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For Frankie






AB: Is there anything I can do?

AA: Stop busting my balls.

AB: Okay.

—THE FINAL TEXT EXCHANGE BETWEEN ANTHONY BOURDAIN AND ASIA ARGENTO ON THE NIGHT HE KILLED HIMSELF.








Prelude

He was the epitome of cool, a sad-smiling Jersey boy who combined supremely high standards with the underappreciated art of not giving a shit in ways that seemed to excite both sexes. You wanted either to be him or to do him, especially if you’d heard the gossip about his gargantuan member. He had the best job (if you could call it that) in the world, the best life in the world, applauded wherever he went. Cigarettes, booze, and time all looked good on him. So the question is, how did he get to the point where he wanted to kill himself? How does that scenario even begin to make the slightest bit of sense?

It all came down to the woman, or so the supposedly wise ones said. Darkly beautiful, you had to admit, and certainly no dummy, but trouble with a capital T, an old-fashioned femme fatale. Cocktail for cocktail, she could keep up with him all night long and then pull away like Man o’ War in the rosy-fingered homestretch. He loved that about her, that she was tough and independent and always thirsty; he loved that fresh mouth. “I’ve never felt like this about anyone before,” he told anyone within earshot. But her ballsiness also happened to be their biggest problem. Because for one thing it meant that she would screw anyone she pleased, sometimes, it was said, anyone within reach. Of course, he’d been around the block himself, and came from a world in which sex often didn’t mean much, but since he was head over heels for her and had big plans for the two of them, and was such an incurable romantic at heart, such a goddamn Jersey boy, even the possibility of her sleeping with other people mattered to the point of making him physically sick. So many long, tortuous calls to Rome from which he would stagger back to the day’s business pale and shaken, the people who’d been waiting around for him unable to look him in the eye. He could feel her slipping away. “Why don’t you just get on with your fucking life!” she had screamed at him one night. As one of his friends said, “A billion fucking broads in the world and he’s got to pick one who will take him or leave him!”

His fans hated her, refused to even say her name; he didn’t care. His best pals were fed up with the teenage boy crap and at the same time nervous wrecks. Since leaving his first wife, Nancy, he had flirted with suicide several times. Would he take another shot at it—you know, once more with feeling? Yes, as a matter of fact, one especially drunken night he would.

Sirens, cops, reporters on the line. A complete fucking mess. When the sun came up, Frank Sinatra was still alive, but the whole world knew that he had tried to kill himself over Ava Gardner.



We actually can learn a lot from celebrities, who after all travel the furthest and the fastest in life and therefore accumulate the most edifying scrapes and bruises. A normal person’s scars speak strictly of his or her probably prosaic personal history; the celebrity’s, on the other hand, show what can and inevitably (and reassuringly) does go wrong even when one has money, beauty, and adulation in extravagant supply. Anthony Michael Bourdain—a chef, writer, and the host of a cable TV travel show who died by his own hand on June 8, 2018, at the age of sixty-one—was a crash test dummy extraordinaire. He didn’t hide his scars and other imperfections as most celebrities do, and he told… well, not quite everything, as it turns out, but a good deal about his history of poor decision-making and worse luck and especially about what having “the best job in the world” meant when you were, like most of us, still caught up in the common comedy. From Tony we can learn not just practical tidbits like “why you probably shouldn’t order fish on a Monday” (his single most famous piece of advice, related in Kitchen Confidential: Adventures in the Culinary Underbelly, the 2000 bestseller that first made him a star) and nuggets of wisdom like “travel isn’t always pretty; you get scarred, marked, changed in the process; it even breaks your heart”—but also things about life that you didn’t even know you didn’t know. For example, if we really do wind up with the face we deserve—in Tony’s case, a big, beautifully cragged-out Easter Island mask through which he somehow both eagerly and warily surveilled the world—the funeral we deserve is another matter entirely.



Consider: in the hours and days after Anthony Bourdain died, things did not proceed as they normally do in terms of arrangement making. No one called the Frank E. Campbell Funeral Chapel, the 120-year-old Upper East Side mortuary to the stars that three decades earlier had buried Tony’s beloved father, Pierre (as well as Rudolph Valentino, Judy Garland, and Jackie O), to enlist its help in getting Tony into the ground or an urn or at least out of France, where he’d hanged himself on a bathroom doorknob. Nor, alternatively, did anyone from Tony’s inner circle start pulling together a less formal but more colorful and celebratory ceremony inspired by one or more of the cultures he’d traded paint with in the course of his televised travels, an option that the deceased might well have found appropriate and—this was always important for him—amusing. After more than 250 episodes of, depending on how you count them, at least four cable shows, the possibilities were plentiful: New Orleans brass band festive, Japanese Zen, a traditional Maltese ceremony in which mourners sprinkle salt on the exposed stomach of the deceased, a Hindu pyre, one of those fantastic Taiwanese obsequies where the survivors hire strippers to ensure a strong turnout, a Kenyan wake where the eulogies are purposely strewn with lies—or even a Jewish service, for which Tony qualified as the son of the former Gladys Sacksman of the Bronx.

Yes, ethnically speaking, Tony identified as Jewish, and the traditional levaya with its ritual rending of the black ribbon, its Mourner’s Kaddish and symbolic spadefuls of dirt, while it may not seem so exotic to people from the New York City area—where Tony grew up and maintained a home base—is both as spiritually riveted and heartbreakingly universal as anything he experienced in his seventeen-year career as a curator of far-flung ports. If in the end the Jewish option would not have flown—and it almost certainly would not have—that was only because of the fervor with which Tony detested his then-eighty-three-year-old mother. Although Gladys, like him, was nonobservant, any ceremony that seemed to acknowledge her influence on him, or even her existence, would have been rejected by Tony’s true intimates as being insensitive to his presumed wishes. But we’re getting tangled in hypotheticals here. In fact there was no one—neither intimates nor professionals—making any sort of arrangements for Tony. Nothing in the way of memorial planning was going on.

