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With the opening this month of the movie Julie & Julia some Tucson Original members have shared their  very special memories of Julia Child with us:
My Days with Julia Child by Chef Donna Nordin

You can just imagine how excited I was to be asked to assist Julia Child in November 1981.  She was doing five demonstration classes at Le Cordon Rouge, a cooking school then located in San Rafael, California.  I was delighted to be asked because I had always looked up to Julia and now I literally had the chance to look up at her.  She was very tall!!

I had “cut my teeth” on Mastering the Art of French Cooking in the 60’s.  Because of the education received through Julia’s book I proceeded to follow a bit in her footsteps.  I went to the Le Cordon Bleu in Paris and then branched out from law office work into teaching cooking.

Back to Le Cordon Rouge.  Julia was 69 years old at the time and had no shortage of energy and stamina.  She taught 2 classes a day for 2 days and then one class the third day.  She was incredibly organized, along with a good assistant’s help, I might add.  The classroom held about 45 people and they were the most respectable students one could teach.  Polite whispering was heard once in awhile and many questions were asked of Julia.  And, of course, as Julia has always said:  there are no stupid questions.

She did not teach exclusively out of Mastering the Art of French Cooking since, by this time, she had authored several cookbooks.  Here are a sampling of several recipes she taught:  Choucroute a L’Alsacienne (Sauerkraut with meats and potatoes);  Poulet Saute’ Marengo (Chicken with tomatoes, mushrooms, shrimp,olives, etc.); Reine de Saba (her famous Chocolate and almond cake); Rognons de Veau a La Moutarde (Veal kidneys in mustard sauce) and Charlotte aux Pommes (a classic French apple dessert).

It is the Charlotte aux Pommes and Pain de Mie (French sandwich bread) that bring back some specific memories.  Paul, Julia’s husband, was with her.  He insisted on sitting in the prime chair directly in front of her in the front row.  As much as he was very liked, I’m sure there was a paying student or two who would have preferred him to sit in the back.  But he seemed there on purpose.  In fact, he put a paper sign on his chair marked “reserved” so that no one would “accidentally” sit there during the next classes.  He also proceeded during most of the classes to doze off.  It tickled me but Julia kept up the chatter and teaching without seemingly to notice.  During the Charlotte aux Pommes recipe as Julia was peeling apples,  Paul looked to be asleep.  But she said something that I cannot specifically remember about slicing the apples and he popped up and said “that’s not right”.   I knew after that that he heard every word she said.

Another funny happening was when Julia was kneading the bread for the Pain de Mie recipe.  Again, remember, I’m “Mutt” and she’s “Jeff” and cooking schools usually have an overhead mirror for better student viewing.  Well, part of Julia’s kneading process was to pick the dough up and slap it on the counter.  As she did, the dough struck the mirror and left a huge grease spot.  The class roared as she looked at me and said “ Maybe I should have had you do that for me”.  

Julia is truly the wonder woman of food and I doubt anyone will ever take that title away from her.  She was always ready to encourage everyone interested in food to be adventurous and to always enjoy that glass of wine.  We did enjoy wine in those classes courtesy of her friend Robert Mondavi .  And as the students began to taste the food, Julia never failed to end with Bon Appetit!!!

Chef/owner Donna Nordin founded the award winning  Terra Cotta Café located in Tucson, AZ; author of the Terra Cotta Cookbook. 

The Church of Julia Child by Chef Janos Wilder

Julia didn’t only teach you how to cook food. She taught you how to have a relationship with it.  She taught you that the way to relate to food was the way to approach life: unafraid, with gusto, with exuberance, with curiosity and with the confidence that you could make mistakes and still succeed.

When I was a kid we’d flip through the few channels we had back then and, if we landed on Julia, we’d stop, mesmerized, entertained and a little befuddled. Who was this big, big woman who was burnishing cleavers and flinging chickens across our TV screen? And what about that voice: excited, pitched in an unknown octave and teetering on being out of breath?  She talked about food like other people talked about sports: with passion, joy, partisanship, opinion and fact. Like the newly converted, she was bursting with energy and was on a mission to teach the world of French food to the uninitiated. It was infectious. We’d stop and watch, unable to change the channel. We’d entered Julia’s world. It was the world of sport and the world of religion: something to play and something to believe in. What more could a kid want?

Julia didn’t shame, she didn’t berate. She had only one Golden Rule: Love the food and Love the process.  The Church of Julia was the church of what’s possible. You could learn to make masterpieces of delicious food if you watched Julia. Nothing seemed to separate you from the Saints of the Kitchen: the chefs in their white toques who commanded their brigades with a firm grip and a kick in the ass. If you listened to Julia you could cook like them. And why not? She could do it and she dropped things, and fumbled and cut herself right in front of you. Yet her food was divine. 

