
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			To read these quotes in their entirety and catch up on the latest No Experience Necessary news, visit www.NoExperienceNecessaryBook.com and www.rowman.com.

			“Not only is Norman Van Aken’s culinary career astonishing, but his personal journey is perhaps even more amazing. He is completely self-taught as a chef, and he is perhaps the most literary-focused culinarian in America. This wonderful book brilliantly documents his extraordinary odyssey.” —Charlie Trotter, James Beard Award–winning chef and author

			“For Norman Van Aken, being a chef is a passion that has taken him on an incredible journey that he’s artfully poured into No Experience Necessary. His brilliant, witty storytelling will leave you inspired and hungry for more. It’s a must-read for aspiring chefs across the globe.” —Emeril Lagasse

			“Norman Van Aken is the Jimmy Page of his profession—a man who was THERE at almost every important moment in its history. The OG of South Florida, New World cuisine, and a guy who knows where every body is buried . . . many of them to be found in No Experience Necessary.” —Anthony Bourdain

			“Fasten your seat belts—No Experience Necessary is here. Anyone wondering what it’s like to live as a chef, and anyone who is wondering if they should, must read this book. Best stories since Kitchen Confidential: everything from an ‘Orgasmic. Lethal. Righteous’ steaming rice raised to Charlie Trotter’s lips to the hilarious story of local gadfly and bartender (‘a notorious flamer even by Key West standards’) failing to kill himself in two feet of Caribbean sea water. I adore this book.” —Jeremiah Tower, chef, author, architect, adrenalist

			“No career path is straightforward, but some are fated. Norman Van Aken took a circuitous route to the kitchen, but it is where he was meant to be. The American culinary landscape would not be the same without his vision, his authenticity, and his highly personal and remarkably provocative food—and his food would not be as delicious if not for his story and the recipes in this essential tome.” —Mario Batali, chef, author, entrepreneur

			“Norman Van Aken was a true pioneer of the American food movement in the 1980s, when chefs began to combine regional inspirations with modern cooking techniques. He was the first to blend Florida and Caribbean flavors with a classically trained approach to fine cuisine, and the first meals I ever ate in his restaurant were revelations and are still memorable today. One of the best things about dining experiences with Norman is his warm, kind-hearted, good-humored personality. It comes through in this book, just as it does in his cooking to this day.” —Wolfgang Puck

			“Norman Van Aken’s memoir is as byzantine as a Russian novel but lots more fun. It’s bawdy, bizarre, and often brilliant, with an abundance of marquee names. Appearances by Tennessee Williams, Jimmy Buffet, Julia Child, and, behaving badly, Burt Reynolds and Prince Stefano of Monaco. (Queen Victoria gets a mention, but posthumously.) One of the most delightful menu-writers of his generation, Van Aken has crafted an exhilarating groaning board of uninhibited culinary writing. It spans the length of the American food revolution, historically and geographically, and could have been titled Continental Confidential.” —Alan Richman, GQ Magazine

			“One of the most compelling and page-turning memoirs I’ve read. No Experience Necessary is pure Norman as I have come to know him as a friend—revealing, funny, and brutally honest.” —Thomas Keller, The French Laundry

			“Anyone contemplating becoming a chef has got to read Norman Van Aken’s new book. . . . [He] offers a personal odyssey of hard work, low pay, high anxiety, and comic relief before he achieved the recognition as one of America’s most innovative chefs who became an inspiration for many to follow.” —John Mariani, food and travel columnist for Esquire magazine

			“A sort of nonfiction picaresque novel as full of color and spice and wit as his celebrated cooking.” —Colman Andrews, editorial director, TheDailyMeal.com

			“A memoir as wild, lovely, and free as the winds off the Florida Straits. . . . A marvelous piece of culinary history. . . . A rich, vital image of America as seen through the kitchen door.” —Diana Abu-Jaber, author of The Language of Baklava and Birds of Paradise

			“Part Kitchen Confidential, part On the Road, and completely Norman Van Aken.” —Jessica Harris, food historian, professor, lecturer, and author of High on the Hog: A Culinary Journey from Africa to America

			“A rollicking tale of a kid with heart who dives headfirst into cooking, and into life.” —Nathan Myhrvold, James Beard Award–winning coauthor of Modernist Cuisine and Modernist Cuisine at Home, and author of The Photography of Modernist Cuisine

			“Norman’s life with food transcends that of a chef. . . . How wonderful to finally have this amazing journey documented for everyone to enjoy.” —Steve McPherson, president, ABC Television Network, and owner of PROMISE Wines

			“An energetic and entertaining read. . . . It’s a tale of naughtiness, niceness, and deliciousness as he invites the reader to experience his travels as a teenager responding to a ‘no experience necessary’ ad to becoming a James Beard Award–winning chef. His life story is both romantic and tantalizing. He left me hungry for even more recipes and stories!” —Susan Ungaro, president, James Beard Foundation

			“[Van Aken’s] story and drive to make a name for himself as the Father of New World cuisine not only put the rich flavors of the Florida region on the map, it provided insight and universal attention to our craft.” —Marcus Samuelsson, James Beard Award–winning chef, author, and owner of Red Rooster Harlem

			“[Van Aken is] a riveting and wonderful writer. His passion for food is artfully woven with his remarkable career and rich experiences. . . . I, for one, cannot wait to see the widescreen version of this book!” —Ken Hom, OBE, BBC-TV presenter; and author of 100 Easy Chinese Suppers and many other titles

			“Norman’s been blessed—he was given a talent and a gift and has shared them, letting others ‘enjoy the ride.’ What can one say but mmm, mmm, good. No, great!!!” —Richie Furay, founding member of Buffalo Springfield, Poco, and the Souther Hillman Furay Band, Rock and Roll Hall of Fame inductee, and pastor of Calvary Chapel

			“With sturdy charm and addictive aplomb, Norman Van Aken traces his remarkable, wholly unconventional culinary education. ‘I was hungry for a lot of things,’ Van Aken admits early in his picaresque primer, and instantly you believe him, and start rooting for his younger self—a long-haired, hitchhiking kid from Illinois.” —Monique Truong, author of The Book of Salt and Bitter in the Mouth

			“Norman has a great story and tells it so well—it’s smart, funny, soulful, engaging. Let this be an inspiration to anyone who wants to become a top chef without going into insane hock for cooking school.” —Regina Schrambling, gastropeda.com

			“Norman tells a great story . . . lives a great story . . . IS a great story.” —Dickie Brennan, New Orleans chef/restaurateur

			“Norman Van Aken has had an incredible journey in the world of food. . . . Anyone interested in how great American chefs do it, this memoir is for them.” —Paula Wolfert, James Beard Award–winning cookbook author

			“No Experience Necessary is . . . a must-read for anyone who’s ever worked in the restaurant industry!” —Eric Ripert, chef/co-owner of Le Bernardin, New York

			“No Experience Necessary . . . shares the heartbreaking, heartwarming, and occasionally hilarious struggles of one of the country’s leading New American chefs.” —Karen Page and Andrew Dornenburg, two-time James Beard Award–winning authors of The Flavor Bible, What to Drink with What You Eat, Culinary Artistry, and Becoming a Chef

			“An honest and compelling life story interspersed with a lifetime of great recipes. . . . I enjoyed every minute!” —Barbara Fairchild, writer, educator, and former editor-in-chief of Bon Appetit

