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PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Good evening. Good evening. My name is Paul Holdengräber, and I am the Director of Public Programs here at the New York Public Library. As many of you know here, my goal at the Library is to make a heavy institution levitate, and so tonight I hope in this levitation process, I hope that Alice Waters and Kermit Lynch will help me. 

It is a great pleasure to welcome them tonight and to let you know that our season, as it’s winding down, we have tomorrow the pleasure of welcoming Jack White, Greil Marcus, and others to discuss the rise and fall of Paramount Records. There will be lots of music tomorrow. On December 4, Michael Connelly joins Martin Cruz Smith and on the 10th of December, Elizabeth Gilbert joins Ann Patchett. And our fall closing night is a conversation between Junot Díaz and Toni Morrison. 

It is a great pleasure to announce and welcome LIVE from the New York Public Library’s first-ever season-long presenting sponsor, Morgan Stanley. We are thrilled to have them onboard for the entire fall season and are truly grateful for their support of LIVE and the Library. We are also live tweeting our events this season, and I invite you to follow us by using—and I always say this because I’m still not quite sure what it means, but by using the hash tag #LIVENYPL, so for all of you tweeterers (laughter) or tweet aficionados or tweet lovers or just tweeters, please use the hash tag #LIVENYPL. 

After our conversation, Kermit Lynch and Alice Waters will be happy to answer some good questions. (laugter) Good questions, in my view, can be asked in about fifty-two and a half seconds. Alice Waters’s new book is The Art of Simple Food, second volume, and Kermit Lynch has a smacking new twenty-fifth-anniversary edition of The Adventure on the Wine Route: A Wine-Biased Tour of France. Now, for the last five, six, seven years, I’ve been asking my guests to provide me with a biography of themselves in seven words, a haiku of sorts, or if you’re extremely modern, a tweet. (laughter) Now, Kermit Lynch provided me with this biography of himself in seven words: “Wine importer. Musician. Two books, four CDs.” We will actually probably discuss that part of his life that you may not have known about, the fact that he has four CDs and is a musician. We might listen to something if we’re lucky. Alice Waters: “Restauratrice, forager, teacher, mother, romantic, purist, rebel.” “Rebel” is the one I’d like to discuss the most tonight. Please welcome them both.

(applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Rebel? Why rebel? In what way? In what way do you still remain a rebel? 

ALICE WATERS: Well, I guess I came tonight and I saw a bouquet of flowers on this table, and I just said, “The table should have something of this moment in time.” And I didn’t ask anybody.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No you didn’t. 

ALICE WATERS: I didn’t ask anybody, except I just called—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You just told me what would happen.

ALICE WATERS: I called up my friend Shaina, this wonderful woman who works up at Stone Barns, and we called her, and she was midtown Manhattan and she—we said, “We need something for the table.” She walked into the Peninsula Hotel, into the kitchen, and asked whether she could buy vegetables to bring for the Library, and she found fresh ginger, which I never—these are Jerusalem artichokes, but last night I found that you could grow ginger and turmeric in New York State. I mean, I thought you had to be in a hot, humid country to have turmeric and ginger, but there it was, coming out of the garden at Stone Barns, and these beautiful cauliflowers and some they have a curious sweet potato, is that what that is, and some apples, and some carrots.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I see you’re getting very excited.

ALICE WATERS: I do, but I needed to change the way it looked, so that that we could be at this moment in time and I think, I think your trip up to—you took us all around in the Library, and it was so extraordinary to be in those big rooms.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What did it inspire in you?

ALICE WATERS: It’s something that I think is part of my teaching thinking is that you need to, you know, experience something with all your senses. So you want to know how it smells, how it feels, how it tastes, you know, that kind of experience, and so it’s one way that I take people who are new at Chez Panisse, I take them on a little tour and we go into all the closets and we go behind the cooking line and we go into the refrigerators and we go in the back rooms, and I feel like you have to know what that’s about to know what the place is about.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, tonight I felt I had to show you both the Library in that way because I had to anchor your experience in a place, and when you came in the Reading Room the first thing you did was (inhales deeply).

ALICE WATERS: It’s true, it’s true. Of course, I immediately thought, “Ah, what a place for a dinner, (laughter) or even a wine tasting, I mean, the ceilings are fabulous and maybe somebody could be playing music up on that little catwalk around the top and—”

KERMIT LYNCH: And I thought, “Something’s missing here.” (applause) We were downstairs in the most incredible cellars you’ve ever seen. (laughter) You’re right, no wine.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: When you came in the Reading Room, what did it inspire in you apart from the fact that you—

KERMIT LYNCH: I was talking about—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I now.

KERMIT LYNCH: When we were underground, I thought, “What a great cellar this would make.”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Kermit, when you came here you also felt that this was an occasion where you would speak to people who are sober.

(laughter)

KERMIT LYNCH: Not my fault.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah, and you felt that it would be a good thing if we next time you came here if we could inebriate people while you were talking.

(laughter)

KERMIT LYNCH: I told him this is the first time I’ve spoken before an entirely sober audience.

ALICE WATERS: And the other thing that I wanted was the lights up in the room so that you feel like you can see people. I mean, otherwise it’s just all black, and you feel kind of this out-of-body experience and I think it’s so important that when you’re communicating—trying to communicate with people that you can see them.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We need to see each other.

ALICE WATERS: Yeah!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We need to see each other, to look at each other, to read each other’s expression. You can’t, as I often say, tickle yourself. You need others.

(laughter)

ALICE WATERS: Indeed.

KERMIT LYNCH: He’s probably right.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Later on try, you’ll see, I am right. (laughter) Many years ago, about fifteen, probably more even, maybe twenty-five years ago, I heard a program on French television that Bernard Pivot did called Apostrophes and he was interviewing Gault et Millau. And Gault et Millau, you may know, when they started out, before they became Gault et Millau, they were students at the Sorbonne studying French literature. And they studied with a very famous—I promise it won’t be too long—but they studied with a very famous French literary critic named Jean-Pierre Richard who began a fantastic essay he had on Flaubert by saying, “On manges beaucoup dans les romans de Flaubert” “People eat a lot in the novels of Flaubert.” And they both discovered at that moment that what they loved more than literature was reading about people who ate and what they loved even more than that was eating, themselves, and writing about it. So off they went and wrote and in that interview, Bernard Pivot asked Gault et Millau, and this was a program that five and a half million French people watched every Friday evening about books, asked Gault et Millau, “What is the most important experience in a restaurant, what is the most important part of a culinary experience?” And Gault looked at Millau and Millau looked at Gault, and then Gault said, “Let’s tell him.” And he said, “The most important thing is the person with whom one eats,” and it always struck me as quite interesting, and I’m wondering if you would agree?

(laughter)

KERMIT LYNCH: More important—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Than anything.

