
		
			Praise for TiGeorges’ Chicken

			“It feels good in here. It tastes good in here. And congratulations on your dream coming true in Echo Park.”

			—Huell Howser, Visiting with Huell Howser

			“All hail the king.”

			—Jack Boulware, American Way

			“A wonderful restaurant.”

			—Evan Kleiman, Good Food

			“There are people in this world so passionate and with such a positive, infectious attitude that it carries over into everything they do. TiGeorges, the owner and operator of TiGeorges’ Chicken in Los Angeles is one of those men.”

			—Noah Galuten, Chowhound

			“The Haïtian-style conch, lambi, at TiGeorges’ Chicken near downtown may be just the thing.”

			—Jonathan Gold, LA Weekly

			“A place of roast chicken, fricasseed goat, vanilla-spiked limeade, and coffee roasted with sugar until it smokes.”

			—Charles Perry, Los Angeles Times

			“The inimitable TiGeorges Laguerre is Haïti’s unofficial ambassador to LA, moving fluidly from table to table, painting his native country as an enchanted island. It certainly tastes that way at his restaurant.”

			—Los Angeles Magazine: Best of LA 2009

			“The coolest little spot…home to wood-burning rotisserie chicken.”

			—LA Weekly: Best of LA 2004

			“Real good Haïtian food.”

			—Carib Press

			“Haïtians, and lovers of Haïtian food in California, wake up! It’s time to get your Haïtian chicken at TiGeorges’ Chicken restaurant.”

			—Haïti Observateur

			“A little piece of Haïti, in Los Angeles…Above all, the sweet plantains.”

			—La Opinion

			“Succulent chicken…Nifty little establishment.”

			—Gayot

			“Finger-lickin’ chicken, bold flavors, and fresh ingredients.”

			—LA Press

			“TiGeorges’ Chicken takes Haïtian barbecue seriously…spinning Georges’ succulent chicken to juicy perfection.”

			—The Guide

			“Attractions include the restaurant’s jovial proprietor and a soundtrack of irresistible Haïtian music.”

			—Los Angeles Times Magazine

			“Georges is Haïti’s happiest, giving us a glow we usually blame on too much sun.”

			—Blackbook

			“TiGeorges’ effervescent, eponymous downtown LA dining joint is one of the best places to come for fine Caribbean dining in California.”

			—Los Angeles Daily News

			“The result is, as the French would say, formidable.”

			—New Times LA

			“Smother TiGeorges’ rotisserie chicken with the special Haïtian garlicky vinegar sauce and you’ll be happy. The conch sauté are especially tender and you might want to order an extra sweet potato pudding, because if you’re not alone, your friends will eat it.”

			—Metromix

			Los Angeles Downtown News: Best of Downtown 2007
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			Foreword

			By Charles Perry 

			In this vivid, conversational autobiography, Georges Laguerre wants to show Americans another side to Haïtian culture beside the clichés of poverty and voodoo. His Haïti is a place where people run businesses and picnic at the beach, and country boys get dissed at big-city high schools.

			He tells the story of a remarkable family, governed by an amazingly determined grandmother who ordered them all to move to Brooklyn and make their future in the United States—though none of them spoke a word of English at the time. (The grandmother herself, who stayed in Haïti, did know two English words: “fresh fish.”) It was a rocky transition, but the children all became successes. Georges himself has landed on his feet several times in his life, saved by his hustle and enthusiasm.

			Naturally, it’s also a story of food—Haïtian food, which he forcefully argues is not just “West Indian food.” (In fact, there’s no such thing; every Caribbean island has its own culinary dialect.) Each chapter revolves around a kind of food, and he gives away a lot of the secrets of his restaurant, TiGeorges’ Chicken.

			And when he tells you how to cook a goat, he starts with how to butcher it. So this is a practical book, not just a good read!

			—Charles Perry, Los Angeles

		

	
		
			Introduction

			By Jimmy Jean-Louis

			Here in California, the Haïtian community is very small. I’ve lived in the state for about ten years, and it’s with great thanks to TiGeorges that I’ve been able to maintain a connection with my homeland, my country, and my roots. 