			“This is one of those equally sacred and profane (well OK, lots more profane) memoirs of life in the kitchen told by one of America’s greatest chefs.” —John DeMers, journalist, author, and host of radio’s Delicious Mischief

			“No Experience Necessary is packed with so many unexpected twists and turns . . . that it reads more like a thriller than a chef’s autobiography. Cooks and noncooks alike will have a hard time putting this book down.” —Sara Moulton, host of Sara’s Weeknight Meals

			“One of the best memoirs you will ever read. . . . This book will forever hold an elevated spot in my library.” —David Myers, chef/founder of Hinoki & the Bird, Comme Ça, and Pizzeria Ortica

			“An enticing odyssey indeed, rich with success and failure, collegiality, loyalty, and most of all, dedication.” —Mimi Sheraton, food journalist and former restaurant critic for the New York Times, Time, and Condé Nast Traveler

			“Norman Van Aken, in this brilliant and witty biography, tells us to stick to our gut instinct—to do what we want to do, and to work hard and unceasingly to reach our goals.” —Hiroko Shimbo, award-winning cookbook author and consulting chef

			“Norman’s adventure from prep cook to rock-star chef, with all its hair-raising pit stops is hilarious. Fasten your apron strings—it’s a thrilling ride!” —Mary Sue Milliken, chef-owner of Border Grill restaurant and truck

			“Norman’s story is captivating—you’ll keep reading and forget to eat.” —Tom Corcoran, author of The Quick Adios (Times Six)

			“Reading Van Aken is like being a fly on the wall during the American food revolution of the last thirty years.” —Dorothy Cann Hamilton, founder and CEO, The International Culinary Center

			“This is a must-read for all aspiring cooks.” —Bradley Ogden, James Beard Award–winning chef and president of Bradley Ogden Hospitality

			“This is the vivid, true story of what restaurant life used to be.” —Clark Wolf, restaurant consultant, TV/radio personality, columnist, and avid blogger

			“A well-written and engaging life story.” —Alain Sailhac, Master Chef of France, dean emeritus at the Culinary Center in New York City

			“Van Aken invites us to ride shotgun along the back roads of America’s steamiest food region. . . . Buckle up!” —Liz Balmaseda, Pulitzer Prize–winning columnist and food and dining editor, Palm Beach Post

			“In his exquisitely penned memoir, we travel with Norman Van Aken through years of personal reminiscing that never ceases to delight. . . . His words are witty, irreverent, riveting, and poignant.” —Sandra A. Gutierrez, author of The New Southern-Latino Table

			“No-holds-barred here: No Experience Necessary is a truly amazing and well-written book. It is a real glimpse into our culinary world, complete with profanities.” —Alan Wong, James Beard Award–winning author and restaurateur

			“Norman Van Aken looks at sunsets differently than most. . . . His story is straight ahead (with detours).” —Jim Poris, Food Arts magazine

			“As this humorous and insightful memoir makes clear, Norman’s has been the life of an artist. . . . Rethinking a planet of sensations, Norman has made the world taste great.” —Ricardo Pau-Llosa, poet and art critic

			“Follow these pages to live Van Aken style—with brilliance, generosity, and without a dull moment.” —Suvir Saran, author of Masala Farm and Indian Home Cooking and owner of Sacred Monkey

			“An amazing story from one of the true culinary heroes of America. This book will keep you up all night!” —Vinny Dotolo, chef, cofounder of Animal, Son of a Gun, and Trois Mec

			“This book is a captivating record of a turning point in American history when young chefs were discovering their talents and passion for food. Norman’s part in that movement is fascinating.” —Daniel Boulud, chef/owner, The Dinex Group

			“No Experience Necessary is a classic chef memoir in the Kitchen Confidential, no-holds-barred style. . . . I am truly grateful for this excellent, bawdy record of America’s restaurant kitchens in the late twentieth century.” —Michael Ruhlman, author of The Soul of a Chef and many other books

			“Food worth eating and a story well worth reading.” —Peter Greenburg, travel editor, CBS News

			“Van Aken recounts scores of hilarious escapades from his mad, mad career. . . . No Experience Necessary is a must-read for soul searchers, whether in the kitchen or out of it.” —Juliette Rossant, editor and publisher, Super Chef

			“Norman’s story is a full-throttle roller-coaster ride . . . strap yourself in and witness how an unbridled journey can lead to culinary greatness. His food, like his journey, is bold, brazen, delicious, and totally uncompromising; an American original.” —Sanford (Sandy) D’Amato, chef and author of Good Stock: Life on a Low Simmer

			“No Experience Necessary embodies the journey one takes when they become enamored by the restaurant business.” —Tony Abou-Ganim, founder and proprietor, The Modern Mixologist, and author of The Modern Mixologist and Vodka Distilled

			“By far the most emotionally accurate read of what it means to live a life as a chef—told by the Huckleberry Finn of the food world.” —Mark Miller, chef, writer, culinary adventurer
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			This book is dedicated to the girl I met in the first kitchen: my Janet.

			I also dedicate it to our son, Justin, and to the amazing love we were taught by your “Grand” and will always share in this Circle of Life; grandchild Audrey Quinn and her mother, Lourdes, are testaments.
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			Prologue

			The Triangle

		

		
			Julia Child was waiting. Along with 350 other well-dressed, well-heeled folks in an opulent hotel ballroom in Aventura, Florida, she sat in her gold-and-black dress and waited beneath glittering chandeliers. She was waiting for her birthday cake, which would come much later. She was waiting for the first course of a seven-course celebration dinner in her honor at the exclusive and hyperexpensive Turnberry Resort. She was waiting for a dish that I had coproduced with my relatively new friend Emeril Lagasse, as well as another dish coproduced by my great friend/brother, Charlie Trotter.

			Emeril and I were teamed up to do the first course of the gala. That is not the way things are typically done. Usually each chef does his or her own dish from start to finish. But “Em” and I were still getting to know each other and this was not only a very prestigious event in honor of the woman widely viewed as the grand dame of American cuisine, but it was also fun to plan, refine, and then execute a dish partnered up like this. Emeril was a party to cook with. He was, in fact, a one-man Mardi Gras!

			Julia was waiting, but not because of us. She was sitting through a long dissertation on the wines being served that evening. This is one of the most challenging parts of doing the first course for one of these dinners. You don’t make the food and simply hold it in a hot box. We didn’t cook that way and never would. This had to be as à la minute as humanly possible. Emeril and I had been prepping all day on our collaborations: Grilled Key West Shrimp and Chorizo Sausage (my recipe) and Delta Crayfish with Red Beans and Rice Cake (Emeril’s recipe).

			We couldn’t put the shrimp on the three grill stations we’d created around the huge kitchen until a minute or two before we began the plating operation. We kept running from station to station to be sure the support teams were keeping it honest and not grilling any of the shrimp and holding them (you had to watch some of these hotel dogs) until we gave the green light.

			A dark-haired, very pale young man in a shiny black tux, evidently in charge of managing the waitstaff, had them lined up and waiting, too. He would provide our official eyes on the dining room. When he ordered, “Fire first plate!” we’d be off and there’d be no turning back.

			Charlie Trotter’s course followed ours and he was watching the clock and trying to gauge the precise moment he would be ready to begin laying out his Chilled Skate Wing Terrine with Blood Orange Emulsion and Toasted Pistachio Oil.