KERMIT LYNCH: I wouldn’t go that far.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What about you, Alice? I mean, in a way, it seems to me that much of what you write about and much of what you propose and believe in is coming around a table and having a conversation, of course over a good meal.

ALICE WATERS: I don’t feel like you have to eat with someone, so I think the most important thing for me is that I’m made to feel really comfortable in a restaurant, whether I’m by myself or with other people and I think the second most important thing is that the restaurant smells good, really good, really good. Not like fry, not like rug, but really something, something that is evocative and—

KERMIT LYNCH: I think that’s true. I think there was a period when I first started going to France where I could walk up to a restaurant and give it a sniff and decide if I wanted to go in. But things have changed so much. Imagine you can’t do that at Chez Panisse, because it’s all reserved. You can walk up to it and give it a sniff, (laughter) but there’s no room at the inn.

ALICE WATERS: Ahhh, Kermit.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So what do you say to that, Alice?

(laughter)

KERMIT LYNCH: It does limit—

ALICE WATERS: He’s not telling the truth, he always has special privileges, (laughter) and besides the doors are always open to the kitchen and so somebody could walk in right off the street and walk right into the kitchen. Wanted to see what it looked like or smelled like, right off the street, no barriers.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So you told me a few days ago that you were going to be on a program that Charlie Rose has where you needed to write a letter to your former self, to the person you were, and I’d like you to tell us a little bit both what that experience was and who that former self may have been.

ALICE WATERS: That’s such a very difficult question.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Why not?

ALICE WATERS: I have yet to do this program, which I’m doing first thing tomorrow morning, (laughter) and I didn’t know about it until two days ago, so it’s been very difficult for me to think about how to write that letter, that wasn’t too revealing but honest and something that, that felt like I was really talking to my younger self and I guess the main thing I said was, “You know, you can’t imagine that this is going to happen to you, because you’re such a picky eater, (laughter) you’re drinking strawberry milkshakes and wanting grilled-cheese sandwiches, but I want to tell you you’re going to be cooking, and you’re going to be loving it, and you’re going to cook every day wherever you can and with whom you can, and it’s going to be important the way you cook. You’re going to doubt yourself at first because it’s so simple, so without flair, and you’re going to wonder whether you’re going to be able to succeed and go on, and, in fact, you will.”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And the former self who is speaking here saying “you will” is how old? 

ALICE WATERS: Well, I figured someplace between eight and twelve, I guess, eight and twelve.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Because at that point you hadn’t yet experienced what you would call food. 

ALICE WATERS: No, I hadn’t.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So what are your very first memories of food?

ALICE WATERS: My very first one. It’s that kind of picky eater place. I had to come to the table, we had dinner every night at seven o’clock sharp, and we had to eat everything on the plate, and we had meat and potatoes and vegetable and a fruit cup for dessert. And it was pretty regular every night.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You mean pretty similar.

ALICE WATERS: And I didn’t want to eat, and I had to sit at the table until I finished it. And my mother wasn’t a good cook. And what did you eat, Kermit?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah, I was about to ask you, both what did you eat, how did you start tasting food and just as a little exercise, if you had to write a letter to that little—

KERMIT LYNCH: No, wait.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah.

 KERMIT LYNCH: I thought it was the former self writing a letter to me.

ALICE WATERS: No, it’s the other way around.

KERMIT LYNCH: Ah. It would be easier, I think, the reverse.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, you can do both.

KERMIT LYNCH: Well, anyway, I have no idea what I would write to myself. I’d have to decide which self because my life is split into so many pieces. Prior to the wine life, it would be very hard for me to decide. Alice picked eight to twelve. Those are years I can’t stand to think about. I hated my life then because of what was going on it. In terms of food, that I’d love to answer.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, do.

KERMIT LYNCH: My mother thought that TV dinners were the greatest invention. (laughter) She really thought, “We live in an era of progress,” and sometimes she would cook and actually cook, and her favorite to cook was frozen peas with canned tuna on toast. (laughter) I had that so many times I can’t—and that was like home cooking. My—I started to say ex-father, my mother’s ex-husband—

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You made a point.

KERMIT LYNCH: His side of the family there were three of six brothers were evangelist preachers in California, and my grandfather was an evangelist preacher for a very fundamentalist church, and the deal of the divorce was—I have to remember this—the deal of the divorce was I had to spend one month a year with him, the court ordered it, so that one month was spent in Delano, California, where there was a Church of Christ and they would have Sunday picnics in the city park, potlucks, and that’s where I learned to enjoy food. These were all Okies and Arkies and southerners who had come out in the Dust Bowl. I mean, I really had a Grapes of Wrath, hint, Grapes of Wrath upbringing.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I mean to ask you a question. When do you think parents should start teaching their kids how to appreciate wine?

(laughter)

KERMIT LYNCH: I’m not sure—I don’t think you do it by making a decision and giving lessons and things. My kids, any time I’d try to have them taste something, they refused. They—it was like, you know, “Oh, Dad likes that, how can I like that?” (laughter) But now they’re both quite into it and surprise me by how much they know about wine. It’s sort of they absorb—I think kids absorb things rather than if you start teaching them, they—that’s my experience, they run the other way, or they ignore you.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: This is a story I imagine you may have told before, but I imagine that many people may not know here. How did the two of you actually meet?

ALICE WATERS: Can you remember?

KERMIT LYNCH: Well, Chez Panisse opened in ’71—right? Wasn’t it ’71?

ALICE WATERS: Yeah, ’71.

KERMIT LYNCH: And we didn’t know each other, but I opened my wine shop in ’72, and there were no good restaurants in Berkeley really to speak of, but of course word got around to the wine merchant that there was somebody making French food not far away. And so I started eating there, and how could we help but not get to know each other? I was not, in those days I didn’t distribute, so Chez Panisse was not a customer, so Alice and I just became friendly. I mean, it was just normal—what could be more normal than the restauratrice and the merchant du vin?

ALICE WATERS: No, but I remember you had the wine shop down on San Pablo and there was a little Mexican restaurant that was run by a Mexican woman who was married by an Indian man—and they made this incredible, so I would go down there—

KERMIT LYNCH: Indian from India, excuse me, Alice, but an Indian man from India, so it was not a Mexican Indian. Strange restaurant.

ALICE WATERS: I would come down around noontime and go through the wine shop looking for wines, and then we would go and eat in that little restaurant, and it was just a beautiful, simple place. You looked across the street, I remember, there was a doughnut shop across the street, and, you know, we just thought, “How could there be so many people in that doughnut shop and nobody in this wonderful little Indian restaurant?”

(laughter)

KERMIT LYNCH: The guy was a really great cook, and you could order Indian food or Mexican food (laughter) and we did, we did. So you imagine these early days, ’72, ’73, and Alice would, as she said, she would come down and stick her head in and say, “I’m going to eat next door,” and I had no customers, so I would—

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Did you, did you, you really did not?

