Heat by Bill Buford


I recently read Heat by Bill Buford and feel compelled to write about the things he said that so moved me.

At the beginning of the story Buford is a literary guy (staff writer for The New Yorker) and a home cook—“what might generously be described as an enthusiastic cook, more confident than competent (that is, keen but fundamentally clueless)” who routinely attempted new dishes for his dinner guests, the more experienced of which came to arriving an hour or more late to avoid watching him cook overtime.

I’m fairly sure this self description is the result of two years apprenticeship with a famous New York chef and two traditional Italian food makers—at the end of which he realized how much more there was to learn.  I wonder how he described himself before his odyssey.

I think of myself as a competent cook, and so do my friends—who have yet to complain about waiting two hours while I learn a new dish.  Perhaps it is because I do cook, and it always comes out tasty, that I am counted as a good cook.  I am, save for the infrequent TV cooking show, winter demonstration at the Ahwahnee Hotel, and many cookbooks, self-taught.  Buford makes me realize the value of hands-on teachers.

I used to make great bread.  But in the years since I last did so, my body has forgotten the feel and smell that once spoke to me.  Now I am deaf.  Buford writes about his hands learning the motions, his body learning what traditional Tuscan food is and how it is made.  Now he knows it.

Heat’s subtitle is quite useful:  An amateur’s adventures as kitchen slave, line cook, pasta-maker, and apprentice to a Dante-quoting butcher in Tuscany.  The chapter titles follow along.  Essentially, Buford apprenticed himself first to Mario Batali at Babbo in New York, second, in Emilia Romagna, to a pasta maker named Betta in Porretta (15 miles north of Pistoia), and lastly in Tuscany to a butcher named Dario Cecchini in Panzano (20 miles south of Florence).

What emerges is the role of hand-made, artisanal foods supporting the culture of its makers in their traditions of family and living on the land.  The value of knowing your limitations.

Buford’s teachers prepare food by hand—and recreate themselves as individuals and as Tuscans.  They have pride in themselves and in their products, their works.  They are firmly connected to their community and to their region.

There are recurring themes like knowing where your food comes from, treating animals well, and quality food as the result of quality ingredients and knowing what to do with them.

At the end the author offers a theory that what makes food good or bad is its origins:  industria006C, factory-made food is bad; artisanal, hand-made food is good.  How we arrived at the point where the great bulk of modern food is industrial, made in factories is a result of a marketing that provides whatever a consumer wants whenever he wants it.  

This leads me to wonder:  Maybe it’s time for consumers to check their desires for unnatural foods, to become willing to know and accept the limitations of the producers of hand-made food.  Maybe we consumers will find grace as well as truly good food in that acceptance.

Pasta

Puzzled by the origins of dry pasta, wet pasta, and pasta made with egg, Buford studied medieval texts.  He learned that dry pasta, generically called macaroni, “appeared in Sicily in the early twelfth century [where it] had been introduced by Arab traders.”  It has a shelf life, is portable, and got around:  Thomas Jefferson imported it by the trunkload.  Fresh pasta, generically called lasagna, was known to the ancient Greeks and Romans.  It was a poor traveler, consequently it was sold “by the people who had just made it.”  Dry pasta is made with durum wheat and water, wet pasta with bread flour and, now, egg.

He was unable to pinpoint when the egg became a regular ingredient of pasta.  The earliest written account was from the end of the seventeenth century.  “Massimo Montanari, a professor at the University of Bologna and an authority on the medieval kitchen ... [believes] there has probably been not one moment but several, a gradually increasing use, begun in the Middle Ages, when eggs were added for taste, until, in the modern era, they were also used for their liquid.”

While watching Betta make pasta, he discovered modern, commercial eggs are watery and completely unsuitable for pasta.  Real eggs—from half-wild chickens on small farms with a yolk more red than yellow—are needed.

“I understood something new about Betta’s pasta—its importance.... For Betta, it was a tradition she wanted to belong to.  She lived in the mountains, where you were always reminded of how little you controlled....  For Betta, pasta was crucial to how she thought about herself….  ‘Mario,’ she said, ... ‘was never very good at making pasta.  He was never as good as me.  I am very, very good.’”

After weeks, perhaps months, watching Betta roll out pasta dough by hand on a wood board with a wood rolling pin, Buford checks in with Miriam, “my romantic defender of the traditional kitchen” only to discover Miriam uses a machine to roll out her dough.  No biggy, she says.  “The pasta is fine.  What’s important is the eggs.  My eggs are the best in the region.  They are very, very good eggs.”