			I do this through the food TiGeorges Laguerre serves, and most of all, I do this through his wonderful spirit.

			When TiGeorges’ Chicken opened, it became the place where Haïtians would go and meet, have some real Haïtian food, speak the language, and feel like we are back at home. All that taking place in a little pocket of Glendale Boulevard near downtown.

			What else can I say about TiGeorges? He’s so full of energy! I think the business is him. The business is who he is. He brings a passion to his customers, to every recipe, and to everything he does. The way he carries himself—as a proud Haïtian man—is something I can relate to.

			I’m an actor. In my business, being black and being Haïtian on top of that is not easy. In TiGeorges’ business, it’s the same way. I know how hard he’s working, I know how hard he’s fighting. He’s fighting all kinds of people and all kinds of notions. He’s fighting spirits and powers just to be able to make a culinary and cultural statement.

			And TiGeorges Laguerre is succeeding! The man deserves all the acknowledgments and raves he receives. As a Haïtian, I’ll always be there, proud to support and push him. I’ll always encourage the other brothers and sisters from Haïti to do the same. And not just Haïtians—everybody! Because this man is just exceptional at what he does.

			—Jimmy Jean-Louis, Los Angeles

		

	
		
			Preface

			My name is Jean-Marie Monfort Hébert Georges Fils Laguerre. 

			You think my restaurant meals are a mouthful, try saying that long name. 

			I mean it. Try saying it right now, whether you’re reading this on the bus, on the subway, at home in bed, or on the sofa, or if you’re out here in Southern California, say it as you’re sitting on a beach, waiting for the sun to set, your mouth watering thinking of the Haïtian meal I’m going to prepare for you tonight.

			So do me this one favor: say it with me, not for my ego’s sake, but to get to know me better—to really truly understand that in the Americas, they don’t give names like this anymore: Jean-Marie Monfort Hébert Georges Fils Laguerre. 

			I received such a long moniker because I died at birth. Truly. The priest administered last rites. Then an injection brought me back, with the only side effect a youthful limp. In the meanwhile, the doctor, the nurse, my mother, my father, and in retrospect what seems like every other resident of Port-de-Paix, Haïti, was adding their own memorial contribution to the baptismal certification that our city’s hospital was preparing for me.

			And the funny thing is, with all those names, I’m best known by something else entirely. People call me TiGeorges. That’s pronounced “Tee Georges.” It means “son of Georges”—as in, my father’s name was Georges. And by the way, Georges is pronounced “George,” as in President George Washington.

			I set out to prepare this book as a counterbalance to all the horror stories about Haïti that people outside the country have heard. Yes, Haïti has been for some time a troubled land. But if you’re looking to read about political upheaval and plague and pestilence and, worst of all, some weird voodoo zombie nonsense, let me tell you: this ain’t the book for you! I want to introduce people here in print to the same glories of Haïti that I recount with each restaurant serving. The beauty of the country. The pace of life. The kindness, generosity, and civility of most all of Haïti’s people. The human connectedness still so prevalent there. The sea. The spirituality. The potential.

			As you read the pages and chapters ahead, you’ll learn much more about my family—for instance, that I was one of ten brothers and sisters. You’ll learn more about my journey, which began in Haïti’s Northwest, pressed on to Brooklyn, and continued across the continent to Los Angeles, California, where I’ve resided for more than thirty-three years. What else do you need to know up-front? I have two great sons, Benjamin, born in 1990, and Michael, born in 1993. I was married for thirteen years. I speak four languages. I’ve been an entrepreneur and small business man—but alas, not a filmmaker—ever since I graduated from college. And since 2001, I’ve had the pleasure of being the proprietor of a restaurant that’s about way more than just food. Cultural connector, melting pot, history and geography lesson, quadrilingual hub, TiGeorges’ Chicken is way more than the sum of the items listed on a menu. Read on, and I hope you’ll see what I mean.