Instead, while the world gasped and grieved at the news of Tony’s sudden death; and Google searches for “Bourdain suicide” spiked to more than one hundred million; and Donald Trump and Barack Obama proffered regrets and sympathies in uncharacteristically similar tweets; and thousands of mourners flocked spontaneously to the site of Les Halles, the already long-since shuttered steak frites place on Park Avenue South where Tony had once worked as head chef, to leave handwritten notes and bunches of flowers or affix greeting cards to the window with chewing gum and Band-Aids (“We never met…. I’ve lost many people lately. Yours is a death I fear I won’t get over”)—in the midst of all the moaning and meshugaas, the man of the hour lay largely ignored in the corner of a quiet, well-lit morgue in Colmar, France. The people who’d been traveling with him when he hanged himself at Le Chambard hotel in the nearby Hansel and Gretel village of Kaysersberg—that is, his TV crew and his good friend and occasional on-air sidekick, the renowned chef Eric Ripert—had headed back to the States as soon as the gendarmes gave them the go-ahead, some, it was said, slamming their hotel room doors in anger (at Tony) on the way out of Alsace. Having answered the predictable questions about his demeanor during his last few days, and having said, unsurprisingly, that his demeanor had been lousy indeed, there was nothing more they could do. Meanwhile, no family members were known to be inbound.

In lieu of a more detailed plan there was only a brief email directive, sent by Tony’s estranged younger brother, Christopher, his sole sibling, for the body to be cremated in Strasbourg, the capital of the region, forty-nine miles to the north, and the ashes shipped back to Tony’s Italian-born, thirty-nine-year-old wife of eleven years, Ottavia, in New York. (The couple, who had separated two years earlier but at Tony’s insistence never divorced, kept in almost daily touch, mostly to discuss his romantic problems but also to work out visits with their daughter, Ariane, though at the time of his death Tony hadn’t seen his only child, then eleven years old, in several months.) During the forty-eight hours or so that it took for the coroner to locate a coffin big enough to accommodate a six-foot, four-inch corpse, the morgue remained quiet; no staff members wandered in to ogle the heavily tattooed body of the celebrity chef or sneak a selfie. Reporters and photographers were already streaming into the region from every compass point to cover the stop-the-presses news of Anthony Bourdain’s suicide; but unless they could find a tourist to interrogate, their questions drew mostly Gallic shrugs. A moat of local indifference kept the media professionals from the story as they had initially conceived it: shocked shopkeepers, wistful winegrowers, somber sausage makers all expressing their keen French-German grief. As the mayor of Kaysersberg (and coroner of Colmar), Pascal Lohr, said to me when I visited those towns some months later, “Honestly, I felt absolutely no surprise or excitement or sense of loss at the news of his death. I did not recognize his name.”

Yes, Anthony Bourdain, God love him, had managed to die in a place where nobody knew who he was. In the spring of 2018, this was no easy accomplishment.



He was a literary man—a reader, a writer, well schooled in life’s ambiguities—with a literary, or at any rate a twistier-than-usual, rags-to-riches tale: An angry, upper-middle-class (but nearly penniless), middle-aged, modestly successful (but, yes, somehow penniless) chef, fresh off a methadone taper and known more for his organizational skills than his flair for textures and flavors (in other words, no Ripert, Paul Bocuse, or Thomas Keller, not by a long shot) became not overnight but (even better) gradually and right before our eyes over the course of seventeen TV seasons, a true citizen of the world, hailed just about everywhere he hung his hangover. A tribal chief in Namibia broke out his choicest (meaning most fecal-flecked) warthog rectum for a feast in his honor; the burly coal miners of McDowell County, West Virginia, smiled at the sight of him and slapped his back; the best barmen in Indochina (to borrow a phrase from one of his favorite writers, Graham Greene) knew not just his name and his gin preference (Bombay Sapphire), but, because he was a regular wherever he went and they were the best barmen in Indochina, whether or not it was going to be a martini evening. “His fans are young and old, male and female, straight and queer,” Tony’s book editor Karen Rinaldi wrote soon after his death, in a piece called “Why Anthony Bourdain Matters.” “They are blue and red, east and west, black and white; they are hip and square, adventuresome and timid, paleo and vegan, armchair and inveterate travelers alike. He was one of the few examples of someone who could piss people off and still maintain their respect in the wake of their rancor.”

The italics are mine. Rinaldi’s observation is incisive, and that she, a close friend, went there—that is, to his increasing obnoxiousness—in the immediate wake of his death is telling, I think. Over his last two years Tony pushed people away or let long-running relationships lapse until by June 2018 there was no one left in his life to play the role of Person Who Plans Your Funeral—or at least no one except a woman whom none of his friends or family would speak to, or even speak about, and who would in any case and for various reasons not be up to the task of organizing a proper send-off. Meanwhile, because he was, after all, Tony, he still had (to use Rinaldi’s word) the respect, at least, of all who knew him and the love of almost a whole wide world full of people who felt like they did. “There was chaos swirling around him at all times,” a veteran TV crewmember said after he died, referring to the personal problems, flight delays, equipment failures and no-show guests that are all part of the slam-bang, 250-days-a-year-on-the-road lifestyle. “But on and off camera Tony lived a magical journey.”