Meat

From Dario Cecchini, the butcher who quotes Dante from memory, Buford learned about pigs and cows.  That the fragrance, taste, and texture of the meat reflects the animal’s diet.  That work animals taste better.  And he learned how to prepare an animal as food.

Dario told Buford that the traditional farming called agricoltura promiscua was a promiscuous mix of vines, olive trees, and pastures producing wine, oil, livestock, wheat, and vegetables.  And that it was in decline due to several devastating freezes and the intrusion of the twentieth century.  “By 1976, no one wanted to be a farmer.”

Dario, who became a butcher only because it was his father’s deathbed wish, not only mastered his trade but turned it into an art form.  He also became a food cop with his neighbors:  “Dario was trying to stop time.  He’d grown up in a region where people had ceased observing the old ways, and he was determined to get everyone back on track before the old ways disappeared entirely….  For Dario, implicit in the old ways was an assumption that the culture of a place was its language and its art and its food—maybe the most direct expression because the habits of cooking and eating arise out of the land itself.”

While eating at a local restaurant he dissed the wine list because the wine was aged in wood (copied from the French and NOT traditional), dissed the goose dish because geese were not local, and in disgust poured onto the floor the balsamic vinegar from Modena that was on his table as a condiment.  

Dario tells Buford about meat from an animal fed on cheap grain to fatten it up:  “‘This meat will sit heavily on your stomach.  The secret of meat is in its fat.  When the fat is good, you can eat two kilos without feeling full.  But with this, you’ll feel full, even though you are not full.  All night, you will feel its weight.  Here,’ he said, motioning to the upper part of his stomach.  ‘Like a rock.’”

Giovanni Manetti, a grape grower and wine maker, and a distant neighbor of Dario’s, explained to Buford that “cow was Tuscan, and knowing cow was at the heart of what is meant to be of Panzano.”  The chianine, tall white—huge—cows, are native to Chianti.  Like agricoltura promiscua, they are now few and far between, but Giovanni plans to raise a herd big enough to spare animals for meat.

Bills’ research discovered “that, until recently, there had always been plenty of meat:  that in the long era of human history before rubber, plastic, and the use of freon as cooling agent, meat was consumed in quantities that, to us, seems excessive.  It was also cheap.  Meat was so available because farm animals were, in the pre-plastic days, essential for many other things besides dinner:  like leather for belts, boots, helmets, and the adornments required by Europe’s vast armies.  These other needs—wool … goatskins [and saddle leather]—meant there was going to be a lot of meat around afterwards.”

In the peposo, a beef shank baked slowly with garlic, pepper, salt, and a bottle of Chianti, Bill rediscovered “that the most worked muscles have the most flavor, provided you learn how to cook them.”

Dario:  “I am an artisan.  I work with my hands.  My model is from the Renaissance.  The bodega.  The artist workshop.  Giotto.  Raphael.  Michelangelo.  These are my inspirations.”

Bill was skeptical about the artistry.  “It is the best meat I’ve eaten.  But it is not a painting by Michelangelo.  It’s dinner.  You eat it; it’s gone.”  And yet … “the food had something of an artist’s purposefulness.  Every item there made a point….  Every item really was a ‘work;’ even ones that seemed very simple.”

Dario buys his pigs and cows from a small, artisanal Spanish farmer.  The chianine that fed Tuscans for over a thousand years are no longer edible:  “Today, the chianine do not have hillsides to roam, because they are covered in vines.  The chianine are not exercised, because you use a tractor to work vines, not an animal.  And instead of grass, they eat cereals, grains, and protein pellets:  mush.  They eat mush.  They taste of mush.  And after the animal is slaughtered, the meat behaves like mush:  it disintegrates in days.”

Another butcher describes “the familiar, sad history of animal husbandry since World War II, an Italian history, but also a European and American one….  People forgot that beef comes from a cow, an animal that, like all animals, needed to be treated well.”

Because the supermarkets are “able to sell more prosciutto than it is possible to make”, they invented new kinds—ersatz prosciuttos that lack the goodness of the authentic ones.  Similarly for steak, very popular with Italians, “the supermarkets have always been able to sell more than they could get.”  Their solution was “industrial quantities of steak.”