KERMIT LYNCH: So I would just put a sign up, “Out to Lunch,” and I would go next door with Alice.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: How long did it take for you to get a clientele?

KERMIT LYNCH: I think it took me about three years to show a profit, and luckily I had a girlfriend who fed me those years. I supplied the wine, I did have something to contribute.

ALICE WATERS: It took us eight years, and I had a friend who took care of me, fed me and room and board for all that time.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You were talking about the 1970s in Berkeley, and there’s a famous moment where you attended a Free Speech Movement in Berkeley and heard Mario Savio, and he said, “America is becoming ever more the utopia of sterilized, automated contentment.” And that, Alice, made a big impression on you, and I’d like to know why and how maybe what you heard there you tried to in some way translate in what you’re doing?

ALICE WATERS: Well, I think everybody kind of knows about Berkeley in the ’60s and I was just swept away in the whole Free Speech Movement and then and the whole movement to stop the war in Vietnam, and it was a moment when we felt very powerful, because we were successful, and I just figured that if we band together we could make anything happen. I was idealistic then and I’m idealistic now.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But you also felt that in some way the way you would approach cooking would go against this automated self.

ALICE WATERS: But I didn’t think of it that way then. I mean, I was really in the counterculture. Once the Free Speech Movement and I graduated from Berkeley, and I went to France, I just came back and wanted to live like the French, and I never thought of going to a bank to borrow the money, I just looked to my friends who had the money, so to speak.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So for both of you France was an epiphany and a revelation.

ALICE WATERS: It was.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’d like you—perhaps, Kermit, you can begin by talking about that early time, perhaps somewhat prompted by Alice, you needed an interpreter and you went to France, and you discovered this country that opened a whole world to you and transformed you possibly very deeply.

KERMIT LYNCH: I’m sure we can say today that it did, but I wasn’t aware of it at the time, and I wasn’t reflecting about it that much. It was happening. It was sort of like a wave that took me with it. The first trip to France, it was part of a trip to Europe. I’d been—making ends meet with a little craft business. I made ladies’ handbags out of—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Did you not know that? Oh, it’s fantastic. I read all about that. It didn’t work very well.

KERMIT LYNCH: I made ladies’ handbags out of Oriental rug scraps. (laughter)

ALICE WATERS: Well!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: what happened?

KERMIT LYNCH: That involved buying these—going to Oriental rug bazaars and buying the scraps, rugs that had been walked on so much that the center was all worn out but the borders would be lovely. I put them together, put a leather strap on it, and I called it the Berkeley Bag.

ALICE WATERS: You didn’t!

KERMIT LYNCH: I did. I did. And I hated it. I hated it. (laughter) I hated the sewing machine, I hated the glue, and somebody—I have no idea why—this guy came along and offered me money for my business. I mean, all he had to do was buy a sewing machine and some glue. (laughter) So that’s how I got to Europe.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Was this before your attempt to work at the post office?

KERMIT LYNCH: This is about the same time and the post office was—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What happened with the post office?

KERMIT LYNCH: I had decided, “It’s time, Kermit, to make something of yourself.” In other words, a weekly salary, because I’d never had one. I was getting close to thirty years old. So I applied for a job at the post office, and I passed the test, and they sent me in for my physical. I must admit I had mixed feelings about being hired. Anyway, I went in for the physical, and the doctor told me everything was fine, but he said, “Hey, this is free, is there anything that’s been bothering you?” I said, “Yeah, I don’t know what’s going on, the last week or two I keep scratching my stomach.” And he said, “Well, do you have cats?” “I have a cat.” Well, it was lice. (laughter) So he gave me this ointment to put. Okay. I go in, the postmaster calls me in, I go in, and he says, “I’m sorry, Mr. Lynch, we can’t have somebody here who will pass lice to all the rest of the staff.” And thank you, Jesus.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And so thank you—

KERMIT LYNCH: Can you imagine what I’d have missed?

ALICE WATERS: Well, I didn’t pass the post office test. I’m glad of that.

KERMIT LYNCH: What can I say, Alice?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And so thank you, Jesus, you had lice, (laughter) and that took you, and thank you, and that took you for our benefit to France.

KERMIT LYNCH: Next thing I knew, snails and frog legs.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But a man who mattered to both of you, and I’d like to remember him a little bit on this stage, is Richard Olney.

KERMIT LYNCH: That’s a good idea.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I think it’s good to—because this is a person who brings the two of you in great proximity.

KERMIT LYNCH: We both have—we like getting sentimental about Richard Olney.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Get sentimental.

KERMIT LYNCH: Let me start because I met Alice thanks to—I met Richard thanks to Alice. I didn’t speak French, I found a—well, we were in New York. Some of you may know who Lydie Marshall is—she had a cooking class, a French woman who had a cooking class. In fact, she gave lessons to Woody Allen and taught him to cook lobster. That’s where the scene comes from. (laughter) Anyway, she was married to a—I think she still is—married to a college professor, some kind of mathematics that I didn’t quite understand. But he was a fanatic. He learned—He was married to a French woman and he was an American. He learned French like he was so proud of it, and he was interested in wine, so he said, “I’ll go translate for you, if you’ll let me go along and taste,” so that was a great trade-off. And at the last minute, he dropped out, something happened at the university and he couldn’t get away. So his wife Lydie said, “Kermit, I know somebody in France who might help you. It’s an American and he’s looking to earn some money and he even knows wine,” and I was, “Who’s that?” And she said, “Richard Olney.” And I had never heard about Richard Olney, or maybe if I’d heard about him it didn’t register. So when I got back, as I’ve learned to do in my life in a lot of respects, I had told Alice what had happened and she said, “Richard Olney? Kermit, pack your bags.” And that’s how I met Richard Olney. I bought that ticket.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And what did he teach you?

KERMIT LYNCH: Richard, you know, he wasn’t a teacher who would again, maybe that’s where I got my idea of parenting. He didn’t give lessons. I was with him. I traveled with him. I tasted with him. We went to great dinners in three-star restaurants and the winemakers’ homes. And he opened my mind. The simplest way to put it—back in those days and it’s still true with this Parker, the Parker, Robert Parker taste in wines, but back in those days the sort of deal was you tasted several wines and then people would vote which was the best and the highest compliment was, “Yeah, that’s a big wine,” and I felt the same way. I looked for really full-bodied wines, that was really important to me and Richard opened me up. Yeah, there are times when you want a big, full-bodied wine, like in those days you might turn to Châteauneuf-du-Pape. Today we’re getting to the stage where almost all wines are big in order to get high points, but he taught me to—I use the maybe because of music, I use the word, he taught me to listen to each wine and see what it had to say before I judged it. Like, don’t come in with an idea, “This is how wine should taste.”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What does that mean, actually, to listen to a wine?

