in the school at the Cordon Bleu.”

“How long you been there?”

“I been there three weeks.”

Aaah, bah bah bah. I’ll find out stuff from him. I said, “Okay, how old are you?”

“Oh, I’m twenty-five.”

“That’s a good age. You’re on the right track and everything.”

We started to get into the details and he said, “I am an ex-Marine.”

“That’s fantastic. What else? Tell me about you?”

“Well, I got five kids.”

HOOOOLEEEY COW! Five kids, twenty-five. “How long do you think that’s going to take you (to be a Master Chef )?”

“Oh, I want to do that in ten years.”

I said, “Waaait a minute, waaaaaait a minute, now. You’re twenty-five. Even though you like cooking, you have learned little. You’re starting, which is good. But you have five kids. You’re going to have to feed them. You have to work and earn some money to pay for that. And they’re gonna need your attention. They’re gonna need your time. You’re not going to be able to dedicate all your time to your Master Chef program. There are twenty-four hours in a day, seven days in a week, and a month is thirty days … for everybody. You wanna become a Master Chef in ten years. Where are you gonna find the time? How are you going to stretch the twenty-four hours? How you going to make the rent? Slow down. Develop a plan. Become a little more relaxed. It’s going to take you at least fifteen years. You’re a Marine and you have discipline. That’s a big plus for you, but start thinking in reality.”

SUSAN: Being a Master Chef is not just in your art. It’s how you live your whole life that makes you a Master Chef.

RGH: Exactly. I refer back to my very first pastry chef that I had. Everything he was doing, he was doing that extra effort. When I saw him … at the time, I didn’t understand much, but he was making that little stroke or those little things on top of that chocolate, or bonbon—the little tuiles … just to make it perfect. Thomas does that very well. He always tries to do one step better than last time or one step better than the other guy. He always tries to do that little thing—more, extra, better than before. Achieving mastery is not what you do the last six months before the test. It is what you do for those twenty years, learning your craft. It is a way of life.

You won’t believe this, but at my age, I still don’t have a TV. I never had one. There is good reason for that. I don’t have the time. There are too many things to do. The second reason is I hate the crap that they feed and do to you, the subliminal messaging. They take you for an idiot through those programs. All those advertisements and everything. I can’t stand it, and I refuse to accept it, to buy it, to listen to it. It’s disgusting! It’s degrading to your mind! Avoiding TV is one of the healthiest things you can do in your life. Watching TV is like a zombie, buuuh buuuuh … you are not active or thinking or feeling things.

Like the students … they don’t think anymore. They don’t figure things out. They just get brainwashed, wuuurrrr … they love the lecture and all those things. But when you say, “get up,” they panic, because they don’t know how to figure things out anymore. They say, Chef, can you tell me why this or tell me why that? I say, figure out what you think, first. Figure things out on your own and then come to verify with me if you are on the right track. You know? As opposed to, Chef, can you spoon-feed me, because I’m too goombah to spoon-feed myself. I refuse to do that. Some of them get upset. Well, you get paid to tell me that. Well, not exactly … I get paid to help you understand, and this is my way. Spoon-feed is just too easy. You don’t learn how to think. If I was a bad instructor, then I would spoon-feed you. Anyway. That’s the way it is.

SUSAN: That’s the bad soil.

RGH: [Laughs] Yes, soil that has been mistreated, improper compost and all those things.

SUSAN: Chef Thomas credits you with his European apprenticeship: “Chef Henin got me to France.”

RGH: In 1979, I sent him to Café du Parc. Thomas was from Florida, and it was the winter. I worked in Florida for many, many years and had a lot of contacts there. I sent him down there to work with Pierre. That was quite an awakening for him, an eye-opener. [Laughs]

Thomas kept in touch. After working with Pierre, he went back to the Catskills to work at La Rive. In those days, I was at the CIA and running long distance, to stay in shape and protect my mind. He would stop by the CIA, either on his way down to Florida or on his way up to the Catskills. Depending on my schedule—I think I was p.m. at the time, doing the Stage—he would stop in at the beginning of my lecture and sit down at the back of the class to watch what was happening. He would wait for me to finish, and then we would close and go out and have a drink or whatever it might be.