			We waited, we worried, and we cursed under our breaths—still waiting—for this dandy maître d’ with the “Werewolves of London” hairdo to give us the word. Emeril prowled around with his arms crossed tightly across his chest, his chin nearly lying on top of his arms. His eyebrows twitched back and forth like heavy telegraph wires conveying an imminent Cajun storm front. He came up to me, got very close to my face, and said, “Fuckin’ hate waitin’, Noam.” That’s how he pronounced my name. I hated waiting, too. I hadn’t had this much fun hating something in a long time.

			Charlie came over with three espressos on a tray, one for each of us. Great. More energy to worry and hate with! It was a ritual, like slapping each other’s faces to psyche ourselves up. Sometimes we’d drink like six of these babies, knowing we’d find plenty to wind down with after the dinner. The three of us had begun to hang out in the past year or so. It was Charlie who somehow orchestrated our getting close. I had known Charlie ever since he asked me for his first cooking job. He was a slim, impossibly intense busboy working in our dining room back in Lake Forest, Illinois, where I was chef. I had just returned to Illinois after almost ten years of cooking in Key West. I told him, “No. We don’t need anyone.” And I thought, Poor kid. So scrawny, someone should feed him. But our sous chef nagged me for a few days, “We could use him making salads.” So it began. Years passed and Charlie showed first Chicago and then America what he could do. My scrawny “little brother” was tearing up the rule book. Charlie had gotten to know Emeril a year or two before I did. Em was the chef at Commander’s Palace in New Orleans and Charlie had gone down to do an event with him.

			I remember Charlie calling me on the phone in Miami Beach where I was chef of a Mano at the old Betsy Ross Hotel on Ocean Drive and telling me that we all needed to get together. He told me that I would “fall in love with Emeril.” “So will Janet” (my wife). “You two are gonna be like brothers. This guy’s great! He got this psycho-killer red Porsche straight out of a Hunter Thompson collection and he took me all around the Big Easy. He owns that town. He’s gonna open up his own place like any minute.”

			And so that began, too. We got nicknamed “The Triangle” for our geographical locations on the grid of the American map. We were also connected by the same sense of passion that athletes and musicians feel. And now in this kitchen—with 350 folks, plus Julia Child, waiting for our food—was the part when it’s still quiet and your adrenaline is flowing and you are ready to rock and roll!

			And it was then that the well-dressed maître d’ gave us the signal: “Fire first plates!”

			We jumped into the river of no return. Over seven hundred shrimp that we had peeled that morning and marinated that afternoon hit three blazing hot grills. Emeril made some last-minute adjustments to his huge cauldron of rice. He raced over to Charlie and me and lifted up two tasting spoons brimming and steaming to our lips. Orgasmic. Lethal. Righteous. When he saw our faces he broke into a huge grin. He looked like the kid who hit the winning home run at the Little League World Series and was now rounding the bases, waving his cap to the crowd.

			Thirty chefs were lined up at two long plating tables. Emeril and I made one sample dish for each group to show the other chefs the way we wanted our food plated. The assembly line went into gear, steadily gaining momentum until we were ready to hand the servers two plates each—no fucking trays—to take to the grand dining room past the ice machines down a long hall with gathering speed and hell-bent-for-leather determination. The Delta Crayfish with Red Beans and Rice Cake was at the perfect temperature now. The shrimp with chorizo perched just so on top sent out its hot and smoky perfume. The plates were given a last-second swipe with a hot cloth by our wives at the far end of each line. Either they or we personally inspected the assembled chefs’ efforts and then and only then allowed the plates to go out. We had about thirty dishes ready and moving out to the hall when the tuxedoed dandy came running from the dining room and screeched, “Stop! Stop! Stop! They are not ready! Another speech has begun!”

			Emeril was on him first. “What are you saying? You said to fire the food and it is fired, man!”

			Thirty chefs froze in horror. Everyone understood the gravity of the situation. Our shrimp would be overcooked. Our rice cakes would be cold. And Julia Child was out there in that dining room! Fucking Julia fucking Child, man!

			The feeling was nauseating and I almost couldn’t take it. The espresso churned in my guts and sloshed around my heart. Charlie dashed over to us and we huddled quickly. We were agreed.

			Emeril and I marched back to the top of the plating lines. You could have heard a sprig of parsley fall.

			Charlie bellowed, “SEND THE GODDAMN FUCKING FOOD NOW!”

			Jim Morrison in his “Whisky a Go Go” prime couldn’t have screamed any louder or looked any more possessed than Charlie did at that moment. The maître d’ was nearly knocked down by the servers rushing the hot plates past him, into the banquet hall, and on to Ms. Child’s table first.

			Over the next two and half hours we sent out the remaining six courses. Three hundred and fifty guests. That is a lot of china. The kitchen is often described as being a place that takes on a balletic grace, a place where a disparate group of human beings become a fluid dynamic of precision and perfect accord, and if the chef chooses to change a garnish at the last second each chef-de-partie would see that and immediately conform to the new way of doing things. That can be true of small kitchens catering to guests arriving over the course of ten half-hour intervals: we fill the tickets and fill the orders table by table. But an event where hundreds of people all sit down at once is not a ballet. It is a military exercise that is run with no room for mistakes or sudden gusts of whimsy. Stand at your position. Do what I ask of you. Keep the line moving. Clear. Reset. Next course!

			Finally the desserts were sent out and the executive chef of the hotel invited Emeril, Charlie, and me into the Verandah Bar for whatever beverages we desired.

			These were the halcyon days of grand events, and the after-hours carte blanche we enjoyed back then was truly remarkable. Emeril came over with two bottles of Jim Clendenen’s luscious Au Bon Climat Chardonnay and we collapsed, stained and sweaty in our chef’s whites, into chairs normally reserved for club members only.

			The long day and night of work had ended and it was our time now. As usual the only thing we’d consumed that day since a pastry and a coffee that morning was more coffee. No lunch. No food of any sort was in our bellies. But you are fooled as a chef. Your sense is that you have eaten because you’ve tasted so many little spoonfuls of things and been around all the aromas of cooking. But you haven’t eaten. And the wine can hit you. In fact, it does. And when it does, we get wacky. And things can happen. We start to tell tall tales, tease each other, flirt, drink more—and that is when things can get even wackier. We’d been drinking for a while now. The Verandah Bar was in a full uproar. All the chefs had managed to get in plus a few of the guests who wanted something stronger than dessert. Everyone was having the time of their lives. But then I saw something very, very strange. The maître d’ was standing at the bar next to my wife and it looked like he had his arm around her shoulder. They were facing the bar and Emeril and I were sitting on a long banquette facing their backs. I turned to Em and said, “Hey, brother. Do you see what I see?”

			Em scanned the room and then he saw it. His eyes locked in place like a bird dog’s. Was this worm trying to paw my wife? She’d have none of it, of course, but she was just as dazed from the long day and night as we were and maybe she didn’t realize the depraved nature of men. That’s when the maître d’ slid his arm from her shoulder (harmless) to her bottom (not).

			The next moments were a blur. I stood up and Emeril must have, too. A Louis XIV–style chair was in my hands. I had it by two legs and there was an empty space just to the left of the maître d’ leaning against the bar, his head close to Janet’s ear, his face smiling an oily smile, his hand not moving, his eyes not seeing. Smitten, he was slipping that hand around the curves of my girl. I could see her face in the barroom mirror and saw that she was just realizing it was his hand on her and not the pressure of Emeril’s wife’s purse as she had thought. Too late. I smashed the chair next to him. Janet jumped six feet in the opposite direction. A space now opened up to the maître d’s right. Emeril smashed another Louis XIV chair exactly there. Then he charged the guy, grabbed him by the back of his tux, got right up in his face, and said, “Do you want to die right now in this bar, fuckhead?”