			Okay, please excuse me now. You hear that popping and sizzling, grease dripping off rotisserie chicken? You smell that avocado wood smoking, indoor cooking that recollects the best of outdoor barbequing? You see those customers arriving, some speaking Kreyol, some English, some Spanish, some French, everyone excited to eat? Let me tell you: I’ve got to get back to my kitchen! Come join me here in Echo Park.

			Enjoy the book.

		

	
		
			A Note about the Earthquake 

			On January 12, 2010, a horrifying, devastating earthquake leveled much of Haïti—and in particular, the capital, Port-Au-Prince. Haïti is home to some eleven million people. By some estimates, more than three hundred thousand people perished due to the quake. That’s nearly three percent of the country’s total population. Unbelievable. Unimaginable. Please forgive this macabre comparison, but to put that figure into perspective, God forbid, if three percent of the people in the United States died, that would mean about six million people! Imagine how many of those people you would be acquainted with. Think, too, about all the people who you’d know who’d just lost their homes and their jobs. After the quake, in Haïti, at least one and a half million people—that’s about fourteen percent of the population—were at least temporarily displaced.

			The rest of this book is not about the earthquake. The world knows enough about the problems of Haïti, and not enough about the joys of the people, the place, and the culture. This rest of this book is also not about the electrical fire that hit the exterior signage on my restaurant and caused my business to be closed for so very long. This was a tough blow for many reasons, including that the restaurant is one of the few West Coast gathering places for Haïtians and friends of the Haïtian people. 

			After the fire, when the restaurant was closed for repair, I put up these words on my old-fashioned, analog marquee: “Reopening soon!” 

			On a much greater scale, and over a much longer timeframe, the same will happen in Haïti. Haïti, in its post-earthquake years into decades, will reopen for business, man! Haïtians, the Haïtian diaspora, and the people of the world will—for whatever their personal and business reasons—work together to make this country a place for everyone to be proud of. That’s not naiveté—that’s coming from someone who has made a lifetime out of knowing, seeing, working, and—whenever I can, same as so many of you—helping.

			On a deeply personal level, I’d also like to thank everyone in Los Angeles, and people elsewhere far beyond, who took such a positive interest in helping the people of Haïti during the days and weeks and months after the earthquake. From the hundreds of people who packed our post-earthquake fundraiser, to people contributing to the new nonprofit we’ve started, to the outpouring of well-wishing, supplies, and financial relief, I’d like to just take this moment to say thank you.

			And to all my friends, family, and countrymen and -women back in Haïti—hang in there. Five years later, the going is still slow and sometimes it is easy to submit to the significant frustrations and obstacles of the moment. Especially when that moment seems to last a lifetime. But we must stay focused. And we must not abandon hope and hard work. Haïti will rebuild bigger, stronger, and far better.
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			The Island Combo 

			A Haïtian experience—one quarter or one half chicken, rice with beans, salad, plátanos fritos, pikliz, and acra.

			Garlicky, citrusy, wood-burned rotisserie chicken. 

			That’s what I aimed for. And it wasn’t easy.

			It took me four years to build TiGeorges’ Chicken. Before I had the restaurant, I built a barbeque grill in my backyard. I set it up by myself, learning as I went. I had to build a spot where I could dispose of the ashes. I also had natural gas burners where I could barbeque and cook some other things simultaneously. And I built a sink. 

			I practiced and prepared on my own. Then it was time for a more public taste test. I cooked two chickens. I invited my very good buddy—an Italian guy called Attilio—my neighbors, and some other people to let them know what I was going to serve at my restaurant. Well, let me tell you: to my surprise, the food was good!

			Well, I shouldn’t say to my surprise because hey, I damn well knew how to cook. But I didn’t expect quite the great taste, the great flavor that came through.