TV is just a business in the end and an especially cold one at that: if you give you get; if you don’t you won’t, and accounts get settled up pretty quickly. In exchange for a magical journey, Tony performed a minor miracle: he made a cable TV travel show that people actually wanted to watch. It is easy to underestimate how rare and difficult that is. Travel shows would seem to have a built-in appeal. Who isn’t curious about faraway places with strange-sounding names? Sit back, relax, take an armchair journey, and all that—sounds fantastic, but the genre is hardly can’t-miss. Anyone who remembers Kodak’s carousel slide projector knows how bone-chilling the phrase “pictures from our latest trip” can be. And just as uninviting, back in the day, were those chirpily narrated travelogues full of Blarney Stone kissers, rickshaw drivers, and hula dancers that local TV stations once ran during baseball rain delays or at 2:00 a.m., when your dad was just resting his eyes on the couch. Who knows why but human beings don’t seem to be wired to care about other people’s wanderings, just as absolutely no one really wants to see cell phone pictures of your children or pets. It’s one of those aversions that feel universal and eternal; Marco Polo could probably clear a thirteenth-century room. Which of course doesn’t mean there hasn’t been superlative travel writing or documentary making over the years but that only extraordinary talent for those things can overcome what seems to be a deeply ingrained natural resistance.

The only thing Tony knew about television when he started out was that he didn’t want to become a creature of it. Rather than be molded by the network suits into a slick professional presenter, he would gladly hang a U-turn and head back to the kitchen. “Here’s my pitch,” he said to a cable executive early in his TV career. “I travel around the world, eat a lot of shit, and basically do whatever the fuck I want.” That turned out to be a winning formula, and it left Tony with the distinct impression that, as he more than once said, “Not giving a shit is a really fantastic business model for television.”

Tony very much did give a shit, though. When he looked at the initial episodes of his first show, A Cook’s Tour, back in 2001, and saw only “a sort of gonzo travelogue of vérité footage and thrown together voice-overs,” he resolved to make it less ordinary but also to stay calm and keep what was working. Honing a television show in full view of the public, constantly making it more personal and riskier in terms of the medium’s conventions, became his life’s work. “The strange and terrible powers of television are really exciting to me,” he said in a 2016 interview. From the start, nothing was off-limits for Tony—brief, black-and-white homages to his favorite film directors; animated sequences; dark jokes about suicide (the first episode of Cook’s Tour featured a shot of Tony lying dead in the shower), cursing and smoking on camera. “A director with an idea… any new way of telling a story that is likely to cause fear and confusion at the network (and possibly with our audience)… is welcome to try,” he said back then. “I have enthusiastically supported shows that are… anamorphic, told in reverse, shot on deliberately eroded 16-millimeter film stock, dream sequences, animations, shot completely at night, and in places I would otherwise never have gone were it not for the passion of the director. I hate nothing more than a competently shot and edited episode.”

Over time elements came and went; the role of food changed from something he sat down to eat and endeavored to describe to a symbol of friendship he accepted with humility and awe from the proud people he happened to be visiting. The show also got less extreme and more grown-up as it proceeded from one iteration to the next. By the end, Tony was no longer testing his mettle with bizarre dishes like the warthog rectum or an Icelandic specialty called hakarl, rotten shark that arrives stinking of ammonia; said Tony, “the single worst, most disgusting, and terrible-tasting thing I’ve ever eaten,” or in Saigon the still-beating heart of a cobra (“like a very athletic, aggressive oyster”) or raw blood soup in Thailand. He stopped wanting to eat gross food or dive off vertiginous cliffs into dangerously wine-dark seas with spring break abandon. He was getting tired, for one thing, but he’d also come to realize that the gonzo stuff, while it was good for generating publicity, often got in the way of the storytelling. Startling moments would still occur in the later seasons of Parts Unknown, but they’d be more on the order of him quietly observing, as he pushed some eggs around a pan with a spatula in a kitchen in Uruguay, that “making an omelet for someone the morning after is the best thing in the world”—or Barack Obama dropping onto a plastic stool across from Tony in a noodle joint in Hanoi, exhaling meaningfully, then taking a long pull on a cold beer.

One thing that never changed, though, was the central idea of the audience experiencing each destination through the sensibility of one particular person—him. His most basic belief about humanity, he once said, was “the world is filled with people doing the best they can… [people] who would like to put on a clean shirt every morning and live their lives with a little dignity.” Tony brought to each location “an almost unlimited capacity for empathy,” his friend the TV producer David Simon said, “for feeling the lives and loves and hopes of others.” His caring but never condescending nature has often been remarked upon, and rightly so. But empathy alone would have made for a soggy series. Two other qualities that often go unmentioned gave the show its irresistible grit and starch. One was Bourdain’s work ethic. As a TV personality, he more than made up for all the homework he had sloughed off in high school and college. His goal from the start was to arrive at every stop on the schedule steeped in the history, high on the literature, and hungry for the signature dish he’d heard so much about. Who else on a plane ride to Mexico for a No Reservations shoot would reread Malcolm Lowry’s alcohol-drenched, Quauhnahuac-set novel Under the Volcano for whatever context and perspective it could provide? Tony was one of those perpetually psyched writers who, as Julian Barnes said in his book Something to Declare, “pile up research like a compost heap, but then leave it alone, let it sink down, acquire heat, and degrade usefully into fertilizing elements.” And Tony expected the same obsessive effort from everyone around him, whether it was the camera and sound people he’d been traveling with for years or the freelancers they picked up for a few days at each stop. Over time the British military slogan “Proper planning and preparation prevents piss-poor performance” became a refrain that he dickishly repeated at the drop of a screwdriver or the sudden swell of background noise that nobody could have possibly foreseen—ever ready to let his loyal compadres know they’d once again disappointed him. “Fun” was not a word that he’d associate with the making of Parts Unknown, his most frequently employed director, Tom Vitale, said after Tony’s death.