KERMIT LYNCH: Well, you can’t say that wine speaks, so—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So.

KERMIT LYNCH: Listening I guess means paying attention to it that with the senses that you use to taste wine—your eyes, your nose, your palate.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Which brings us a little bit to Alice’s real desire to speak about and for us to live in our five senses.

ALICE WATERS: And I think that’s what Richard felt about food, too. He had a garden at his house and he would think about what he wanted to cook when he went out in the garden. He just was tasting it and it sort of told him what he needed to do with it.

KERMIT LYNCH: Richard was—he was a painter and to the end of his life, even though he had so many books, and he wrote about wine and food, he insisted that he was a painter all those years. And Richard had an aesthetic sense, a really charged aesthetic sense, and that’s the way he approached the table and I think that really impressed me, too, because I’d been interested in aesthetics when I was at San Francisco State and to think that oh, to judge wine and food, there are certain criteria you use and you can respond to them as aesthetic judgments.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And one of the criteria you use is that not everything needs to be big.

KERMIT LYNCH: In wine—I mean look at today at a wine market and what it’s become worldwide with these point systems and everything. I’ll tell you though, things are changing. For the first time. I’ve been in business forty years and I write a monthly brochure about the new wines that come in and for thirty years or more I would tell myself, no you can’t use the word “light” because no one is going to want to buy that wine. The American attitude is “I don’t like—I’m not a wimp. What do you think? I like light wines?” And that was the attitude. And of course what’s wrong with being light sometimes? But I learned that from Richard, that was an important thing to learn.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But he taught you in some way an attitude.

KERMIT LYNCH: An attitude and this idea again to don’t prejudge by what you know about something. Wait until you experience it and then judge what you experienced. For wine, I don’t know about cooking, but that was certainly true about wine.

ALICE WATERS: But he was a perfectionist and he had opinions about everything. About everything.

KERMIT LYNCH: And he was always right.

ALICE WATERS: And he was always right. That’s true.

KERMIT LYNCH: It was terrible to argue.

ALICE WATERS: There was never any circumstance where he would, you know, sort of be diplomatic. I remember one time we went to a restaurant in San Francisco, a really old French restaurant in San Francisco, back in the late seventies, and we went with Jeremiah Tower, and there were about four of us at the table, and Richard just said right straight to the waiter right away, “I want a bottle of champagne, in an ice bucket, really cold, I want that right now on the table, right now. And I want a leg of lamb and green beans, and I don’t want anything else.” And of course they didn’t bring the champagne cold enough right away and they didn’t just put green beans on the plate with the lamb and he just—he almost had a fit. He said, “We’re paying and this is what I want to eat, and this is how I want it cooked.” And I don’t know—he made a very big impression.

(laughter)

KERMIT LYNCH: And I think he made such a big impression that a lot of Chez Panisse was due to Alice having Richard on her shoulder, thinking, “What if Richard walks in to my restaurant?” I was that way about wine. When I tasted wine I would have Richard on one shoulder. 

ALICE WATERS: Because he was always right. He really was. “It needs more of this. It doesn’t need that.”

KERMIT LYNCH: His taste was impeccable. I mean, he always saw what’s right, what’s wrong, and I learned that—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I wonder, you know, as you’re speaking about him and having read now a great deal about him, I wonder if your desire to have this on the table is in some way you’re channeling his strong views on what is needed, what must happen.

ALICE WATERS: Certainly the ideas that he had about a table setting. It was so—he was so—it was so simple and it was so right. Beautiful linen always, just a fork and a knife and of course a beautiful wineglass, but never excessive dishes or glasses at the table. I don’t think ever any water glass.

KERMIT LYNCH: It was a little like Matisse set the table, wasn’t it?

ALICE WATERS: Yeah. It was. It was. It was really, really beautiful.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Beautiful.

ALICE WATERS: He did many paintings of food and beautiful pottery on the table. He was best friends with Elizabeth David, you probably know about her, but she had a great aesthetic, and they had a kind of meeting of the minds, and I learned from her cookbooks first, and there were very short recipes, but she describes things so beautifully that you felt like you could do it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Kermit, you have a line which I love in your book. You say, “Wine is, above all, pleasure. Those who make it ponderous make it dull.” An echo in my mind of Thomas Jefferson, who said, as you well know, “A good wine is a necessity of life,” and for both of you Jefferson counts a great deal, so let’s ponder pleasure a little bit if we could.

KERMIT LYNCH: Where’s the sommelier?

(laughter)

ALICE WATERS: Well, I had the pleasure of—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Cause I remember when we spoke I said, “We’ll talk about pleasure,” and you said, “Oh, yes.”

ALICE WATERS: Oh, yes. Well, I had the pleasure of cooking at Jefferson’s house last year or it was the year before last, but the greatest part about it was that I got to go out into the garden and to pick the lettuces that actually were the varietals that he had planted there, and I washed them and it was just a beautiful, beautiful moment. But I think pleasure is what brings you, you know, it really brings you into ideas, and I think it’s really been important to me that the food at the restaurant be something that tasted really good, and I think it’s the reason people have been coming back, and I’m always looking and asking people what they thought and could we make it this way or could we make it better, and it’s just a work in progress, always, it’s—and people who work in the kitchen, they have to be, you know, really able to take criticism, they can’t be feeling like what we’re saying is about them, it’s only about sort of the process of really learning more and getting better at what you’re doing.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’d like you to unpack a little bit more this idea that pleasure is what opens us up or leads us into ideas. It’s a very interesting notion because so often we don’t quite approach ideas or knowledge through the lens of pleasure.

ALICE WATERS: Well, I think that Carlo Petrini, who is the head of Slow Food International, really talks about it in an incredibly beautiful way, that we have that capacity to experience it, and it’s there for a reason, and you know that when you taste, it kind of opens your mind and you can go to the difficult ideas of biodiversity and seeing these—all the different colors of cauliflower, it’s how they taste, and then it just takes you into that world where you want to take care and know that you’re going to be able to have them again, it’s that pleasure of taste. I’m not very articulate. I do it all the time, but I like to feed people ideas, if you know what I mean.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, you do it but you do it also in a very practical way by initiating, for instance, the Edible Schoolyard. I’d like you to talk a little bit about, actually I’d like to show the picture number 1 if we could. This is an illustration by Maira Kalman, and she says, “I visit another school that will have an edible schoolyard. This will be the first one in New York City, at the Arturo Toscanini Elementary School on Avenue X in Brooklyn. Celia Kaplinsky, the captivating principal, tells me what Cicero said: ‘If you have a garden and a library you have everything you need.’ There will be a vegetable and fruit garden where a parking lot is now. The children will work and cook and take that experience to their families.” So this is, as it were, a movement that you have begun, and I think you have begun it in part because you—I mean, for pleasurable and political reasons combined, if I’m right.