			Three guys grabbed me from behind, three guys grabbed Emeril, and Charlie grabbed Janet, pulling us out of the bar and out by the pool. We struggled but the battle was over. What had happened in the bar might not even have been what it looked like, but the certainty was that there were two very expensive and very splintered chairs lying on the oak floor of the Verandah Bar at Turnberry Resort.

			The enormity of what had just transpired began to dawn on our wine-damaged minds and we hightailed it up to our rooms. We now needed more drinks and we called room service for several bottles of red.

			When I woke up Emeril was sleeping next to me. I couldn’t comprehend the image but it was irrefutably the case. Emeril’s wife and mine probably retreated to the adjoining room to get away from our snoring and heaved our passed-out bodies there. Charlie appeared and hovered over the bed with a crazy-as-a-loon smile. I knew he’d been right about this guy Emeril, and I knew Charlie was going to enjoy retelling this saga for decades to come, adding a wrinkle or two each time, as he loves to do. He had brought toothbrushes, toothpaste, aspirin, bagels, cream cheese, and coffee. Emeril woke. The Triangle came to life.

		

	
		
			1

		

		
			Pre-Chef

		

		
			By 1972 I had wrapped up my version of college that included a great deal of, shall we say, “personal study.” Vietnam finally had me out of its crosshairs. My childhood days ended. I was at that milestone age of twenty-one and it was time to find a way in the world. But I wasn’t quite ready.

			In fact, I hadn’t a clue.

			So I lay there, in my own world, waiting for some signal from the outside; some sign or direction that would lead me out into a life I had dreamed about since just a little boy—the life of an artist. Yes! Of course! How obvious! But what form would be mine? I didn’t know and was not prepared or schooled in anything distinct. I was, like Henderson the Rain King, just wanting.

			Before the titles, before the kitchens, and before the positions of much-craved rank and status of even prep chef, or line chef, lunch chef, oh my God, sous chef, executive chef, owner, and, finally, “Chef” as part of my name (was I dreaming?), I must have been the “pre-chef.”

			Like a yeasty creation with a DNA recipe embedded in my soul’s center still a mystery to my mind, I burped and yawned in a beer-scented mash, forming in a fashion that guided me in ways that seemed to have no map. I was a multitude, and I contradicted myself plenty. During the short time between school and what finally became my calling, I was a reluctant housepainter in Florida; a concrete sprayer in Kansas; a stoned, shoeless flower-seller in Honolulu; a carnival worker in the Midwest; and a sod layer, blues band struggler, roofer, small-time actor, and, most often of all, unemployed dreamer. I hitchhiked to California, then to Florida, then to New York, and then turned around and did it again. On the Big Island of Hawaii I was busted for “depositing rocks on a federal highway.” I was simply tossing stones at a road sign waiting for a charitable soul to pick me up and drive me someplace else to look for myself. Sometimes I’d hitch going west and then, just to experience it, a buddy and I would cross the road at midday and head east. If we weren’t into the conversation in the car, we’d say, “arrived,” ask the driver to stop, and we’d get out. We weren’t actually going anywhere. We were just going.

			In May of 1970 I joined other fellow sojourners heading for Carbondale and the University of Southern Illinois (Southern had a long and enviable history as one of the best party schools in the U.S.) to attend a Woodstock-like rock festival that would span three days (sound familiar?). But just before the marijuana marathon of peace, love, and music took place, the National Guard tragically shot four students to death at Kent State in nearby Ohio, and our Vietnam protest days turned from playful dissent to bona fide kicked-in-the-balls, spat-on, hair-pulled outrage.

			The festival was declared “illegal” and called off. Now there were thousands of angry kids in town so naturally one of President Nixon’s fellow crooks called out the Illinois National Guard and imposed a 6 p.m. curfew. It wasn’t even dark out but no one was allowed on the streets of Carbondale. When I was arrested I was sitting on my butt in a buddy’s trailer drinking nothing stronger than a Coke. The Guard was further aided by “volunteers,” which meant that scores of born-and-bred rednecks got to live out the fantasy of a lifetime and take on the “freaks.” You couldn’t have asked for a more beloved sport to be invented for these goons. When four of these guys tossed me like a half-eaten bag of Cheez-Its into the back of their borrowed squad car the theme song from Deliverance came into my head with all of the implicit fear my young heart had ever known.

			After a night in jail followed by a Kafka-meets-the-writers-of-The Dukes of Hazzard-like hearing, I was finally done with that episode. And despite being handpicked by a Carbondale sergeant as “having absolutely been out there not only in violation of curfew but for destroying one of Carbondale’s telephone booths with his cannabis-induced rage,” the judge dismissed me and the rest of us for lack of evidence.

			Later that winter I worked in a factory in Illinois making picture frames. My job paid by the hour but the people I worked with were paid by the piece. (If you haven’t heard of this practice before, it is actually called “piecework” and it doesn’t promote the most collegial of vibes. In fact, it is one of the most psychologically twisted ideas to be perpetrated on the American worker and, thus, on to me.)

			You see, to make a picture frame you need metal frames, of course, but you also need the backings, the variously sized sections of glass, corrugated paper of different thicknesses, plus staples, boxes for shipping, and so on. The wrong item or a missing component would slow down the assembly of each frame; that would mean fewer frames produced, and that would mean less take-home pay for my coworkers—and that would mean, if you were me, that you were swimming in a river of shit.

			After I punched in, I’d report to an area of the factory where eight sweet-faced ladies sat at eight workstations all in a row. After unpacking their thermoses of coffee and bags of candies (fuel for boosting blood sugar levels as the morning wore on) the ladies waited for the 8 a.m. whistle to blow. The instant it did, I’d hear, “Norman! I need glass!” And I’d race feverishly across the vast factory floor in search of glass. Within seconds of staggering back with the correct glass (no “thank you” necessary) I’d hear my name screamed again: “Norman! I need cardboard!” And off I’d go in a completely different direction to the furthest reaches of the factory for cardboard. No one thought to make a list of, say, all the glass she might need for a morning’s worth of orders. Nor, God forbid, did anyone think to create a “needs” form so I could gather all the cardboard for everyone in one trip, then do a staple run and collect all the staples everyone would need, or do an advance count of all the boxes required for shipping the fully assembled frames—noooooo—that might have made me more efficient and my job a little easier. No. I was their runner. And run is what I did.

			“NORMAN!” I heard it on my lunch break. “NORMAN!” I heard it on a piss break. “NORMMMMMMMMMMMMMAN!” I heard it making love (but not in the voice of my on-again off-again girlfriend; the voices in my head belonged to the factory ladies!). I knew I had to get out before I crowned one of these poor women with the metal stool she sat on; before I went in search of the psycho who (I imagined) had designed that factory, who (I fantasized) spent hours on an unseen balcony overhead, watching me, howling maniacally. So I quit.

			I decided to hitchhike down to the University of Illinois where my oldest childhood friend, Wade, was still hitting the books.