Curiously enough, though, “funny” was. Humor is the other ingredient that gave the show its texture; on and off camera, in and out of boss-from-hell mode, Tony reflexively went for the laugh. “He was a comedian at heart,” said Bonnie McFarlane, a veteran stand-up who once helped Tony book a gig at a Manhattan comedy club so he could tweak his timing. Back in the day it surprised none of his friends that Tony had Elvis Costello’s “Alison” on his answering machine (“Sometimes I wish I could stop you from talking/ When I hear the silly things that you say.”). “Being funny was extremely important to Tony,” his sometimes collaborator Joel Rose said. “He once told me he was reading a book about how to be funny and it said to use a lot of K words because K words were funnier—and we both thought that was kind of funny.” The jokes on his show were almost always on Tony and about his size-twelve clay feet. As he hails a taxi in the Montreal episode of his series The Layover, his voice-over says, “I rise, I pack, I cough yellow bile into the bidet, and head to the airport.” It was comforting for viewers to realize that the coolest-seeming guy in the world didn’t actually have life licked. Writing about George Orwell (whose 1933 memoir, Down and Out in Paris and London, inspired Kitchen Confidential), the critic Lionel Trilling once said that his subject’s genius lay precisely in not being a genius, and that by “fronting the world with nothing more than one’s simple, direct, undeceived intelligence,” he occasioned in his readers a sense of relief. So, too, it was with Tony, who constantly reminded us that life is struggle—but that we must press on nevertheless. On another episode of The Layover, shot in Hong Kong, he exclaims, “If there wasn’t blood in my stool, this would be a perfect morning!”



Might he have laughed at the idea of dying in a place where nobody knew who he was? Possibly. Tony’s relationship with celebrity was complicated. Most of the time he enjoyed being famous. His drinking buddies knew all too well that he had a Google Alert for “Anthony Bourdain” set to “as-it-happens” and configured as a push notification on his iPhone. “We’d be sitting at a bar,” David McMillan, a cofounder of the Joe Beef restaurant group in Montreal, told me, “and his phone would be going ping-ping-ping every time his name was mentioned somewhere. It was insane. He loved it but it made me feel like a grandpa saying, ‘Put that damn thing away!’ ” When the phone sat silent for too long, Tony would take to social media to say something that might get people talking about him again. One favorite tactic was to knock another TV chef for endorsing a shoddy line of cooking gear or slipping a product plug into his show (things he never did, though it cost him a lot of money). There was, he knew, nothing like a celebrity feud to get his iPhone pinging. “Notoriety to a great extent was a game for him,” McMillan said. “He got a real kick out of playing around with his power.” A year before Tony killed himself, when he was arguably as famous as anyone in America, he told Patrick Radden Keefe of the New Yorker, “If I’m unhappy, it’s a failure of imagination.”

The story of how he’d reached that point in life is one he never tired of rerunning in his mind—or in front of an audience. Three months before Kaysersberg, while shooting an episode of his CNN series Parts Unknown in Kenya, he and his traveling companion of the moment, the comedian and cable host W. Kamau Bell, stood at sunset on a hill in a remote wildlife conservancy, gin and tonics in hand, and talked about their shared bafflement at how far they’d come from the places they’d once assumed they would always be: in Bell’s case, Alabama, Boston, and Chicago, where he’d grown up middle-class and middlebrow; in Tony’s, the cramped mis en place of one or another New York restaurant kitchen. The two weren’t friends yet, you could tell from their body language, but they were getting along in the way that Tony always managed to with his seemingly never-ending stream of on-screen companions. Still, this was not a classic Parts Unknown moment; Tony was dead by the time it aired, so it couldn’t help feeling a little like a séance, with the star speaking from beyond the grave, an impression bolstered by the dying light and somewhat languid, un-TV-like pace: touches preserved and supplied by his always artful Zero Point Zero production staff.

The conversation begins in earnest with Bell expressing amazement, mixed with gratitude and perhaps a smidgen of guilt, at an unanticipated benefit of show business success: free transportation to still mostly unspoiled places far off the tourist track. How is it possible, he wonders, that he—he—is staring out at this stunning African moonscape? After a beat or two, Tony seconds the sentiment, in Tonyese. “As soon as the cameras turn off, and I sit with the crew and have a cocktail, I fucking pinch myself,” he says. “I can’t believe I get to do this, to see this.” Another longish pause; the plangent sound of a string being plucked, a cut to giraffes foraging. “I was forty-three years old, dunkin’ fries,” Tony continues. “I knew with absolute certainty that I would never see Rome, much less this.” The speech is a variation on something he’d said many times on previous shows, in books, in interviews, and in the sold-out talks he gave in theaters and lecture halls across the country. Maybe he was indeed the narcissist he often claimed to be because he couldn’t help falling into a reverie at the sound of his own origin myth. Good thing it was a good story. The Kenyan take, while only a partial rendering of the tale, is important to have because it may have been the last time he publicly shook his head in wonderment at his own good fortune. His view of his life was about to change radically—in fact, we know now, was already changing—and soon his precious little story could go fuck itself. “I hate my job, I hate my fans, I hate my life,” he would tell his wife, Ottavia, to whom he still confided his most intimate thoughts. But not quite yet.






PART ONE


The road of excess leads to the palace of wisdom.

—WILLIAM BLAKE




[image: Image]
At the exclusive Dwight-Englewood School in New Jersey, Bourdain (third from left) hung with a group who called themselves the Cruisers.