Because I was running marathons in those days (it was a great, great, great, great way for me to deal with the stress of the teaching and everything) I would go and spend the weekend in the Catskills. He was working at La Rive and I would help him—not cook, actually, although sometimes do a dish, or spend time in the kitchen or time outside, and I would run. The Catskills are great because it is hilly and good for training. So, we kept on going, there were ongoing discussions … he was always curious, always asking … and at some point the question came up that he would like to learn some more, get more in-depth.

Keep in mind that this was thirty-five years ago. In the late seventies to early eighties, we didn’t have all the different talent that we have today with the American chef and everybody like this, doing good stuff. If you needed more in-depth information, most of the roots or foundation, the place to go was Europe. I was at the CIA, and we sent people—kids that wanted to learn more or expand. We would send them to Europe as a stagiare (or “stage,” a short-term internship, to acquire new skills and be exposed to new cuisines). As a stage, you don’t get paid—maybe room and board, if you are lucky.

Some did make it, some didn’t. It was mostly about attitude. Some were very humble. The chefs give you a lot of crap to test you, make sure you are worthy of their kitchen. You go there to learn something from them, so you have to demonstrate that you are worthy of their teaching. Otherwise, why should they waste their time? Sure, you don’t get paid or anything, and you’re treated like a piece of dirt. These young American kids, they graduate from the CIA and they go there and they say, What’s the matter, you didn’t hold out the red carpet? I leave from there and work for nothing? Are you crazy? They get that attitude right away that they are the Gods of Cooking, they deserve better, and so it doesn’t work. Some of them, like Thomas, shut their mouth and did their work, and they demonstrated that they were worthy of the teaching and they learned. Those guys took them under their wing. It’s just how it was.

We always kept in touch, wherever he was. I would visit him—we’d have dinner or something and have discussions … what’s the thing, what’s the next step. Then he had some disagreement with the owners in Los Angeles and he found himself without work. They had ideas, and he had ideas, and they were different, and he lost his job. He was totally devastated, so we sat down and we talked. I said, “Look, you deserve better. It’s time for you to start doing on your own.” We talked about where and what and all this kind of stuff, figuring out what should be the next step. At the time, California was coming up pretty strong, especially with the wine—Sonoma and then Napa. I said clearly to him, “If I was your age and as talented as you are, this is where I would go, what I would look for and do. This is where I would open a small, classy restaurant.”


Swimming Upstream

Don’t get me wrong … it was a constant battle … but I could take it. I had wide shoulder and thick spine and hard head, and I didn’t quit.

—RGH

 

The Executive Chef

SUSAN: The years between 1967 and 1976 seem to be “the lost mentoring years.” Was Thomas Keller your first “official” mentoring experience?

RGH: I probably taught kids before Thomas, but mostly I keep quiet. During the Expo, when I was in the French Pavilion, we work and we produce. We work our station. There is no room for mentoring. You mentor when you are in a position. Until then, you work your ass off. It took me about two years to get a green card, and without the green card, you don’t mentor, either. You have to keep that low profile. You don’t want to draw attention to yourself.

I worked a few jobs, in Canada, Nova Scotia, Bahamas, Florida, and New England … summers up north, winters in the south. I loved to work in the summer in Cape Breton. There was great fishing and hunting … beautiful country. The cost of living was so cheap, but so were wages. I had to work winters in Florida to afford working in Cape Breton.

As an illegal, there were lots of temp jobs, working for the recruiters, working quietly, seasonally—lots of transitions. When you have no green card, you keep a low profile. It took about two years until the lawyers were paid and they finally delivered. After I received my green card, I could go out and get a legitimate job, have more of a say where I could go and what I would do. I could now secure positions like executive chef, and I could now hire staff of my own … tend my own garden.

 

Thomas Keller

Chef/Founder, Thomas Keller Restaurant Group

If he made me understand why people cook and made me want to become a chef as a profession, then he was going to be able to help me do anything I wanted to do.
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