			I had a long flannel coat I picked up at a Salvation Army store and some high-topped leather boots (shit-kickers) and a thick red scarf to wrap around my face and neck. It was a March morning when I stuck my thumb out and headed to Champaign. March can be the month that will finally break you when you live up north. With December and January you have all the holidays and subsequent parties to take your mind off the cold. But then February comes along and each day is short, bereft of sunlight for all but an hour or two, and unremittingly frigid. March arrives and you begin the old deception game: you think any day now flowers will burst through the snow, the sun will melt the frozen lakes, and you’ll be tearing off the galoshes, hats, gloves, sweaters, parkas, the chain-wrapped snow fucking tires and drinking beer just to cool the fuck off! But that day, dear suckers, is a long, long, long-ass way away. ’Cause it is only March. Wake the fuck up.

			When I got to Wade’s dorm he was there but he worked the reception desk to help defray the cost of his “leisure activities.” After his jovial 280-pound (“but who’s counting?” he would laugh) bear hug, he gave me his room key and I went up and lay on his bed with all my clothes on and fell asleep. We had met when we were only eight years old and shared countless childhood hours together. He had two brothers who were also a constant in my life growing up. We lived just across a creek from each other. Their daddy was our mailman.

			Wade’s oldest brother, Phil, was also going to school, or maybe he wasn’t anymore and just dealing dope. Phil looked a lot like the lead singer and guitarist of Mountain, Leslie West. His Afro was a shocking affront to the folks who lived in the small town we grew up in. That was the idea, of course. He had a real attitude, that boy. A temper all of his life. He nearly beheaded me with a nine-iron when I called him “Chubby” one day. It was a good thing I could outrun him or I’m not sure I’d be here. But when he was sweet he was a whole different person, doing things like baking a cherry pie for you or pressing an album into your hands and saying, “I just had to buy this for you ’cause you are into this kind of music and you may not have heard of these guys yet.”

			Phil invited us over to his house for a party my first night. I never could handle the dope those boys could. I was never really more than a beer-and-weed type so when Phil gave me a Seconal I was asleep in like thirty seconds even though we were in the middle of a poker game. They stuck me on the couch and let me be. When I woke up the party was in full swing. There was even a plan afoot. It went like this: Two other brothers named Ray and Randy Paschen had a blue Ford Econoline. “Let’s get the fuck out of here!” Part one of the plan. “Let’s go someplace else!” Part two. “Steve’s in Key West, isn’t he?” (Steve was Wade’s other brother.) The plan took shape. “Let’s go!” The final plan.

			So the Paschen brothers, a girl named Helen (from the party), and I got in the van and pulled out of Champaign and the snow and the dark and the gloom of never-ending winters. Randy scored a bag of “white cross” so sleep was completely unnecessary. When the sun rose we were already almost halfway through Georgia. The miracle of spring was unfolding before us at sixty-five miles per hour (top speed for the battered van) and with each passing county we felt as if we had one less care in the world. Helen and I became friends as the trip went on. We sat in the back peering over Ray’s and Randy’s shoulders as they drove into the gathering lushness of the South.

			We stopped only to get gas and pee. With the white cross rolling through our brains we didn’t need food. The afternoon sailed by and for the first time I learned just how long the state of Florida is. As we passed through Miami near sunset, the glass-and-steel buildings shone and glittered and glowed in the descending light. But our goal was still further south and on we rode. The Florida Keys back in the early 1970s were far less populated than today. In the northernmost islands of Key Largo you quickly lose the lights and pollution of the cities, and Helen and I stuck our heads out the windows and gazed up at the stars. The air was so different than any I had ever known. The sea was all around us now. In some places, the keys are not much wider than the highway itself. It takes more than forty bridges to arrive in Key West. The humidity and smell of the ocean propelled Helen and I together like some meteorological aphrodisiac and suddenly, quietly, we made love in the back of the van—unbeknownst to the jabbering brothers now passing a joint and stemming the rush of amphetamines that had gotten us down to the final island of the continent.

			We got up from our play, our bodies now calmed, and stood leaning over behind the boys again, sharing the grass and watching wide-eyed as we pulled into Key West—for the first time in my life. It was as if the world seemed suddenly warm and fuzzy and giving. Was it the weed? Helen’s body? Or was it this place at the end of America?

			Deviled Quail Eggs

			I always enjoyed deviled eggs growing up. But when I discovered the delicate little quail eggs in the markets, I felt it was time to offer a new version that spoke to my more kick-ass aspirations. Making “small food” is what we came to call preparing the amuse-bouche items on our menus. While operating Norman’s—years after the events and restaurants covered in this book—I was frequently asked what I liked to cook, and I’d usually say, “I make the small food!” I bring this up not to get ahead of myself but to point to life’s circularities. What could be a more apt illustration than eggs? And where better to do it than right here at the beginning?
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							teaspoon Dijon mustard
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							teaspoons minced red onion

						
					

					
							
							1½ 

						
							
							teaspoons minced sweet-and-spicy-style pickles
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							tablespoon mayonnaise

						
					

					
							
							
							Tabasco sauce, to taste

						
					

					
							
							
							kosher salt and freshly cracked black pepper, to taste

						
					

				
			

			Place the eggs in a pot with enough cold water to cover and bring just to a boil. Lower the heat and simmer for 8 minutes. Remove the eggs with a slotted spoon and shock in iced water. When the eggs are cool, peel, and discard the shells.

			Slice the eggs in half lengthwise. Carefully remove the cooked yolks without damaging the whites. Reserve the egg white halves.

			Place the cooked yolks in a mixing bowl and mash using the back of a fork.

			Add the mustard, red onion, pickles, mayonnaise, and Tabasco sauce and mix well. Season with the salt and pepper.

			Stuff each egg white half with the yolk mixture. Garnish with freshly chopped herbs or extra onion and pickle.

			Makes 4 small bites, appetizers, or snacks
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				A carny pay stub. It was a good thing we got to keep the money that fell out of people’s pants.
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  		Carnival Rides

  	

		
			The circus men knew no other earth but this; the earth came to them with the smell of the canvas and the lion’s roar. They saw the world behind the lights of the carnival and everything beyond the lights was phantasmal and unreal to them . . . their life was filled with the strong joy of food, with the love of traveling.

			—Thomas Wolfe, “His Father’s Earth”

			I ran out of money in Key West and when I was down to the change in my torn jeans, I hitchhiked back to Illinois. My best friend at the time was a guy I met back in my junior year in high school at a pool hall called the Golden Cue. The Cue pissed off most of the parents in town when it opened for business, which made it that much cooler, of course. Back then our town was still a pretty little place with self-protective, old-fashioned values. A lot of the Catholic boys would show up at the Cue on Sundays dressed in jackets and ties for mass, when the manager opened up at noon. Aptly called “Kong,” he was an apish, balding guy who wore thick glasses and stared sullenly at us as he stamped the cards that kept track of how long we used the pool tables. He seemed to live on Pepsi and caramel bull’s-eyes.

			My buddy’s name was Geoffrey Lancaster. It wasn’t too long before we started calling him “G-Baby” or just plain “G.” We spent countless hours at the Cue playing pool, playing the jukebox and playing pinball. G and I were inseparable during our last two years in high school and we even went to our freshman year of college together. When summer came we got jobs together. Unfortunately they were mostly in factories. The first might have been the worst.

			We started at Ball Brothers, the Mason jar manufacturers. My job was to shovel the countless broken jars that fell off the jerking rubber conveyor belt and shattered all over the concrete floors onto another jerking conveyor belt, located in the bowels of this hell, that shuddered and creaked to an incinerator to be melted and reformed. I was breathing glass dust all day and I could visualize all too well what it was doing to my lungs.