Chapter 1

One day about twelve years before he started to smoke and drink, Anthony Bourdain was born. The blessed event occurred on June 25, 1956, the fifty-third birthday of his literary hero George Orwell, already six years gone by then from tuberculosis. Beyond that, the twenty-fifth of June was basically a date adrift in the mid-calendar doldrums, the exact but meaningless halfway station till next Christmas, the unobserved feast of Blessed Jutta of Thuringia, patron saint of Prussia—or at least it was until 2018, when Eric Ripert and José Andrés reimagined it as something else. Now each year on Bourdain Day multitudes take to social media to describe how Tony changed their lives and, just by being his intriguingly weathered, globe-girdling, smart-remark-passing self, somehow got them through stretches of grief, addiction, depression, divorce, and a wide range of physical ailments including eczema and stage four cancer. Many of Tony’s former high school buddies are still trying to wrap their minds around the notion that the comic book obsessed nudnik they once shared a joint with has been so quickly canonized. Their skepticism is both natural and laudable; as Orwell himself said (about Mahatma Gandhi), saints should be considered guilty until proven innocent. Indeed, as Jesus said, “Truly I tell you, no man is a prophet in his own land.” But Ripert and Andrés conceived Bourdain Day in the first raw rush of worldwide grief, just as CNN’s obituary for Tony was rocketing to the top of the most read digital stories list, and those Michelin-starred men know a thing or two about heat—and ventilation. (“The great chefs,” Tony once said, “understand human desire.”) The idea of Bourdain Day took hold immediately and does not really contradict what the old gang thinks about the teenage Tony. Bourdain Day is above all the celebration of a late bloomer. In addition to being so commendably far from perfect, being a late bloomer was one of the chief reasons Tony could inspire millions of people he never met. Look at what remains possible, even after youth fades was, in a way, the pleasing moral of every one of his televised stories. The thing to remember about Bourdain Day, though, is that it is mostly an outlet for his fans’ adoration, not a moment to conjure the historical person. You need more than a bottle of champagne to celebrate Bourdain Day; you also need the amnesia that alcohol brings. The inconvenient truth about Tony’s feel-good story, after all, is that its protagonist died by suicide. In the end, he was a source of hope for only so long before giving us a lesson in what happens when Emily Dickinson’s “thing with feathers” takes flight.

Many of the Bourdain diehards don’t want to focus on the messy truth about the bathroom in Kaysersberg or about Tony’s last girlfriend, the Italian actress Asia Argento, whom they may see as the villain of the piece or perhaps even, in the more extreme cases, their romantic rival. Which is fine with the keepers of Tony’s image—CNN and some of the people close to the Anthony Bourdain estate—for whom a sanitized and inspiring Tony is more valuable than a despairing one when it comes to the continuing business of Bourdain shows, films (like 2021’s Roadrunner), and books. Those people are hoping that Sarah Bernhardt was right when she said, in her memoir, “Legend is victorious, in spite of history,” and that they can add to, while continuing to take a slice of, the decent-sized fortune (despite some misleading news reports, which made it look like he was barely a millionaire at the end) that Tony left mostly to his wife and daughter. In the authorized version of the story, which the marketing minds behind Bourdain, Inc., now tell, references to his death are kept to an absolute minimum. He sometimes seems to have ascended into heaven at the height of his power, making a neat, clean break with his earthly existence. His relationship with Argento, who was at the center of it all at the very end, never gets explained in much depth or detail, and journalists are granted interviews with Bourdain insiders based on their willingness to play along with the myth. “We need to protect the brand!” has, I’ve been told, been the rallying cry of Tony’s intensely loyal agent, Kimberly Witherspoon, and even his good and true friend Ripert has said (out of an excess of protectiveness, not a desire to profit), “I want to control the narrative.”

In terms of commercial viability this makes sense: celebratory stuff sells, downer stuff doesn’t. Yet when we try to pick and choose the lessons to take from a life, we begin to construct a lie—in this case, a lie about a man singularly devoted to truth and opposed to pretension and public relations. As his friend the New Yorker food writer Helen Rosner has observed, Tony “didn’t walk through Manhattan with a security detail, or insist on photo approval, or barricade himself behind a battalion of publicists.” When traveling for his show, he never dealt with official tourist agencies because he disdained the authorized version of things; he balked at the word “brand” and would surely have hated having a “day” manufactured in his honor. For a while it seemed like half the postings on Facebook’s Anthony Bourdain Appreciation Society page were pictures of him giving the finger to, one must assume, the CEOs and senators who think they run the world. “He had a very good sense of what he wanted to stand for,” his publisher Daniel Halpern has said, “and what he wouldn’t stand for.” None of that matters, though, since he’s no longer around to defend himself; you can even use AI to have him say whatever you’d like in his own voice, as the maker of the film Roadrunner did. One other thing the Anthony Bourdain story teaches us is that when you’re dead, they got you by the balls.



The location of Tony’s birth was Columbia Presbyterian Hospital in upper Manhattan, but for those inclined to make sense of his life that detail is a red herring. There was never anything upper and for a long time preciously little mid- or lower Manhattan about Anthony Michael Bourdain. Duke Ellington was upper Manhattan. Tony—though his parents may have dipped back into the city so his mother could experience the best Eisenhower era medical care and his father could pace nervously in the same hospital hallways as corporate bigwigs and show business legends, his breast pocket bulging with cigars in the midcentury manner—was basically a bridge-and-tunnel boy from the start. (His bumpkinish veneer survived even his junkie days and is still on display in the early episodes of A Cook’s Tour.) Twenty-one-year-old Gladys and twenty-six-year-old Pierre Bourdain had eagerly cast their lot with the throngs of upwardly mobile young marrieds just then fleeing the supposed volatility of the urban scene for the supposed safety of suburbia. When Pierre drove his dilating bride eastward over the George Washington Bridge, they already had a cozy little stone house in Leonia, New Jersey, with a nursery waiting. We know that because the Bourdains had barely gotten baby Tony back home when his father, “a resident of 155 Christie Street, Leonia,” made the front page of the Hackensack Record for knocking over a pedestrian with his car in front of the cooperative grocery store in the heart of the town’s bustling business district.

Leonia, a fifteen-minute drive from Manhattan on a decent traffic day, was no Levittown, bristling with identical prefabricated houses. If not quite as prosperous as neighboring Englewood, it was an obviously comfortable community of about 7,500, settled in 1668 by the Dutch and English and passed through by George Washington and his troops on the run from Charles Cornwallis in 1776; a striking seven-foot-tall mural in the town’s Anna C. Scott School—which Tony attended from kindergarten until, as one friend saw it, “he got too smart for the public school system in around the sixth grade”—depicts their frostbitten, Valley Forge–bound flight. To stand out for your intelligence in Leonia would seem to be no small feat. A survey done in the 1920s showed 80 percent of the population had attended at least some college, an almost unbelievable statistic for that time; and later 92 percent were said to hold a library card. Over the decades, five Nobel Prize winners, including Enrico Fermi, have lived there, alongside such artistic types as Alan Alda, Freddie Bartholomew, Tony Bennett, Sammy Davis Jr., and Buddy Hackett. When Gladys and Pierre moved a few blocks north in the mid-1960s, they sold their original place to an up-and-coming novelist named Robert Ludlum. You never knew who you’d run into in Leonia. About a year after Pierre knocked over that pedestrian at Broad Avenue and Fort Lee Road, a motorist from Teaneck collided at the same busy intersection with a station wagon driven by Pat Boone.