ALICE WATERS: You’re right. You’re right. Well, I just love seeing this page in Maira Kalman’s book because I’ve always loved her illustrations and her writing and when I met her I just said, “Oh, please, come out to Berkeley, come and see the edible schoolyard, I want you to experience what’s going on in this middle school in Berkeley,” where there are a thousand kids who speak twenty-two different languages and yet they all just engage, are engaged in the garden and in the kitchen, and not because it’s a gardening class or it’s a cooking class. It’s their math class out in the garden and it may be their history class in the kitchen, but because they can experience that subject in a whole different dimension, and they don’t feel like it’s school. They have huge pleasure sort of in nature and cooking with each other in the kitchen and I figured that that was the best way to really not only educate everyone in this country about food, but I thought it was the best way, and I know it’s the best way, to teach children, by having them touch and taste and smell and experience and in this big way.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And know where things come from.

ALICE WATERS: Exactly.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And know where things come from.

ALICE WATERS: Bring them into a new relationship.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But what is so interesting about that is that both of you in those early moments in your life did not have the very experience you are now trying to afford to children in their lives. How do you explain that? I mean, are you making up? Is it a palliative?

ALICE WATERS: Well, I certainly didn’t have good food, because my mother did not cook, but I had experiences in the garden, and my parents had a Victory Garden from World War II, and they didn’t have much money, and so we really ate from that garden whether it was, you know, they canned the rhubarb and the apples, and I do remember being out in that garden and eating strawberries when I was a very young child. I even won a costume contest for being the queen of the garden, (laughter) but I think I had a wonderful connection to nature as a child.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I must say, you know, upon reading, reading your books and reading about the Edible Schoolyard, it made me really wonder what am I doing with my own children, who are eight and eleven. Do they have a clue? I mean, they saw for the first time in Hawaii this summer, a pineapple growing. I had no idea. I had no idea how a pineapple grows. Do you? I would imagine you do! I would imagine you do! I had never known it that it grew that way and we were utterly surprised both of us and, you know, I should have taken a few hints from my own family’s history—my father left Vienna just in time—my father just turned ninety-five—he left Vienna just in time in 1938 to become a farmer in Haiti. It was a very small Jewish community of 107 families in Haiti, and he was a medical student in Vienna, and he wrote a letter to Burpee’s and said to Burpee’s, “Dear Burpee, I’m a friendly enemy alien in Haiti, and I think the land of Haiti you can grow these various vegetables,” and they sent him tens of thousands of grains, and he grew vegetables that had never grown before in Haiti and when we went about fifteen years ago, we went to a farmers’ market in Port-au-Prince in Kenscoff, and he said, “You see that? That is my inheritance, that is my legacy.” In the meantime, he didn’t pass it on at all. (laughter) I mean, the pineapple seemed utterly new and marvelous and what I sense in what you write and what I sense in in this desire to taste and absolutely make sure that the people who buy wine from you know that it’s gone through the Lynch palate is a kind of a marvel at the, you know, unadulterated pleasures of taste and knowing where that taste emanates from.

ALICE WATERS: I think there really does need to be a kind of saturation of that experience when you’re very, very young, that maybe, you know, you didn’t have the opportunity to really sort of throw yourself down on the ground in the earth and really feel engaged, but I think that’s terribly important, that children have that experience and really, you know, run through the woods, and run in the ocean and know what it’s like to feed yourself from the bounty.

KERMIT LYNCH: I think that’s one of the aspects of her foundation that I like the most, is this idea that in school the kids will create something, they’ll make something themselves, they’ll have with this garden that they’ve done the work, and, look, “It produces something that feeds me.” I love teaching children that. One of Alice’s original ideas, which might come around someday, was to do the same thing in prisons. Can you imagine? The life of an inmate in prison and the food that they eat, and they’re going to come out of that prison and ever live a decent, normal—no, it’s impossible. I don’t see how you can go through that. If they were in the prison and they were working, making their lunch, making what they would eat and then seeing that the work that they did actually had a result that they could benefit from. I think that’s an enormous lesson, whether it’s in school or in something as horrible as prison.

ALICE WATERS: And I have to say, and many of you have heard this story already, but I think it’s a terribly important one. I was on the board of the garden project at the San Francisco County Jail about twenty-five years ago, and the Director, Catherine Sneed, had convinced the sheriff to allow her to do therapy with the prisoners out in the big area outside of the buildings—it happened to be seven acres of land out there. So she took those guys out there, and they planted everything, I mean, corn and tomatoes, the whole nine yards, and she used it as a metaphor for taking care of yourself. Well, they took the produce from that garden and they offered it to the homeless centers in San Francisco, and when they did that, they were completely changed by that experience, so much so that they didn’t want to leave the jail, okay? And this is the truth. 

So she started a project, sort of a halfway house project, outside the jail and then she called me up and asked me if I would buy the produce for the restaurant, and I said, “Well, if it’s, you know, grown to the specifications,” and she said, “What would you really like us to grow?” And all of that, but she said, “You have to come over and meet these guys,” so I went. I went to the jail actually, and this twenty-one-year-old kid who had been in and out of jail already twice, said, “You know, I shouldn’t be saying anything. It’s my first day in the garden, but it’s the best day of my whole life.” And I just thought, if you could do this in prison, you could do it in a middle school.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know, you’re echoing a wonderful line of Victor Hugo once said, ouvrir une école est de fermer la prison, to open a school is to close a prison.

ALICE WATERS: Well, hear, hear. I didn’t know he said that, that’s beautiful. That’s how I feel.

KERMIT LYNCH: It’s too bad we don’t have any money for education anymore.

ALICE WATERS: Yes, it’s too bad. So many other things.

KERMIT LYNCH: It’s rough.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’ve said a lot of this, but I’d love people to hear it in your own words in the very first pages of your new book you speak about the edible schoolyard, a kitchen garden planted at Martin Luther King Jr. Middle School, a public school in Berkeley, California, you say, “Every time I see them measuring the vegetable beds for their math class or harvesting ancient grains out in the garden for history class or stealing a taste of ripe mulberry, I am reminded that there is nothing more transformational than the experience of being in nature.” Wonderful. 

KERMIT LYNCH: And next—the vineyards!

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Vineyards.

KERMIT LYNCH: All the schools! All the prisons!

(laughter/applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Now you’re answering my initial question when I spoke about parents teaching their children about wine. A wonderful line that I found in your book of Colette: “Wine makes a true savor of the earth intelligible to man.” Tell me more, unpack it a little bit more, I love it.

KERMIT LYNCH: Isn’t that Colette that said that?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Colette.