			G and I fell in lust with two incredibly randy factory girls, which made the time pass quickly, for a while. But I was restless and one day I just split and took off hitchhiking around the country again, wanting to breathe something besides glass. I wasn’t gone long. The road can be just as boring as a factory, especially when the money runs out. When I got back G and I hooked back up. His sister Mary was a wild one with pretty brown eyes and I had had a crush on her since the day I saw her in a long, rummage-sale-purchased fur coat with nothing on under it. (She didn’t really show me, but she did.) She had a curly-haired boyfriend with rock star good looks, Tony, who was a few years older than us. We ran into him back at the Cue one night and he told us there was a carnival coming into town—and they were hiring. “No experience necessary.” Perfect!

			The starting wage was $2.55 an hour. The job was to help run the rides when the carnival was on and then help tear them down, pack them up, and move on to the next town when the gig was up. I started on the merry-go-round and G was on the Rambler.

			The merry-go-round was the ride meant for the very youngest kids and was different than all the rest. The other attractions were for teenagers, adults, and older couples, strolling hand in hand, maybe trying to win a giant panda, maybe trying to be young again in the only Vegas they would ever afford.

			I was not trained to do this job except for how to start the rotating machine and how to stop it. How I was supposed to place the children on the ride, take their tickets, or deal with the ones that were scared to death was all mine to figure out. The moms were usually without husbands, clutching children and purses, jockeying cigarettes from hand to mouth, struggling to help put their little ones up on the tall, hard, plastic, brightly colored fake steeds, with me standing ready to be sure Junior or Missy didn’t fall three feet down to the worn wooden platform and risk being trampled by the four-legged “horsies.” As the ride started and the canned carnival music of the past century swelled, the kids would grip for dear life the chrome pole that shot through what would have been the spine, saddle, and belly had it been a real horse. The moms would step off and track their kids for the duration that their fifty cents had bought them.

			The management wanted to be sure they gleaned every quarter they could, so I had to be sure to take a ticket from each kid. It wasn’t easy because most didn’t know they were supposed to have a ticket and I’d typically have to figure out where mom had stuck it. It was always better if it was in a shirt pocket because if it was clutched in their little hands I’d risk terrorizing them by trying to unwrap their tiny fingers from that shiny pole that took them gently up and down as the world whizzed woozily around them.

			I had worked that ride for a few weeks when one day we were setting up in a new town and G came running over and said, “Hot damn! They are gonna let you and me run the Tilt-a-Whirl from now on!”

			The Tilt-a-Whirl has eight tubs that whirl in circles while riding on a rotating floor that spins at various speeds. Centrifugal force makes the tubs whirl around. Another mechanism on the floor of the ride causes the tubs to tilt up and down. In the center of the ride there is a protective fence of sorts that masks the giant spokes that give the ride its mechanical action. The motor was a gasoline-run engine with a long throttle that the operator pushed forward to elicit speed and then, of course, to slow it down when time was up. After a few days of running the thing we got bored holding the throttle in place and simply got a piece of rope and lashed it in place. It wasn’t long before we discovered “Tilt-a-Whirl surfing.” It was the fucking coolest.

			G had shoulder-length hair with John Fogerty sideburns running down to his jawbones. He had a graceful way of moving without a scrap of fat on his body. I trusted his grace. I’d been in gymnastics since my mom introduced me to tumbling at the age of seven, so I knew a thing or two about balance myself.

			Let’s surf: The ride fills up with delirious folks who have been waiting to have their brains pushed backward in their skulls while their bodies are hurled like rag dolls for a three-minute trip to nowhere. It’s hot, they’ve eaten all manner of carnival food, and, if we are really lucky, no one pukes. We start the ride and after a few revolutions are completed we throw the rope over the throttle, stand sideways to the spinning floor and kick one leg up, leaning way back to compensate for the next motion, and then step onto the inner floor. Immediately we are fully upright and standing on a narrow piece of the wooden decking which separates the now-spinning tubs. For one person to fit is not too hard, but we must keep our distance because as we go round and round—watching the world spin and faces fall in awe of our folly—those tubs can suddenly spin to where we are, which is at the exact center of where they almost hit, but which they are designed not to do. But nor are they designed for humans to “surf” on and they almost do hit, for God’s sake! If one of those spinning tubs were to hit us we’d either be knocked into the pulsating, churning spokes in the center and be crushed in moments, or flung out into the carny yard, which was about five feet below and usually composed of asphalt or gravel. One was death and the other was shame—and pain.

			After a while G and I managed to get this syncopation down so perfectly that we began to share the same wooden plank between the spinning tubs—really and truly insane! This put us as close together as two ice-skating dancers. It may have looked weird to see two young men holding each other around the waist, but it was no weirder than holding on to a person you are riding a motorcycle with at, say, eighty miles an hour. And we really didn’t want to die. We just wanted to have fun and maybe impress some of the local girls who had come out to our little carnival, so we didn’t really give a good goddamn. Whooeeee! We’d lean forward and back in rhythm to the force that propelled us in stoned harmony until it was time to end the ride and then I’d yell, “Ready, G? On the count of three: Go!” We’d raise our outside legs up and step off, take a few steps forward until the momentum released us and then untie the rope, slam the throttle to the closed position, and end the ride. We’d let the patrons off, take a quick check of the tubs, collect the next batch of tickets, load up the next group of riders, and do it all over again. Maybe it was exactly this rush that I found in cooking a few years later, working the hot line and riding the razor’s edge of ecstatic accomplishment or violent chaos.

			I was getting to know the carnival workers better. Larry was a wiry white guy out of Arkansas with receding hay-bale-blond hair. If I were to cast him in a movie I’d choose Ed Harris. Larry would have chosen an actor he was familiar with, like John Wayne. Larry and John Wayne had very little in common with each other except for their fine regard for drink. Larry said, “Let’s you and me sneak out and get fuck faced while Lurleen is doing laundry in town.”

			Lurleen was Larry’s wife. I don’t know whose clothes she would have been washing since I never saw either one of them in anything other than the clothes they seemed to wear every single day. Lurleen wore a shirt that included an advertisement and recipe for making a Harvey Wallbanger, so it was pretty distinct. I was not yet twenty-one but I thought if I was with Larry I might be able to pass and jumped at the chance to go with him.

			Larry had some of the worst-quality tattoos I’d ever seen, but he had a sense of humor about them. He’d gotten them in prison back in Arkansas where he’d done a six-year stretch for interstate auto theft. Six years for stealing a damn car. He described how the tattoos were “drawn” with safety pins dipped in ink then rammed repeatedly into the skin until the desired figures and words appeared. I studied one tat on his right calf as we walked to his car. It seemed to be a rooster on a hangman’s gallows. As Larry expertly wheeled the car out of the carny parking lot he explained that it was, yes, a rooster on a hangman’s gallows and he had it put there so he could “tell the gals” that he had “a cock that hung below my knees.” I could sense that we were going to have a nice day of drinking.