Yet despite its long and relatively glamorous history, Leonia in the 1950s was in most ways a typical upper-middle-class bedroom community earnestly determined, for the sake of propriety and real estate values, to appear safe, God-fearing, and above all, pleasant. “Most residential streets are lined with maples and oaks that form canopies over the roads,” the New York Times noted in an admiring 1997 profile, which also mentioned ten churches. The public schools were seen as acceptable, certainly superior to those across the Hudson River, already way too public in Tony’s day and getting more so; the police force quietly effective at tamping down almost any sort of excitement. If the town fathers couldn’t eliminate sin, they could at least keep it behind closed doors (there were several liquor stores in town but no bars). Citizens of Leonia considered themselves moderately progressive, even if some nearby country clubs were still “restricted” (meaning not open to Jews); and by some weird coincidence almost all the Black residents lived in the same Spring Street neighborhood, literally on the other side of the railroad tracks. The Bergen Record was an industrious, better-than-average broadsheet, covering a range of national as well as New Jersey and neighborhood events, but it strove to work in as much happy news as possible amid the ads for girdles, margarine, and forty-nine-cents-a-pound rump roasts down at the Howdy Doody Discount Center. “Park Zoo Gets Tame Monkey” was a typical headline of the times, as was “Nobody Stung as Bees Flee,” “Truck Hits Pole But No Blackout,” and (on the day after Tony was born) “Hot Dogs Go with Picnics; Can Be Cooked in Various Ways.” Of course, suppurating just below this tranquil surface was the vast sea of fear and disappointment on which writers like Cheever, Updike, and later Rick Moody set sail. But sometimes real life in Leonia came close to the tranquilizing myth. Pierre’s traffic accident, while it no doubt raised eyebrows, in the end amounted to just another of those forgettable kerfuffles in which the town seemed proud to specialize. His fifty-five-year-old victim suffered only a bruised hip—and readers of the Record account probably chuckled over a typo that had Pierre Bourdain being cited for “carless” driving.

Growing up in such a squeaky-clean environment gave the adolescent Tony something to grapple with, especially at a time when young Americans were openly protesting the hypocrisy and complacency of the Establishment. “As kids we both felt that fate had put us in the wrong place,” said Dae Bennett, a son of Tony Bennett, now a record producer and back then Tony Bourdain’s partner in alienation (and often in detention, for smoking) at the private Englewood School for Boys, which Tony attended from grades seven through eleven. “Just the whiteness of the whole scene bothered us.” After he got famous, Tony would say repeatedly in books and interviews that he had been an extremely angry adolescent, and it’s natural to assume those emotions were somehow connected to the major social and political upheavals of that period—and compounded by his hometown’s imperviousness toward the changing times. Tony certainly stood against institutional racism and the Vietnam War, and took part in his share of protests. He wanted to stick it to the Man as much as the next semi-hippie.

But did his rage arise from the meanness and smugness of those in authority or from something more personal? It’s hard to say, because when it came to elaborating on the sources of his anger, the writer who would prove so adept at describing the inevitable connection between food and politics, the patent pretentiousness of craft beer, and the vulgar camaraderie of the restaurant kitchen became strangely tongue-tied. In a 2011 interview with Jill Dupleix at the Sydney Writers’ Festival, Tony took a stab at saying why he had been so furious back then. His explanation resembled something he’d said many times before—namely, that his frustration was rooted in “a sense of spoiled romanticism, a disappointment with the way things turned out. It was supposed to be far more beautiful and romantic and gentle, and I learned pretty early on that it wasn’t going to be like that.” Tony was indeed an inveterate romantic to a sometimes ridiculous degree—and he sounds in this case like he’s hinting at something not political or societal but psychological and emotional. But what is the antecedent of “it” in that second sentence, and, while we’re at it, what is he talking about? Who gave him this idyllic idea of how life was supposed to be? Five years later, in 2016, on NPR’s Fresh Air with Dave Davies, Tony was still struggling to say why he was so mad. “I think I grew up, you know, as a child of the Kennedy years,” he said. “The Summer of Love I missed. I wasn’t old enough for everything that was happening with that subculture. So when I became an adolescent, I was disappointed, very disappointed, bitterly disappointed with the way the country was going, with the kind of entertainment and adventures that seemed to be on offer. I seemed to have missed the good times.” Sensing that he was flailing like his favorite boxer, “the Bayonne Bleeder” himself, Chuck Wepner (see the serial “disappointeds”), Tony wisely chose to throw in the towel. “For whatever reason,” he said to Davies, signaling it was time to abandon this stubborn subject and move along to one for which he had more polished material, “I was definitely a very angry, bitter, nihilistic, destructive, and self-destructive kid.”



