Introduction

Marion Kane:
| hear you make a mean ratatouille.

Francis Lam:
| make the best ratatouille.

Marion Kane:
| think | make the best.

Francis Lam:
(Laughs).

Marion Kane:
Okay. We're going to have a ratatouille face-off.

MK & FL:
(Laugh).

Francis Lam:
Any time. Well, not any time. Only in August.

Theme Music
Interview

Marion Kane:

The best food writing is more about meaning and memory than ingredients and flavours. It's a window
into lives, cultures and experiences beyond our own. I'm Marion Kane, Food Sleuth, and welcome to
"Sittin' In the Kitchen". When he's not boasting about his ratatouille Francis Lam writes about food

for New York Times Magazine and other prestigious publications. His writing has won many awards and
has been included in several Best Food Writing compilations. He's also been a judge on the popular TV
show Top Chef Masters. | spoke with Francis at the Terroir Symposium in downtown Toronto. Stay tuned
for all the details on that delicious ratatouille.

Theme Music

Marion Kane:
Francis Lam how would you describe yourself as a food journalist. What are your specialties?

Francis Lam:

(laughs) How would | describe myself as a food journalist? You know, it's funny because | have a sort of
strange relationship to calling myself a food journalist | guess. Part of the reason I'm here is that I've
always loved to eat and | love to cook. | went to culinary school and that's actually how | got my start. |
started writing about what | was learning at culinary school in emails to friends and family.



Marion Kane:
Are you a qualified chef?

Francis Lam:

Am | a qualified chef? You wouldn't want to come to my restaurant (laughs). But you might come to my
home and not complain too much | guess. | did go to culinary school and | did work in restaurants and
the way | got started writing was that | was just writing emails to friends and family about what | was
learning in cooking school. Friends would forward these emails around. About halfway through the
program | got a call from the editor at the Financial Times saying, "Hey, a friend of yours has been
forwarding these emails to me. They're a lot of fun. Would you like to do something for us?" And so |
really fell into this profession in a really really lucky lucky way. | have a column now in the New York
Times Magazine where | cook with mostly home cooks from different immigrant communities around
New York City and in sharing their recipes | try to share a little bit about their personal story or a little
about their community, or where they come from, or their relationship to their food. | think a lot of
times what people think and say about the food they grew up with says a lot about who they think of
themselves or how they think of themselves.

Marion Kane:

| was just telling someone the other day that | haven't got a lot of childhood memories because of
various moving around and traumas actually in my childhood but | do remember the first roast chicken |
ate with my parents travelling to Alsace-Lorraine in an outdoor garden with vines growing above us. |
remember | was about 14 and that was my first really memorable meal | guess. My mother was a good
cook. So, do you remember examples of this that you were writing about something food-related and it
grew into something else?

Francis Lam:

There is something about the food that brings me back. For instance right now as I'm talking to you, I'm
remembering a dish | used to love as a kid with stewed beef tongue with canned corn and black
peppercorns and as I'm remembering that I'm seeing again the table, I'm seeing the wallpaper, I'm
seeing the greasy kitchen cabinet doors and remembering what all those things said about my family.
Remembering that kitchen and I'm remembering another moment in that kitchen where it was my first
day at school when | was really young and my mother was in her pink bathrobe and her scrambling to
finish making a sandwich for me to put in my lunch bag. | totally remember this and her being really
frazzled and then me just being ready to grab the lunch box and run out to the school bus.

That memory has been with me for a long time obviously but every time | remember it something else
about it changes, my understanding of it changes. Right now as I'm saying this I'm thinking about how
my mother must have actually felt in that moment beyond just being frazzled that she wasn't getting
this thing done on time but thinking about her first kid going off to school and how maybe happy she
was | was getting out of the damn house. Or maybe how conflicted she felt that her little boy was
growing up and leaving her or... who knows? Who knows? In our world, in our food writer world we talk
a lot about how the food is the portal into other stories but it's always so powerful when you really kind
of live it yourself too. From that moment of beef tongue to suddenly placing myself back in that kitchen,
back in that space, to suddenly thinking about that egg salad sandwich my mom was making to now
wondering, "Oh, | wonder how my mom felt when her kid was leaving her for the first time". It's a
doorway that opens and | think it's up to the reader and the writer both to follow the path that doorway
opens to.