KERMIT LYNCH: Yes. I love the word. I am a sucker for the word “savor.”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Savor and saturate, these are fantastic words.

KERMIT LYNCH: And that’s been something that has always appealed to me about wine. In the old days in the San Joaquin Valley, I was surrounded by vines—they were everywhere. They made plonk out of it, but there were vines all over the San Joaquin Valley. We would even go out and pick them and eat them. There were so many nobody cared. But that feeling of the wine as the result of something that starts with its roots in the earth and then it’s transformed by the sun and then man steps in and tries to guide it along its way. It’s just a—it’s a meaningful voyage to me.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And would you say—a meaningful voyage. Would you say it is what gives you most pleasure, the taste of wine?

KERMIT LYNCH: That depends on the wine. (laughter) Seriously. There’s such a diversity in the world of wine, sometimes yes, sometimes no. But there are vineyards—let’s make it specific—where the soil is so evident in the wine that you can’t ignore it. Like one would be Chablis. We’ve all tasted tons of chardonnays because domestically they’re all over the place and other parts of France, but when you get to Chablis and that soil of decomposed oyster shells, it gives the wine such a different taste you can’t drink it without being aware of how it’s transformed by what the roots are nourished by. And I found the same thing recently in Patrimonio in Corsica, a certain vineyard area, very small. Because Corsica’s part of the Alp chain, it’s granite, but there’s a pocket there at a place called Patrimonio that’s just like Chablis with these decomposed oyster shells. You walk in the vineyard and you’re looking at them, you see them still today. That’s where the roots are for their white wine, and it marks it. Mount Etna’s another one. I went to Mount Etna a couple years ago. There the wines are almost too marked for my taste by the lava soil. There’s something in the reds a little sulfurous that I don’t really like very much.

ALICE WATERS: Do you like the whites?

KERMIT LYNCH: The whites I liked a lot. Yeah. But so this is vivid in my mind, the voyage the wine makes.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Do you feel sometimes that your work has been a work to try to make wine less intimidating for people to understand?

KERMIT LYNCH: It’s funny and I have to say in this country I don’t understand that. It’s almost—you know, for one thing I must say I don’t think women are intimidated by wine the way men are. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Interesting.

KERMIT LYNCH: Men, it’s—women I would say they’ve got their nose wide open when they taste, they have a bom! A reaction and men suffer over it. They’re so afraid to say something wrong, (laughter) so I think it’s that macho thing again, you know, so—

ALICE WATERS: I was always afraid when I first went to France to choose a red wine or a white wine in a restaurant, so I always chose the rosé. (laughter) And fortunately ended up at our mutual friend’s beautiful winery in the south of France, Domaine Tempier, and the rosé from there has been something that we drink on a regular basis.

KERMIT LYNCH: I think Alice is—Alice is largely responsible for people in this country starting to drink rosé. In the old days, it was like, I don’t drink rosé, I’m a wine connoisseur, it’s junk, and it’s true, almost all of it was in those days. California rosés were the rotten grapes that they wanted to get rid of so they made rosé of it and with Domaine Tempier, Alice promoted it, I promoted it, and it was so good I think people opened their minds slowly in this country to rosé and now there’s a real market for it, although on the East Coast there’s something really unusual going on. I was at Boulud Sud a couple years ago with my family, four of us, so we order, like you usually do, so-and-so wants oysters, so-and-so wants this, what are we going to have to drink with that. Somebody’s ordered foie gras, and somebody’s ordered raw oysters, what do you drink? Well, a rosé, so I ordered—no, I was looking for a rosé and going through the pages, and my God, my wine list doesn’t have any rosé in it so I called the sommelier over, and I said, “Where’s the rosé page?” “Well, we stopped selling rosé at the end of October and we’ll start again in the springtime,” and I thought that was the looniest thing I’d ever heard (laughter) in a restaurant about their wine list, to stop selling rosé, it’s not just a seasonal wine at all. Like Alice it served her—it had another purpose for Alice, was to avoid that decision, but for me it would have avoided picking one wine that would have disappointed a couple of the diners and, you know, a red would have, and that’s how I see rosé, it’s not—you look at what you need at table and you choose the wine accordingly. I’m not telling you to suffer over it, my God, but just a simple thought or two is—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In a way, let your not only let the wine speak but let your senses speak, in a way don’t let your mind get in the way of the pleasure of experiencing the moment. You know, there’s a wonderful line by a philosopher who said that the goal is to arrive at immediacy after reflection, so if in some way we can leave, and I don’t know if it is around gender lines or not, I’m not sure about that, but it’s an interesting point. Something keeps us from feeling pleasure. 

KERMIT LYNCH: I like that quote, that’s good. The immediacy. I think—well, it’s what I was saying, if you make wine ponderous, you make it dull. It’s the same thing if—I mean, I just cannot agonize over what wine I’m going to choose for dinner.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: There are other things to agonize about.

KERMIT LYNCH: It’s just like, I’m going to have something, and I think, “This has garlic and tomato sauce in it, okay, I’m not going to have a Burgundy or an Alsatian wine,” it’s just a quick thought like that and then what am I in the mood for, which might go with that dish. It’s sort of regional thinking, choosing wine.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Now, not all of us have—as Kermit made clear, not all of us have had the pleasure of going to Chez Panisse, (laughter) but anybody who has come tonight—no, there’s a wonderful, wonderful description. I mean, I adored it and I’ll read it, it’s two paragraphs long, the afterword to Forty Years of Chez Panisse: The Power of Gathering by Michael Pollan, and he describes this moment in a way that I just love, and I just want to read it if you don’t mind, and, if you mind, please bear with me.

ALICE WATERS: He always has the words. He always has the words.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: “What arrived at the table was a small unpolished bowl of hammered copper set atop a round hammered-copper base, and in a bowl rested two perfect peaches wreathed in a scatter of equally perfect raspberries. But by perfect I don’t mean perfect looking, like a picture of fruit in a painting or a magazine, though they were that too, blushing, downy, plumped with juice. No, this was the higher perfection that Ralph Waldo Emerson had in mind when he wrote, in reference to a very different fruit, ‘There are only ten minutes in the life of a pear when it is perfect to eat.’ In the case of a peach, that window is probably closer to seven minutes. (laughter) And in the case of raspberries, maybe five. The wonder of it was that the kitchen had somehow arranged for those peaches and raspberries to land on our table not a moment sooner or later than that narrow interlude of perfection. At the risk of offending the restaurant’s many gifted chefs, that unadorned bowl of unimproved fruit strikes me as the essence of Chez Panisse, captures the restaurant’s philosophy in a copper bowl. Since it first appeared on the menu in 1991, the fruit bowl has been Alice Waters’s wordless way of saying that the true genius behind her food resides in the farmers who grew it and the breeders who bred it. The chef merely celebrates that genius by seizing on a moment of moments and setting it off between the quotation marks of a dish, which is why the menu goes to the trouble of informing us that the peach is a Suncrest and the pear a Warren and the tiny tangerine a Kishu. There are times the kitchen is saying when no amount of culinary artifice can improve on what nature has already perfected and it would be folly, hubris, to try.” Quite fantastic, hmm?