In the Leonia of memory, Angry Anthony is an elusive figure. Some of his high school friends claimed they saw him in spurts and flashes and always in indirect ways—in the industrious but crude R. Crumbish comic books he drew and in the Hunter S. Thompsonesque writing he submitted in vain to magazines and newspapers, or when he clomped around town with a pair of nunchucks dangling from his belt in an attempt to look badass; most of the old crowd, however, reports no such sightings. The Tony they knew was wildly energetic (“He kind of popped when he spoke,” one friend said), eager to please, “a joy to have in class” according to his eleventh grade school evaluation, and ultimately just not all that remarkable. The prickliness he did affect on occasion was just that—affected—because, as Jerry Seinfeld has noted, “You can’t have comedy without rage,” and Tony was even then seriously interested in being funny. “He was intense but not dark intense,” David Mansfield, a musician friend of his who left Leonia at eighteen to join Bob Dylan’s Rolling Thunder Revue, told me. “It was an us-against-them culture back then, and we had hair down to our shoulders and Tony flipped over the Stooges, Frank Zappa, and all that, but we weren’t expressing any deep-seated mental instability. We were just garden-variety neurotics who’d bike around town and kick over the occasional garbage can—that was our idea of being rebellious. After that we’d go home and read [Abbie Hoffman’s] Steal This Book or Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas.” Tony, always a voracious consumer of pop culture, revered Stanley Kubrick’s A Clockwork Orange and Frank Zappa’s 200 Motels, two of the more surreal movies of the early 1970s, but it was Fear and Loathing, Hunter Thompson’s “Savage Journey into the Heart of the American Dream,” with illustrations by Ralph Steadman, that “blew his mind” said Mansfield, after he discovered it serialized in Rolling Stone in 1971. “Tony adopted the language of the book and aspired to the lifestyle,” though he always stopped short of the protagonist Raoul Duke’s penchant for trashing hotel rooms and totaling cars. “Honestly,” said Mansfield, “Tony Bourdain was never terribly fringe. Underneath the posing, he was a smart, sweet, good-looking boy from Leonia, New Jersey.”

It’s possible of course that Angry Tony was present but outside of his writing and drawing largely unseen. Tony’s childhood was marked by a tension between the kid who felt mortified by his idyllic personal circumstances and the one who was thoroughly gobsmacked by them. If he really had been as furious as he seemed to want everyone to believe, it may have been because he was secretly in love with leafy little Leonia and felt ashamed, on some level, of being so sappy. In a school composition written circa tenth grade and titled “Early Morning Whimsy,” he wrote of tooling around town on his bike in the cool predawn hour, chatting up milkmen, splashing through puddles, and ogling women who came out on their porches in their nightgowns to pick up the newspaper (“I see you, lady, I see you!” he shouted, sounding a bit like his future bête noire, Jerry Lewis). “This essay lacks the continuity and perception of some of your others,” his English teacher, who was no doubt expecting something more scorched-earth, said in a marginal note—but it revealed a tender side that perhaps surprised even him.

Tony didn’t just live in Leonia, he reveled in it, a boy leading an old-fashioned boy’s life of investigation and adventure, caught up in the small-town rhythms and rituals. “Every winter,” said his childhood friend Chris Boyd, “the Leonia police would backflush the swamps to fill up the basketball courts so the kids could go skating and all these bizarre, mutated fish would freeze in the ice—we thought that was very cool.” (Tony’s fascination with bizarre, mutated things would take a long time to fade; indeed, for a while, he ate such things for a living. As one of his former girlfriends, Paula Froehlich, said to me, “You do understand that he never really became a full-fledged adult, right?”) On other cold nights, he and Bennett would build a bonfire at the top of a hill at the Englewood Country Club (where Don Rickles and Joey Bishop were members) and sled down the slopes on the back side of the Palisades. Summer Saturdays often meant a trip to Hiram’s Roadstand in Fort Lee, home of the Ripper, a hot dog that ruptures when deep fried (the only way you can have it), creating a gaping orifice that aficionados see as a silent scream for chili, cheese, and raw onions.

And then in all seasons there were the comic books, of which he was a most avid student and collector. With Tony, curiosity could easily flare into obsession, as those who, in the early 1980s, watched him morph into a self-styled expert on the JFK assassination and sat through his monologues about Jack Ruby, know all too well. As a kid he had every issue of Zap, the model for the underground comix movement of the 1960s, as well as select rare historic collector specimens of other comics that he kept, Mansfield told me with a chuckle, “in special archival bags.” (It’s too bad that when Tony later argued that, despite the widespread presumption, he was not at all cool, he didn’t think to mention this persuasive evidence.) And he of course could never have enough Supermans or Spider-Mans. A small classified ad he ran in the “Wanted to Buy” section of the Record in early June 1971, said: “Comic books—Preferably old but want recent too; Main titles: Marvel and DC; Tony Bourdain, 119 Orchard Place, Leonia.” Angry or not, this is the real Tony Bourdain, preserved in agate type. He was fourteen at the time, still a Boy Scout in good standing—and already deeply into drugs, if not yet an addict.

With Tony, as with most people, you have to take the innocent with the illicit. For him and most of his well-off friends, life was, to put it in comic book terms, Zap meets Archie. At the Englewood School for Boys (soon to merge with the neighboring Dwight School for Girls) the clique of twenty or so older kids he hung with called themselves the Cruisers, or sometimes the Crazy Cruisers. They didn’t go so far as dressing alike, but they took their club quite seriously and spoke in code words, like “dodowell,” which meant, one told me, “everything is chill.” (Tony at this time also belonged to another, all-guy group called the Blue Moose Club whose members greeted one another with “G’moose” and had a secret handshake, but they were never his chief tribe.) Around the lush and rolling Dwight and Englewood campuses the Cruisers were considered their own distinct demographic alongside the jocks, the preps, and the nerds. Their name, as far as anyone can recall, came from somebody’s car as well as their collective penchant for cruising around North Jersey, going for junk food, and getting high on pot and wasted on illicit pharmaceuticals like quaaludes and amphetamines. (On the Iran episode of Parts Unknown, filmed in 2014, Tony says, “I spent my youth pretty much hanging out in a parking lot.”) As an adult Tony would grouse that most of his high school friends had more money and less oversight than he did (because their parents were divorced and his weren’t), which made it easier for them to get drugs. But Dae Bennett and others remember Tony as one of the heavier users. “He would take anything and a lot of it,” Bennett told me. “He and his friends would offer me stuff and I’d say, ‘What are you, crazy? You don’t even know what that is. They cut their product with fucking Drāno! But he wanted to be that guy that lived out there on the edge.” Mansfield remembered an all-too-typical evening when they were fourteen and “barreling down Route 80 with Tony and two or three other friends and everyone was tripping on LSD. I was sober, sitting in the back, and they were screaming about driving through a mushroom cloud of fire.”