Marion Kane:

You're speaking to the emotional aspect of food and the people who cook it for you. | remember many
things my mother cooked for me. She's now 92 and bedridden actually and it's very hard for me to deal
with that but | visited her a month ago and made her the famous Linzertorte that she used to make for
us and it was a very beautiful moment. | think you write in a way that opens the doors to other subjects
other than food. I've been reading your writing and it is beautiful in detail and evocative and you're a
beautiful writer. But how was it being a judge on Top Chef Masters? | saw you on television.

Francis Lam:

Yeah | was a regular judge on two seasons of Top Chef Masters and I've guested on other spinoffs or
iterations. It's been great. It's been great. | have to say | was a little bit worried when | first started to do
it, because how real is it right? Everyone knows that reality TV is totally unreality. But | have to say in
what | saw it was totally legitimate. The contest was totally legitimate. When the timer went on it was
time to cook and when the timer went off it was time to serve food to real people. | thought that was
really remarkable and how seriously the producers took the competition, how... and I'll say this... how
much integrity they had in the competition. You know, | have such appreciation for what chefs are able
to do in restaurants on a day-to-day basis. | already think it's kind of superhuman and then to see what
chefs are able to do in two hours in a kitchen they don't know with limited equipment with ingredients
that aren't the ingredients they normally get is just... these people are just superheroes.

Marion Kane:
What do you like to eat when you cook for yourself at home?

Francis Lam:

When | cook at home | 99% of the time cook vegetarian mostly because my wife eats fish but not meat
and so it's just easier to cook vegetarian. But honestly | love cooking vegetables. | love eating meat. |
love eating seafood. But | really love cooking vegetables.

Marion Kane:
| hear you make a mean ratatouille.

Francis Lam:
I make the best ratatouille.

Marion Kane:
| think | make the best. Seriously, I'll send you my recipe.

Francis Lam:
Sure.

Marion Kane:
And maybe you'd send me yours.

Francis Lam:
Absolutely. There's no secret to my ratatouille though. It's not because of the recipe. It's just because no
one else is stupid enough to stand there and cook it for six hours like | do.



Marion Kane:
Oh, my God.

Francis Lam:

The thing that | do with ratatatouile... it's funny because when | was in cooking school there were two
other students who were getting into this argument about the right way to make ratatouille. And one
was saying, "No, it's a rustic dish. It's a country dish. It's meant to be cooked when the tomatoes and the
peppers and the zucchini and the eggplants are just like all over the place, you're just looking for some
way to get rid of them so you throw them on the pot and you cook them. That's what you're supposed
to do." And this other guy was sort of this hottie, you know, aspiring fine-dining cook and he was like,
"No, you have to dice everything perfectly and you have to sear them off individually." We all just
thought this guy was such a pompous moron.

But that's what | do now for my ratatouille (laughs). So what | do is | dice the eggplant, | dice the zucchini
and | roast them off just with olive oil and salt and pepper until they're nice and caramelized. The thing
that takes me six hours is | will mince a bunch of onions and garlic and slowly cook them in oil until they
caramelize. And then | take red peppers, purée them and then throw them in and then slowly cook them
until it's basically a jam. Then | take tomatoes, purée them, and then add them and then slowly cook
them down until they're a jam. So basically what you have at the end is this onion-garlic-red pepper and
tomato jam that is so thick and so rich and so incredibly flavourful but you basically have to sit there and
stir it for six hours because it will burn if you don't and it won't reduce enough if you don't (laughs).

Marion Kane:
Like risotto.

Francis Lam:
Yeah, if you were trying to make risotto out of rocks.

Conclusion
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Marion Kane:

That was my conversation with food writer Francis Lam. He is francis_lam on Twitter. I'm Marion Kane,

Food Sleuth. You can find more stories like this one, as well as both Francis and my ratatouille recipes
at marionkane.com. Thank you for listening.
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http://marionkane.com/