			We found a waterside establishment with a row of drinkers already engaged in mellowing out on a summer afternoon. The familiar sound of a Cubs game in the background added a comfortably lazy soundtrack to the afternoon. I tried to look nonchalant as I ordered a beer. Larry ordered a Seven and Seven. The bartender came back and gave him his cocktail but asked me, “Got a driver’s license?” Larry looked at me hopefully for a moment. I reached for my wallet and pulled out a forged military ID I’d gotten from a friend. I wasn’t even sure what the symbols or words on the card meant. I showed it to the bartender. Apparently it was enough to get him off the hook with the cops (if they came) and he sauntered back with the beer. He turned to a guy at the end of the bar, saying, “Hey, John, this guy must have been in the same camp as you in ’Nam.” Now I gave Larry a look but he was lost somewhere between his drink and the friendly confines of Wrigley Field. The guy hopped up off his stool and came over. He knew I was a fraud and it wouldn’t have bothered him if it had been a fake driver’s license. But trying to pass as a vet from his unit made something in him snap, and Larry and I were suddenly out on the sidewalk blinking at the afternoon sun.

			When we got to Lake Forest with the carnival, G-Baby and I were psyched for a good weekend, perhaps even a life-changing one! In the towns up toward the Wisconsin border we had a lot of fun with farmers’ daughters and greaser gals. But let’s face it, they had even less money than we did. And their fathers were onto us from the start. They could smell the carnival on us and they knew we were like they themselves used to be—young, horny, and looking for a night in the sack and nothing more—not at this age and certainly not in these circumstances. And these fuckers were not afraid, hell, they were ready to fight you. That would be fun for them! They were a world away from concerns about getting a call from some attorney if they scrapped with us. They knew we didn’t have any goddamn attorneys or anything much else. We were just carnies coming into their town to feel up their daughters or more. And we were. But closer to Chicago, along Lake Shore Drive and such, well here was another world altogether! I was familiar with this world growing up. My mom worked in towns like these when I was in high school. She made her way in the rich town of Lake Forest quite nicely, as she was always able to do. She simply outworked—or outcharmed—everyone else.

			The girls here were different. They had their own cars, they dressed up in more than jeans and flannel shirts, and they read books and even talked about them. And the money here—we had no way of understanding it, the privilege and power it implied. We were just simple midwestern boys who, within the context of our underexposed minds, thought if we could just marry one of the Lake Forest girls our lives would be new and golden.

			The weather in Lake Forest that week of our carny run was magical, and the cool breezes floated deliciously from vast Lake Michigan over to the grassy park where we set up the rides. I was grateful for the drop in temperature because there are few jobs I have ever had that required the sheer physical strength of lifting those pig-iron heavy rides, section by section, and toting them into place. Breaking them down was a job we all liked a little more. Not only because it meant a three-day layoff until we went back to work, but when the rides were disassembled there was often free money to be found. It fell out of the riders’ pockets and was called “the shakes.” Sometimes I’d find up to $5, which was enough for a twelve-pack back then and nothing to sneer at.

			Or a pizza! We lived on pizza. There was a place—and it’s still there—called Bill’s and no matter where in Lake County the carny set up, we’d borrow a car and drive to it. Bill’s thin-crust pizza has the perfect balance of a pie that has known the hot bottom of an old oven that just kisses the edge of being overcaramelized, but it’s not. And Bill’s sausage comes from a European-style butcher shop down in Chicago with just the right fat-to-meat ratio. Bill’s pizzas also have a mesmerizing, perfect left-right hook of crushed red pepper and fennel seeds, the licorice flavor of the fennel lacing in so beautifully with the tomato sauce. The mozzarella is soothing and filled our bellies that nothing since mother’s milk has accomplished as well.

			No food was sold at our carnival beyond cotton candy, popcorn, hot dogs, and Cokes. The polyglot marriage of ethnic foods that was so evident in carnivals and county fairs had dried up during this period in the early 1970s. We were too far north to have been lucky enough for a good soul-food entrepreneur to have joined us for a three-day gig, and the Hispanic community was churning out the intoxicating flavors of its foods below the still-uncrossed borders where they lived—and we didn’t. It was a shame! It was a bland season during that little window of history.

			There was a sort of a badass power we felt being carnies. It was a tangible excitement we brought to those towns that the local kids connected with first. They were overjoyed that something—anything—had come into their lives. They hungered for what was faraway that they could not afford, but, somehow, it arrived in the form of the visiting carnival. As dirty, hard, and poorly paid as the job was, the rush we got when the word got out that we were in town supplanted our needs for other things. Fuckin’-A! The carny is in town, ladies and gentlemen! It was about as close to being rock stars as we’d gotten to at that point in our young lives and we dug it.

			The local kids from towns like Fox Lake, Roundout, Palatine, Mundelein, and Libertyville came to the carny lot as we were setting up. Some would ask us about the carny life. G and I invented tall and taller tales with each town. But some of it was true. We slept under the equipment trucks in our sleeping bags on nice nights and in my beat-up VW wagon when it rained. Each town meant new girls to shoot for. The other folks that worked with us became characters in our own made-up come-ons. We ate, drank, smoked, and hung out with our carny family, learning what made them become carnies in the first place and what they dreamed of doing. That part was real. As we worked from town to town G and I became more adept at not only assembling and disassembling the rides but we also learned something about the show-business world, knowledge that would be very useful when I got into the restaurant life just a few years later. We had a good run in Lake Forest that weekend, but the girls hadn’t turned out like we hoped for. They saw right through us. They knew we had no money, no “real” cars, and no known future. We just had to deal with it.

			We got the word to come back and do the breakdown at dusk. G and I returned just as the drivers were moving the trucks in place to start the load-out. The Ferris wheel had a guy wire staked into the ground in such a way that the largest truck couldn’t quite clear the space to drive through. We couldn’t easily reposition the wire, but if we could just move one of the swinging benches that jutted out about thirty feet up in the air, the truck could squeeze by. It rocked back and forth in the now gusting wind, almost mocking us. I always loved to climb and so I began to monkey my way up the outer frame of the wheel, hand over hand, until I was dangling in midair near the seat that blocked the way. I gripped the wheel’s metal frame tightly with my hands and swung one of my legs out till I could hook my boots on the floor of the dangling bench, shoving it the few needed inches and allowing the truck to start down the drive.

			I’m not sure what happened next. The world exploded. Maybe it was a nail in my boot but there must have been an electrical problem with the Ferris wheel’s ground wire, because suddenly I was the connecting point of the entire electrical system for the massive wheel. My body surged, twitched, and sizzled with the current. I wasn’t aware of it at the time but I was screaming bloody murder. My hands were clenched, locked in spasms. A voice screamed, “KICK! KICK! KICK! GODDAMMIT!” and something in my brain got moving: I swung both my legs up toward my paralyzed fingers and did a mule kick that broke me away from the life-sucking clutches of that fucking metal monster. My body immediately began to fall to the ground. My back hit the guy wire, scraping the flesh off me as I sailed earthward. It was as if a hot dagger was slashing away at me. This slowed me by a microsecond, just long enough for one of the carnies to catch my head as the rest of my zapped body thudded to the black asphalt. I remember lying there freaked out, watching Larry kicking the wheel’s motor box furiously and cussing it out.

			“Fucking piece of shit! Gonna sue these cocksuckers! Asshole mother!”

			I remember lying there and knowing that I had to get out of this line of work. But, doing what? To where? For whom? What was my life? I certainly didn’t know and as my brain pulsated G pulled me back up onto my wobbly legs and we went back to work, tearing down the carnival world we’d built before leaving the site as it was—a black asphalt slate on the edge of a small scrap of America.