			That was 1997, when I didn’t yet have the money to build a restaurant. I was a year removed from an unhappy marriage. Whatever I wanted, that’s not what she wanted. I’ve always been a businessman because I grew up in the business world. My dad had his own business, my mom had her own business—later in life, she was also a nurse. My grandfather was a mayor. My grandmother, again, a businesswoman. She was very strong, and basically was the one who educated all of us. We were ten brothers and sisters. 

			My grandmother loved me so much when I was young, in part because I was a sick kid. She always wanted to protect me. She always made sure all us kids ate well. And she was blunt, too. I was probably eight years old when she said, “Come over here, son, I want you to know something: your wife will be the first one to fuck you.” 

			Oh! At the age of eight to have your grandmother telling you things like that! 

			“You know, your wife is going to give you dirty words,” my grandmother said. “Your wife will do mean things to you. Your wife one day will not cook for you. And I’m going to make sure that you know how to cook, how to press, how to wash, how to do all of life’s basic things.”

			So, great! I loved the idea. I remember my grandmother going to our city’s open-air market. She would grab me by the hand and I would go with her, and she would buy me a small cooking pot like you would buy for a little girl. And hey, I didn’t mind that. I was with my grandmother. I loved her and she always showed me love. It was beautiful. Ours was such a powerful relationship. 

			Other boys were playing with guns and arrows. I would be sitting next to my grandmother, cooking a smaller version of the day’s dinner. She would kill the animals out in the back, especially goats. One time she said, “We’re going to change our routine.” She had killed another goat—no, what’s the name of that animal again? Lamb? Well, in French we say moutoun. So she killed that particular animal. Oh man! You know moutoun is not really in the culture of Haïti. I mean, even today I know of very few people there who consume lamb. But my grandmother killed one, and then she fixed it. And guess what? None of us would eat it. “Oh, okay, you guys don’t like it.” That was all she said.

			Life was forever interesting with my grandmother. I remember my brother Harry, he loved to go fishing. We lived two blocks from the beach. And my grandmother always said, “Young boys do not stay in bed after 6:00 a.m.” So we all had to get up early. Regardless if it was raining, hailing, you name it—well, in Haïti there is no hail, okay? 

			But we had cold—oh yes, Haïti does get cold. If you do go to the capital, Port-au-Prince—my dad used to take me there and it would be cold. And that’s a big difference. I mean being in Haïti, especially in Port-de-Paix where we lived, the temperature would be one hundred degrees and then your dad takes you to an environment where it could be thirty degrees. Whoa, whoa! Let me tell you: that is the part of Haïti where they cultivate apples and all the other fruits that require two temperatures, hot during the day and cold at night. Like grapes, for instance. Once upon a time, someone told me that Haïti has the capacity to make wine like Bordeaux, France. One day, I’ll have enough money to be independent, to have the freedom to move about and to produce wine in Haïti. 

			For now, though, making wine is a much more difficult proposition, requiring more money, more equipment, more focused time than are available to me. I did try growing limes. In 1997, I went to the Dominican Republic. I was crossing the border and I saw big trucks full of lemons and limes going to Haïti. Haïtians consume these foods, but Haïti doesn’t cultivate them in sufficient amounts. I thought, This is truly a shame. We have the same capacity the Dominicans have. Why is Haïti not able to do this? So I set out to do something about this. When I returned to Los Angeles, I called growers up in central California to see if I could buy any seeds to bring to Haïti to cultivate.

			One grower said, “Of course! Look at this, it costs only five dollars.” I thought, “Wow, this is really cheap. I’m ready to go.” The lady selling the seeds said, “Well, you’re going to have to wait for the right time.” And she had to explain to me how farmers should wait for the appropriate temperature. They should wait for the crop to fall off the tree. And then wait to process the seed. “It’s a long process,” she said. “You have got to wait.” I waited like almost three or four months. And then at long last, she said, “Yes, Georges, I got the new seeds.” 