The Spanish origins of Dario’s meat do not matter:  “It’s not the breed, it’s the breeding.”

The butcher believes “the most important knowledge is understanding what you can’t do.  Most of the great meat producers are … small and old-fashioned and philosophically conservative.”

A local man who makes olive oil that is intensely flavored at the expense of quantity, picks only olives from mature trees and picks them in September, when they are green and hard.  He explained there are only two reasons why his oil is so good:  “When I pick and what I pick.  Nothing else matters.”

A Food Theory

“My theory is now one of smallness.  Smallness is now my measure … As theories go, mine is pretty crude.  Small food—good.  Big food—bad….  The problem … began the moment food was treated like an inanimate object—like any commodity—that could be manufactured in increasing numbers to satisfy a market.  In effect, the two essential players in the food chain (those who make the food and those why buy it) swapped roles.  One moment the producer (the guy who knew his cows or the woman who prepared culatello only in January or the old young man who picks his olives in September) determined what was available and how it was made.  The next moment it was the consumer.  The Maestro blames the supermarket, but the supermarkets are just a symptom.”  Industrial, factory food—big food—is bad.  Artisanal food made by hand—small food—is good.

“Food made by hand is an art of defiance and runs contrary to everything in our modernity.  Find it; eat it; it will go.  It has been around for millennia.  Now it is evanescent, like a season.”

The Rise and Fall of Italian Food

There is no doubt that Italian food was the best in Europe during the Renaissance.  It was after Caterina de' Medici, born in Florence in 1519 and daughter of Lorenzo II de' Medici, went to France to marry the Duke of Orléans in 1533 that things changed.  He later became King Henri II of France and she became Catherine de Médicis, queen until 1589 and infamous for the political use of poison.  And also famous for bringing Italian cooking to France, where it evolved into the grand French cooking we know today.  Many European foods have their Italian counterparts.

“I am not persuaded that Catherine de Médicis taught the French how to cook, but I now believe she was one of several important culinary influences….  She was clearly the culmination of a trend that had been well under way by the time she crossed the Alps (or the Mediterranean).”

After the Renaissance, the quality of Italian food declined to the point of obscurity.  Buford discovered through meticulous research in old books that the decline of the food seems to have coincided with the adoption of tomato sauce.

Next

Back in New York, after the new New York Times food critic Frank Bruni awarded Babbo three stars in 2004, Mario asked Bill “so what about your own restaurant?”  Bill writes “This was no time for me to open a restaurant.  When I thought back on what I’d learned in Italy … I saw I’d mastered food in one tradition (I’ll call it the Florentine—Tuscan—late Renaissance tradition) up to a certain point:  when Caterina became Catherine and crossed the Alps (or the Mediterranean) into France.

“I’m not ready, I told Mario.  There is still much to learn and I may never have this opportunity again.  I want to follow Catherine de Médicis.  If I’m really to understand Italian cooking, I need to cross the Alps and learn what happened next.  I have to go to France.”

After Thoughts—Mine

When Dario dissed the wine, goose, and vinegar the restaurant owner explained his customers wanted it.  What likely angered and scared Dario was that the local man was bending to the demands of foreign diners.  The restaurant, while catering to the tastes of foreigners, would eventually lose its identity as a part of the Chianti heritage.  The consumer would usurp the producer.  And ultimately the local idiom would disappear leaving in its silent wake the global table of conformity.

If the food is the same everywhere, the only things that will differ from place to place are the histories and memories.  But you can get those in theme parks like Las Vegas and Disneyland, so why travel?  And isn’t it enough to travel vicariously through your TV?

The alternative to this horrifying scenario is conscious spending.  Don’t buy something unless you know what it really is, how it was made, by whom, where, and under what conditions—and that you really need it.  Is a piece of ersatz prosciutto any different than a cheap tee shirt made in China by sweat shop labor?  Low cost and 24x7 availability are not the Holy Grail.  They are a false god.

What is sold at garage sales?  Bargains we don’t like enough to keep.  My grandmother never needed a garage sale.  When she died her belongings, except for clothes, toiletries, and perhaps well-worn pots, were eagerly distributed among her descendants or sold as valuable antiques.  I wonder what she thought a bargain was.  (Actually I know:  toilet paper on sale.)

Politically we may feel adrift, without control over our future.  But if we stopped spending, even for one day, it would have a huge impact.
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