			Carny Corn Dogs

			During the 1970s in the Midwest, carnivals and state fairs served up cotton candy, popcorn, hot dogs, ice cream, soda, and not much else. It would be several decades before they would become venues not only for entertainment and agricultural prize giving but also for the huge variety of ethnic and regional foods we enjoy and take for granted today. And after nearly being electrocuted on a Ferris wheel, it would be several decades before I started to appreciate and enjoy making my own Carny Corn Dogs.

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							1

						
							
							quart oil, for frying
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							cup yellow cornmeal
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							cup all-purpose flour
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							teaspoon kosher salt

						
					

					
							
							½ 

						
							
							teaspoon cayenne pepper
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							teaspoon cracked black pepper
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							teaspoon ground cumin
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							cup granulated sugar
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							teaspoons baking powder
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							egg, beaten
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							cup milk
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							cup buttermilk, or as needed to make a smooth, thick batter

						
					

					
							
							6 

						
							
							wooden skewers

						
					

					
							
							6 

						
							
							hot dogs, bratwurst, or Maxwell Street brand Polish sausages

						
					

				
			

			Preheat the oil in a deep pot over medium heat to 350 degrees F.

			In a large bowl combine the cornmeal, flour, salt, cayenne, black pepper, cumin, sugar, and baking powder. Stir in the egg, milk, and buttermilk, and set aside.

			Insert a wooden skewer into each sausage at least two-thirds of the way up. Roll each skewered sausage in the batter, being careful to avoid the skewer, until they are well coated.

			In the hot oil, fry 2 to 3 skewered sausages at a time for about 3 minutes, turning them several times, until golden brown. Drain on paper towels.

			Serve with your favorite condiments. Mustard is my choice.

			Makes 6 corn dogs
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			The Fireside

			Hainesville, 1972–73

		

		
			I found a house for rent through a newspaper ad in a tiny northern Illinois town called Hainesville. The only things it was known for were a few antique shops and being a speed trap. It wasn’t a mile in length and had a population of 120. (Most of them must have been deep in the woods because it didn’t seem like there were more than thirty people living there.) At first there were just four of us renting what we called the “Hainesville House.” Over the next few months there was a revolving door out front with up to eight of us living there at a time, plus any girls who might be currently enamored with one of us. (That would mean we might be so lucky as to have a clean kitchen, not to mention someone else to have a cup of coffee with in the morning.)

			The local folks referred to our tribe as the “Hainesville Gang.” We thought of ourselves more as a band of brothers. It was a time when we did a lot of hitchhiking, going places simply for the hell of it. But we could always come back to this place, no questions asked. It was our refuge. Hainesville House was a narrow, two-story wooden structure with two small cottages behind the main building. The second dwelling back from the highway was usually empty and that suited us fine because we would have driven just about anybody crazy with the parties we had on a near-nightly basis. A third cottage had a renter whose name was Pete. He looked like an ordinary old greaser who drove a beat-up Caddy, but he left us alone.

			The way we found Hainesville House was through one of those free papers found all over America. You could be apartment hunting or looking for a boat, a car, a job, or almost anything. The Advertiser led us to many things back then. When I saw the ad it contained a phone number. A woman answered. I explained I had seen the ad and she gave me her address, asking me to come over and we could discuss it. When I got there an unusually good-looking blonde greeted me. Maybe not a movie star but easily TV pretty. I guessed her to be about forty. She told me to follow her out to the house she had advertised. It was what we could afford and so I signed the lease. She told me not to send the check but to drive it over to her every month. I told her I wouldn’t mind. Her name was Mrs. Volé “with an accent on the é. It’s Italian.” It wasn’t long after that we heard the story about her husband who was in jail for counterfeiting. It seems the printing press he made his bogus twenties on was buried in our yard somewhere. We looked for it but to no avail. So I needed to look for a job.

			The Advertiser coughed it up: “Hot tar roofers needed.” It had turned into early summer and I started work. God knows I was in need of a paycheck no matter the source. The foreman was a stern type who wore cop-like wraparound sunglasses and a baseball cap squeezed around his forehead. It was a shield against the blinding sun up on those roofs, but it also was his way of saying, “Keep the fuck out.” And we did. The only name we ever called him was “Dark Eyes.”

			There were about nine of us on his crew. We mostly did commercial and public buildings. The dull drill went like this: I’d leave home at sunrise and drive to wherever we were working. We’d set up the ladders and begin by scraping off and disposing of the old roofing material. This work was so dusty that my nose would be caked and my eyes filmed over almost immediately. I had to shovel the roof rubble into a big heavy wheelbarrow. When it was full to the brim with broken tiles, loose pebbles, busted sections of tar, rusted nails, tree detritus, odd bits of glass and whatnot, I got a serious grip on the barrow’s splayed handles, then gamely ran to the edge of the building, rolled it up a sort of gangplank and tipped it violently and suddenly up so the rubble would fall down into the gaping maw of the truck bed below. Somehow I acquired the strength, balance, nerve, and savvy to do this after some time on the job. But for the new guys, or if I was savagely hungover (which was one of the only ways to face this sad future), it was another story. Many was the time that I had to let the wheelbarrow go at the very last second or I’d have been pulled over the edge of the roof myself, plunging headlong into the waiting truck.

			After the roofs were scraped, we brought in the black stove that held the hot tar. We’d lug the tiles and tar paper and nails and other paraphernalia up the ladders and then squeegee on the stinking, lavalike goo. The tar was not only noxious to breathe and skin-meltingly hot like napalm, it was fucking heavy. When stirring the tar around, my work gloves would inevitably get some of the black viscous gunge on them. As it congealed on my gloves my fingers would become only quasi-operational. The more I’d try to force my hands to work in the normal way the more they’d cramp, becoming barely usable claws encased within the thick cotton and rawhide shields.

			Next was the actual laying of the roof tiles, and I must admit this was the one aspect of the job that appealed to me. I liked to create order with them, replacing the mess and stench with a neat pattern of rectangles. It had a tidiness to it that looked right. But that tar smell was the devil’s cologne to me and I hated this job with a real passion.

			Back in Hainesville we were partying a lot. We built bonfires in our driveway many nights, dragged our enormous stereo speakers outside, and cranked up the music. One afternoon we put up a huge sheet that we’d spray-painted with “Hainesville Welcomes the Rolling Stones!”



OEBPS/OEBPS/image/Fig2.1_fmt.jpeg
DETACH AND RETAIN THIS RECORD:

IT 1S A STATEMENT OF YOUR EARNINGS

Ve REGULAR w AND TAX DEDUCTIONS AS REPORTED TO
EARNINGS STATE AND FEDERAL GOVERNMENTS.

G
TOTAL Y PERIOD CHECK
DEDUCT. NETEAY ENDED _NUMBER

DEDUCTIONS AND ,
NET PAY S

i @W‘QZOOWF,T::::;‘.::LPRINTED IN U.S.A.
MCDERMOTT AMUSEMENT CO. INC.
EVERGREEN PARK, ILL. 60642





OEBPS/OEBPS/image/Infinity_symbol_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
“Norman Van Aken is the Jimmy Page of
his profession—a man who was THERE.
at almost every important moment in its
history.”

s S%offifyouarc: .
h buyer, Certified and Licensew >3
home inspector. Call Now for 280$ 2 bec a4

condc iy
charm

NECESSARYA <

finis

nev y \‘

NORMAN VAN AKEN