			So I planned and then I planted. I went to Haïti and put the seeds in little pods, and I called everybody in the neighborhood where I grew up. Hey, many of them were my cousins! I wanted to show them, “Listen, this is serious, together we’re going to make a change, together we’re going to make an impact.” Then I returned to Los Angeles and waited a year. I went back to Haïti and saw that basically, yeah, there are some lime trees there. But it was not yet a big business. And even my own cousins were unwilling to put in the hard work required to take on this kind of enterprise. This, sadly, is an all-too-typical attitude among educated Haïtians. I’m not giving up, though. To do this right, I will need a lot of money. I will have to buy or lease more land. So like the vineyard, this is another project I’m putting back on hold. Don’t think I won’t get it done! I think in the long term, and I persevere. 

			Don’t believe me? Then you’ve never been to TiGeorges’ Chicken. So let’s talk now about poultry and preparation. How do we do it at TiGeorges? The short version: We use a custom spit. We cook right here inside the restaurant. We use a special kind of felled, savory wood. You’ll read much more soon about all that. When we put the chickens on the rotisserie, we slow-cook ’em. We keep the smoke to a gentle waft, we don’t burn the skin, we hit that perfect copper color, smooth texture, and succulent flavor. We’re talking about an hour and a half on that spit before we can even think about finishing my chicken.

			When I first started out, when I’d just opened the restaurant, there was a guy passing by every day on his motorcycle. After he became a regular customer, he told me that he’d been desperately trying to figure out where this incredible aroma was coming from. Here in Echo Park on Glendale Boulevard where my restaurant is located, people are usually driving their cars in high gear, going fast, never having the time to look around. But guess what? After a while, the smell of my cooking brought that man on the bike to my front door. And since then, I’ve had him as a customer. And let me tell you: he’s not alone!

			Ahh, the smell! Cooking is not just about putting the chicken on the grill. No. First, we marinate the chicken with the spices that Haïtians use, mainly chives or green onion. And garlic—we are great believers in garlic. We are great believers in thyme. We also use tomato paste. But since I do a rotisserie chicken, there’s no use for tomato paste. In my case, I replace the tomato paste with paprika. Paprika gives us that color I’m looking for. We also add a dash of wine, so its sugar content enhances the meal’s signature texture. 

			When I was a kid back in Haïti, my family was fortunate enough to afford maids. Louisine was my favorite. Her name, for the non-French-speaking readers, is pronounced “Louis-een.” Truly she was a master. I picked up so many culinary techniques from her. She would, for example, never burn or overcook her meats. She would boil them, then put that meat over a grill fire, then pour on the gravy, and then put the meat back in the oven to re-juice the gravy. Because gravy is not soup. So often, people come to my restaurant and they expect the gravy to be watery, or the gravy to contain flour. No. In Haïti, we do not put flour in our gravy! We reapply the same juice that’s come from within the meat. That’s the reason for the quality of gravy that I deliver every day. It’s a very basic Haïtian staple.

			I don’t know how much any of you know about making candy. Anyone who knows about making candy knows that you’ve got to know when to stop. Well, the same process goes for gravy. You’ve got to wait until the sauce starts bubbling. It’s going to be bubbling as if it’s frying—but it is not frying. That is the key, that’s when you know the gravy is ready. Otherwise, if it’s watery, if it’s making large bubbles, then you’re not going to have a great gravy yet and you need to continue reducing. Trust me, you go the Haïtian route, you’re going to end up with quality gravy. 

			You want to know another technique of mine? One that I’ve received a good amount of attention for? Well, let me tell you: TiGeorges’ Chicken cooks with avocado wood. 

			Avocado wood comes in layers, just like an onion. When the fire starts, it starts with big flames, but soon the fire is going to reduce to a lower temperature. In order to bring that fire back, you’ve got to constantly keep your eyes on the logs, and you’ve got to constantly poke them. If you don’t poke that avocado wood, then it’s not going to give you the flame you need. It depends on how well-dried the wood is. If you use wet wood, then of course you’re gonna end up with a lot of smoke and a lot less heat. Every day, I fill my restaurant’s pit three-quarters of the way full with wood. Then I light the fire and wait forty minutes. Then it’s time to place the chicken on the rotisserie.