Yet at other times—times when he was in the company of young women, especially—Tony behaved himself. “We’d cut class and he’d come visit me in my very girly bedroom,” Andrea Blickman, then the purple-haired “quaalude queen” and now a nurse, told me. “He’d sit on my canopy bed and we’d just talk for hours” chain-smoking Larks and sometimes less legal cigarettes. He was “obviously vulnerable, very funny, and able to see the world through this twisted Tony lens.” Despite his winning personality, the drugs, and Tony’s status as “one of the cuter boys” on campus, there was, she said, “nothing remotely flirtatious or sexual” about their marathon chats. “I was a couple of years older than him and he was like my kid brother.” Indeed with one notable exception, which we’ll get to in a moment, Tony didn’t get involved with any of the girls in the group—although he did broach the subject of sex when concealing himself behind what with a stretch we can call art. He once wrote Blickman an obviously fictionalized letter about a road trip he and some friends took to the Catskills, during which he’d “engaged in the old in and out” (a Clockwork Orange reference) with “a twenty-year-old exotic contortionist topless dancer named Panama Red,” and his graduation gift to Blickman and several other Cruiser girls was an original, hand-drawn, poster-sized comic strip crowded with whips, chains, and giant penises. The recipients said they were not offended—he was such a sweetheart, after all, and sincerely aspired to be a professional illustrator—but one woman noted, “when I later hung one of his drawings in my college dorm room, people got the impression I was perverted.”

There was, perhaps not surprisingly, a performative aspect to a great deal of what Tony did in those days. He didn’t just draw or write, he also went around acting like an eccentric artist or bohemian author for the entertainment of himself and others. He was experimenting with personalities, he later said, trying them on for size and for the knowledge and stimulation that the pretending provided. It was no different when it came to drugs. He didn’t just want to get high, escape reality, take the edge off, or deepen his consciousness—he wanted to take on the trappings of a junkie, right down to the dope sickness, if only to impress those around him. Bennett told me he noticed this dangerous behavior and tried to talk to him about “what can happen when you want to have street cred, but you’re from Bergen County and it’s kind of hard.” The idea of being a pretender was a sensitive subject with Tony (and always would be). “Every time I brought it up,” Bennett told me, “he didn’t want to hear about it. He’d get pissed off and say, ‘What do you care?’ ” Their friendship soon cooled and they more or less lost touch. But one night nearly forty years later Bennett got a call from his famous father, who said he was in the green room at Larry King, “sitting with a guy who says you two spent a lot of time together in detention.” He put the other Tony on the phone and Dae—who teared up a little when he told me this story—said, “Hey, man, thanks a lot!”

The Cruisers had no formal structure, but they did have a clear-cut leader—Phillip Goldman. Flip, as everyone called him, was a handsome, witty, personable “early adopter of cool stuff,” said Blickman, who had a Susan Sontag–like blaze of white in his chestnut hair that seemed to mark him as somebody special. His magnetic pull affected males and females equally, but no one was more in Flip’s thrall than Tony, two years his junior, and within days of their meeting his devoted pet. Wherever Flip went, Tony followed, eager to bask in his charisma and do his bidding. At first Flip subjected him to a kind of hazing, just because he could. (“The first Friday of our ski club trips, we made him ride in the luggage rack,” he recalled.) As Flip got to know Tony better, though, he came to genuinely like him—and also to think that he might be useful.

Flip’s steady girlfriend, it almost went without saying if you were familiar with the Dwight-Englewood social scene, was Nancy Putkoski, a doctor’s daughter who was standoffish by nature but blond and beautiful (“in a Polish Catholic sort of way, if that’s your thing,” one of her female classmates cattily informed me). They made for a dazzling duo, the quick-to-smile Cruiser king and his alluringly expressionless queen. Flip’s one problem in the world—or so it seemed—was that Nancy’s parents were worried about her getting too serious with anyone at her age and had told their daughter they didn’t want him coming around the house so much. Flip thought he could address their concerns by showing up with another friend who might make the visits look more like an innocent group hangout—and Tony, who was still short for his age, had not expressed any particular interest in girls, and always had a few comic books tucked under his arm, seemed like the perfect beard. But then about halfway through the 1973–1974 school year, something happened.

Only the three principals knew the once-coveted details, but it gradually became understood that Flip and Nancy were no longer an item while—much to the surprise of the other Cruisers—Tony and Nancy were. (Nancy’s only comment to me about this was “High school hi jinks!”) What made the situation doubly strange was that nothing was ever explicitly acknowledged. Flip, perhaps out of pride, seemed stoic about losing his girl to an acolyte, and Nancy and Tony carried on publicly almost exactly as before, meaning that they didn’t seem to be spending all that much time together. The attachment nevertheless was intense, at least on his part. As soon as Nancy decided to go to Vassar College, Tony, who was a year younger, worked out a plan with his academic adviser to increase his course load and attend summer school so he could finish Englewood early and follow her there. “Clearly, he was devoted to Nancy if not even a little obsessed with her or he would never have left his life in Leonia,” Blickman said. You would just never know it from the way they acted. Nancy had always kept her feelings hidden, so you could say she was at least being consistent. But perhaps in his own way Tony was, too. Despite always seeming eager to express himself—with drawing, writing, and verbal humor—he was a boy with well-defined borders and strictly kept secrets. “You want to know what kind of guy young Tony Bourdain was?” Dae Bennett said to me. “He was the kind of guy who, when we were growing up together, came over to my house all the time. But I was never invited over to his house, not even once.” Nor did Tony, in any of the abundant yarn spinning he would do about himself in books and interviews, ever give the public more than a quick peek behind the curtains.
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