The physicality of it, the sport of it was a big part of the appeal. Here she was a quarterback in a linebacker’s body. She was Terry Bradshaw, chopping through a rack of lamb like he’d shrug off a tackle. She’d bang pans like he’d bang heads, just for the fun of it. But like a quarterback, she had a game plan. She knew where she was going. Her recipes were her plays, each designed to get you where you wanted to go. Watching Julia on TV was like being in the huddle with her. When she’d tell you what to do you knew you could do it. Failure wasn’t an option or a thought. You could cook, if only because Julia told you so.

Years later, when I was working my way up the kitchen pecking order, learning while I produced, I became entranced by the motion of the kitchen. Working the line combined the raw power and strength of contact sports with the choreography of dance. We’d be pulling heavy roasting pans hot from the ovens, maneuvering sauté pans for burner space while flipping their contents with the flick of wrist. All the while instructions and call backs would punctuate the cacophony of a kitchen in motion. Like a square dance caller, the chef would yell out the orders and the cooks would go into action, firing and plating tickets at the same time, searing one order of fish while completing the intricate plating and saucing of another. With minds fully engaged and bodies in constant, fluid movement the cooks on the line would enter into an intricate do se do which allowed us to move quickly in very cramped quarters with hot and very sharp objects.  

On my off hours, I’d study the movements of my station and trace the patterns like Venn diagrams with the intersecting circles describing the points where I’d interact with the other cooks. When I ducked down to check a quail in the oven another cook would reach across to whisk butter into a sauce. When I turned to grab mushrooms for a sauté one of the other cooks would fill the momentary void to pull the just turning translucent sea bass. We’d dance like that for hours every night. Afterwards I’d go home and think of it like a time and motion study and try to figure out how to be faster, better, more efficient.

Back in the formative years at home, I’d watch Julia and then I’d watch my mother cook and I’d cook with her. In some ways my memories of the two of them are meshed together. I don’t know how much my mom watched Julia but she cooked with the same irrepressible exuberance. My mom didn’t follow recipes; she used them for inspiration then interpreted them in her own style with her own unerring vision for how a dish should be made and how it should taste. Like Julia, my mom was unafraid in the kitchen. She’d try anything. If she didn’t have an ingredient she’d figure out what to substitute and keep going. And like Julia, she didn’t have the best knife skills. I can’t remember how many times I’d be helping her and then hear my mom scream, “Damn, I really did it this time!”  Off she’d run to the medicine chest, her thumb wrapped in a kitchen towel, “Watch the rice!” she’d say. In a few minutes she’d be back, angry at herself, her finger in a wad of bandages, but back to work, tasting, stirring and chopping as she assembled the family’s dinner.

Sport and the Church of the kitchen. It’s how I’ve spent my life. I wonder how many others have started the way I did, initiated by Julia who taught us not to be afraid and to love what we do.

Janos Wilder is the Chef/Owner of Janos and J BAR restaurants located on the grounds of the Westin La Paloma in Tucson, AZ

Thank you Julia Child by Jennifer English

 

Like so many people, I grew up watching Julia Child and was entertained, educated and inspired by her. As a Massachusetts native and a foodie, my Julia experience was both in person as well as televised. I would watch "The French Chef" with my grandmother and pretend that what we were having for dinner that night was "fancy" like what Julia made. I imagine many little girls did that all over the country. But for fortunate me, later that week we might actually SEE the great Julia at a grocer in Cambridge, Massachusetts her adopted home town. I remember watching her towering figure and electric manner as she selected perfect produce, or buying meat from John Dewar & Co. or graciously greeting fans. She was more than a legend she was our neighbor. I even went trick-or-treating at her house, though I can no longer remember what candy was passed out. 

 

As I grew up as a foodie, I would see Julia Child now a national treasure at different food events, many in support of A.I.W.F. the American Institute of Wine & Food an organization she co-founded. She was always generous and gracious to one and all, signing autographs, taking pictures, shaking hands. Almost always endured by the great lady with a glass of wine in her hand. She always enjoyed the party. 

 

After I started the Food & Wine Radio Network, I interviewed Julia Child several times. I always learned so much from those precious conversations. I had the chance to follow her on a book signing tour once and the response she got from everyone was universal. Julia was beloved by people, and they were grateful to her for teaching them, ( all of us) about food. I was honored to be invited to Julia's 90th birthday celebration in Washington D.C. and the installation of her kitchen at the Museum of Natural history. But it was in a quiet moment together in the restaurant which bears her name at Copia, the American Center for Wine Food and the Arts that I got my most treasured Julia memory. I asked her as we were about to start our luncheon what her and her late, beloved husband Paul's favortie toast was. Wistfully and tenderly she clinked her glass to mine and said "le carrillion d l'amitie" (let me check the spelling on the quote!!!!!)  TRanslated it means to the bells of friendship. So next time you raise a glass and clink with friends remember the lesson from the great lady herself and may you hear the bells of friendship ring from the glasses. cheers & thank you Julia. 

Jennifer English is the owner of Flavorbank.com Spice market, the KVOA TV-4 Fresh@4 Food Contributor; owner of the Food & Wine Radio Network; winner of the James Beard Award and Gracie Allen Awards