			Now, this all took trial and error to perfect. Remember, this rotisserie grill was my design. Sure, I tested the prototype that I built in my backyard. But the one that I have in my restaurant is an entirely different beast, a far more advanced machine because we’re cooking indoors not out. I’ll confess: I was never one hundred percent certain I could pull off this technique of recreating inside a storefront space that magic formula from outdoors—that magic that ran, as you’ll read, from Haïti through Texas and on through to Glendale Boulevard. But it happened! The taste exceeded even my goals for flavor and style. And when it came to code, the city officials were satisfied too. My rotisserie, my oven vent, my kitchen, my entire restaurant, was approved by the Los Angeles Health Department. This was January 23, 2002. It was really truly a dream come true. 

			☼ ☼ ☼

			To this day, more than a decade later, there’s no one else in town that does what we do. Usually restaurants that spit-cook chicken do it so the rotisserie is enclosed; it’s separated from the dining area or stuck behind some glass case. But at TiGeorges’, the rotisserie is right in the heart of the dining area. On many occasions, people arrive curious to see if indeed I’m really using wood to cook the chicken. I show these people around with pleasure, showing them my tricks, my private techniques, like how I keep the fire going by setting up a fan on the bottom part of the barbeque. 

			People ask me all the time, “Is this rotisserie chicken setup reminiscent of life back in Haïti?” Yes and no, I tell them.

			Yes, in that back in Haïti we used to dig a hole, a barbeque pit—you know, like the Hawaiians. In the mountains, especially, we’d do this. And it’s also a Haïtian thing in the sense that we’re forever grilling in Haïti, especially good meat. We either fry meat or we put it on a grill. We’ll dry the meat and then we’ll barbeque. 

			But what I do at TiGeorges’ Chicken is basically convert that tradition and, like I said, bring the outdoor indoor. That’s what makes the difference in my style of restaurant. What you’re seeing here is also Haïtian, of course, because I’m a Haïtian! But if you go to Haïti, you’re not going to come across people cooking in this fashion. Because everyone in Haïti—even if they reside in a fancy hundred-thousand-dollar house—cooks outdoors. 

			Early on, I was worried that all of this might turn out to be a huge mistake. Business was not always great. There was a Thai restaurant across the street. Let me tell you: people would line up for their cuisine. And here I am, a nice smoking barbeque grill, offering hearty portions, a good price, and a charismatic cultural experience, and shit, nobody is coming. I’d focus on winning over one person at a time—like that guy on the motorcycle. Or like this other man, a shorter, older Spanish speaker who grew up in the neighborhood. He wanted to come in. He didn’t want to come in. Maybe he should come in. He had mixed feelings about my restaurant from the get-go.

			I thought, I really need this man as a customer. Well, guess what? That same thought reached his mind, and finally he walked into the place. He pointed at the spit and said, “I want this chicken.” And I said, “No, the chicken is not ready.” He said, “It looks good, I’ll take it. Give me that chicken.” I wanted so badly to please him, so I pulled off a chicken, split it in half and gave it to him, and he departed. About half an hour later, the guy came back. I had a couple of other people in the restaurant. Man, this was one of the most embarrassing moments of my life. This guy—this symbol of neighborhood acceptance—loudly announced to the room, “Excuse me, could you tell the man back there that the chicken he just gave me is a raw chicken! I want my money back. The chicken is not even cooked!” 

			Whoa, man, in front of my few customers! Let me tell you: I felt so bad. I said to him—and really, to myself—“You want to know something? I will never ever again serve the chicken directly from the grill. Everything now is going to be done the Haïtian way.”

			So since that episode, a TiGeorges’ chicken, once it’s finished cooking on the grill, it enters into the oven along with the same juices it was marinated in, and with some olive oil added—I truly love olive oil. The end result? No more half-cooked debacles, and instead, a really truly hybrid Haïtian and American sensation. 
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