KERMIT LYNCH: Quite fantastic.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It tastes—I mean that quotation to my mind is saturated and tastes really good. It makes you—

KERMIT LYNCH: It sounded kind of sexy to me.

ALICE WATERS: Now, I don’t want you to have any great expectations, but I have to say it’s so beautifully said—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But is this what you try to do?

ALICE WATERS: This is exactly the dream that I have about the restaurant. That is what I try to do and the fruit bowl is my favorite. I always bring that out. I wish—and it does win people over. I’m not trying to—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’re trying to seduce them, though—

ALICE WATERS: No, I’m just really trying to seduce them. I don’t want to preach, I just want that to do what it does. And it did what it needed to do to Michael. Beautifully.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And he talks about something subtly which is incredibly important to both of you, which is the notion not only of knowing where things come from as a child should know how a pineapple grows—or an adult should finally find out how a pineapple grows—I mean, I guess it’s never too late to know how a pineapple grows, but it also speaks about the notion of collaboration and the fact that you work with the farmers and the breeders and you pay them as much tribute as to the chefs who cook the meals. Why is that so important to both of you? Kermit, maybe you want to start. So important to know the négociant, so important to go and meet the—I saw that little wink, it was a very, very nice, very endearing wink.

KERMIT LYNCH: You won’t find any wines from négociants in my business. Mine are all from small growers, small farmers, artisanal wines.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But why is it so important to know where it comes from?

KERMIT LYNCH: It seems so fundamental I’m having trouble thinking why it’s so importance.

ALICE WATERS: Because I think it is just like it is for food, that you realize that what variety, what varietal is planted where is terribly important, that how that vine is taken care of and at the right moment is picked and brought to be made into wine and that part of the whole process is probably 85 percent of the making of wine. And I feel that about food, that it has to be the right seed, and the farmer has to take care of it in the right away, and he knows exactly when to pick it or she does and they bring them to the restaurant and if it that’s all done beautifully then it’s so easy to cook. I mean, it’s really 85 percent of it, and when you’re engaged in the process you can help him, you’re learning how to discern the subtleties of farming by tasting and feedback and it’s—you become partners in this and so you couldn’t image the restaurant without Bob Cannard, who’s the farmer. We dedicated the book to him, because he’s so extraordinary.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: They are the heroes in a way, yeah.

ALICE WATERS: He’s our main farmer, and we couldn’t do what we do without him.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Kermit, you mentioned a little bit earlier ratings and also blind tastings, which you’re very opposed to. You say, “Blind tastings have nothing to do with the conditions under which the wines will presumably be drunk, which is at table with food. When a woman chooses a hat, she does not put it on a goat’s head to judge it. (laughter) She puts it on her own.”

KERMIT LYNCH: Wouldn’t you?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’re still as—

KERMIT LYNCH: Well, when you—I mean, this comes from my experience. It was one of the things that struck me when I arrived—my first trips to France were to Burgundy to buy wines. And in Burgundy there’s very much a strict hierarchy—let’s talk about the red Burgundies from pinot noir. There’s the pinot noirs from the flatlands, they can call themselves Bourgogne. Then you go to the village wine that’s a little higher up the slope, then the premier cru, then the middle of slope, the heart of it is the grand cru, and when you go to taste the wine with the winemaker, there’s a hierarchy to the tasting. So you start with the Bourgogne, it’s the simplest wine down from the flatlands. That’s your first taste of wine and you can appreciate that wine in all its glory or it might not even be good, but you’re starting at the bottom, and your palate can appreciate that. The second wine is a notch up in quality, and you can appreciate that, because you have a point of reference to the previous wine, and when you taste, then, sometimes you taste and you say, “Oh my God, well, the premier cru costs fifty dollars more a bottle, and it’s really not better than the village wine this year,” so these kinds of judgments can be made. 

In a wine tasting the way it’s done around here, with the journalists, for example, it’s just a mishmash of wines, and, for example, if you taste a wine, a big wine, let’s say at 15 degrees alcohol, because the size of a wine, folks, it’s largely alcohol. It’s the quantity of alcohol in the wine that makes it feel big on your palate. Alcohol also deadens the senses. So you’ve got a big wine at 15 degrees, it’s sort of overwhelming and then let’s say the next wine in your blind tasting is a little gamine from Beaujolais that’s only 11 and a half degrees alcohol. You can’t taste it. Physically your palate has been transformed by the alcoholic wine. So when you’re doing a tasting, you can’t do it blind. You should know what you’re doing, you should order the tasting so that it makes sense and your palate can adjust to the changes and be alive to the differences. So I think you just start off on a blind tasting is like a blind trip to a museum or something. It’s not a good way to look at things.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In closing, I’d like us to look at one more page of Maira Kalman, and I’ll read it out and then I’ll have you comment on it. I’ll read it out from, “It is bringing elemental things to the present time with commerce and optimism. Can that work? Can giant agribusiness shrink while true organic farms grow? Can the elitism of a farmers’ market shift so that the organic farms can be subsidized? And that prices are reasonable for all people? That would be a democracy of healthy eating.” (applause) So Alice, can it? Is a revolution still possible?

ALICE WATERS: Oh yes. Oh yes. Oh yes. And I really feel like the place that’s so ripe and needy is the public school system, and I think we begin there and we feed every child for free and we have a criteria for the buying of food that supports the small, sustainable farms. And when you do that you begin this whole process of edible education and people—the children will grow up thinking about eating differently.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What about the children in the middle of the country, not between the coasts?

ALICE WATERS: It doesn’t make any difference. It has to—I mean, Iowa used to be a horticultural state. I mean, we can grow something besides corn there. You know, and it’s that we have not chosen to do that, but we can do that again, and we need to pay the farmers the real price for their food, and we need to support the small farmers who really are taking care of the land. And for me there’s not—it’s just a matter of doing it. We have to do it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But how do you convince the big business not to do what they do?

ALICE WATERS: Well, you don’t convince the big business, you just have—you buy with intention, you buy from the right people who are doing the right thing. You’re not paying attention, you’re focused on the farmers who are doing it right. And it’s possible that we could have the president of the United States like Kennedy did back in the sixties.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But the president of the United States, as far as I know—his wife is doing something but he isn’t really doing all that much about—

ALICE WATERS: Well, if he really wanted to think about health care, he would feed our children real food in school.

(applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Kermit, are you as—

ALICE WATERS: He agrees with me perfectly. (laughter) I know he does. He won’t be fed unless he agrees with me. He knows it. He knows it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I can see here you are going back to the person you so much loved who we were talking about at the beginning, but are you as hopeful? I’ll feed you, so answer this question.

(laughter)

KERMIT LYNCH: In no way am I ever as hopeful about anything as Alice is. It’s a difference in personality—there’s nothing to do about it, but my experience is in the other realm, it’s with the vineyards in mainly France—well, only France and Italy, but I’ve been so deceived, disappointed, by what I’ve seen happen with my work, when I first started going over, he mentioned négociants before—the big shippers—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: A mistake on my part.

KERMIT LYNCH: Which we can compare to the agribusiness, we can call that agribusiness over there, the big factories where there is no origin in the wines, you don’t know what you’re really getting. And I started supporting the small growers who really—there weren’t many of them putting their own wines in the bottle. Most of them were stuck in that system of selling their grapes or their wine to the négociants and then never knowing what came of it, how it was blended, how it was bottled, how it was labeled, and nobody talks about it in this country but in France I do have a reputation for having made it possible to begin marketing these wines from the small growers and make it possible for them to survive. 

It’s too long a story to tell you why it was hard to decide, but it had to do quickly with the payment—the négociant would pay very little money but the farmer was paid right after the crop was in, where you think if the farmer raises his wine and then puts it in bottle, he’s not going to get paid for about eighteen to twenty-four months later. So how can those—really, these are not rich California wineries, these are farmers, and a lot of the people I work with make the wine under their house, so we progressed. The négociants lost their power and they practically disappeared from the Burgundy scene, from the French wine scene and now they’ve made a big comeback. With the way this works in France it reminds me a little bit of the United States and how you get into this political system that works against the small growers, works against the small farmers, and where I had been so hopeful that we’d really made a lasting change, I see it’s being eaten away bit by bit over there in the wine world, where you get these big—you might have said in a past time big American millionaires coming in and buying the vineyards. Now it’s the Russian billionaires and these finance—what do you call them? Financier? The money men. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: People with a lot of money.

KERMIT LYNCH: People with lots of money.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’m not going to do better.

KERMIT LYNCH: A farmer in Vosne-Romanée can no longer afford to buy vineyard; it’s too expensive. So a group of businessmen will join together, put the money together, and then hire a winemaker, bring in a winemaker. And you see that changes the whole equation. You might have winemaker from New Zealand who’s hired to make the wine in Vosne-Romanée. It’s not the farmer who knows his piece of earth who works the earth himself and the whole process until it gets in the bottle.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I would say you really don’t—I would say you really don’t agree in outlook here, but after hearing Kermit are you still hopeful?

ALICE WATERS: I am but you need to have the people who demand the other wine. That’s what you need people out there that will not just go on the name but are looking for the people who are doing the right thing.

KERMIT LYNCH: But Alice when you say that I think about let’s change the subject but it’s in the same line of thought—elections in the United States. How do you get elected in this country? Look at what it costs to run a campaign. How can anybody who wants to support the little guy get elected in this country when you need millions and millions of dollars to even win an assembly seat, whatever. Look at that, both parties, it’s fixed.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And yet you remain tentatively optimistic, no?

(laughter)

ALICE WATERS: No, I believe that we can do this. I really believe we can do this. (applause) And I think it’s a very underground movement. I feel like we’re in the underground of doing this work that we’re—it’s just going to all of a sudden come up out, and we’re going to find that we have a different food system.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: On this note, I will invite people to ask a few very good questions, but, before, I would like to thank Kermit Lynch and Alice Waters. 

(applause)

KERMIT LYNCH: Thank you.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So please come up to the mic.

Q: Miss Waters, I’ve had the privilege to eat at your restaurant. I ask you to make a comment on the following. In July 1964, I was in Helsinki with the privilege to eat with a famous architect, Alvar Aalto. They brought flowers to the table. He asked to have them removed. He said, “flowers and food do not go well together,” and I notice the way you celebrated food tonight. Can you make a comment on that observation?

ALICE WATERS: “Flowers and food do not go together.” Well, it depends on what flowers and what food. I really think about the flowers at Chez Panisse, we do have flowers at Chez Panisse, but we forage for them in the same way that we do for the food. And we’re trying to have something that’s very—that’s certainly not aromatic and something that’s of that moment, something that reinforces the aliveness of the dish. So I don’t want roses from Ecuador, I’m supporting the local forager out there who’s really, you know, finding what’s real and putting them in the restaurant very simply.

KERMIT LYNCH: I eat at Chez Panisse every so often, and the place is full of flowers, beautiful flowers, and it’s never—I’ve never really noticed with my nose. It’s all visual. It doesn’t interfere at all—you can’t do a wine tasting if you have really aromatic flowers around, it just doesn’t work. It’s just as if somebody’s smoking a cigar or something, and you’re tasting it, you can’t appreciate the wine. But in Alice’s restaurant there’s no, there’s no competition because the flowers are well chosen.

ALICE WATERS: Thank you.

Q: This is for you, Mr. Lynch, and possibly for you, Miss Waters, as well. Can you talk a little bit about what it’s like to drink wine with your friend Jim Harrison?

KERMIT LYNCH: Well, if it’s a contest you’re not going to win.

(laughter)

ALICE WATERS: Ditto.

KERMIT LYNCH: I’ve met Jim. We’ve corresponded more by mail over the years, I mean real mail, you know, where you write a letter, than we have seen each other. I’ve met him a few times at Domaine Tempier, mainly, he’s good friends with Lulu Peyraud, and Alice, I remember once Jim Harrison and Richard Olney in the same room at the same table and I’ll tell you what it’s like for me. I can’t understand a word Jim Harrison says. Have you ever heard him talk? He’s like a big old bear. (growls) I don’t get it, so—

ALICE WATERS: He writes!

(laughter)

KERMIT LYNCH: I write to him.

Q: Hi. This question is mainly for Alice. In the response article to the Times’ “Gods of Food,” you discuss some of the obstacles women face in working in kitchens, and you cited one as motherhood and you’ve sort of rearranged your kitchen and your business to really support being a mother, and I’d love for you to talk about how you’ve been able to do that what things you put into place to be able to balance motherhood and all of the work you do. And Kermit, I mean, I would love to hear also how you sort of juggled being a father and what that meant for your success in your life.

ALICE WATERS: When I was working in the kitchen at the restaurant, very specifically at the end of the seventies, I realized that I had six days to cover thinking of menus and that I really probably only had good ideas for about three of those days, and I always struggled with the other ones and I watched one chef after another just sort of burn themselves out working so hard and I just thought maybe we could think of a system where you work, you know, six months and get six months off. And I actually tried that with Jeremiah, only he never came back. (laughter) 

But I was thinking about it also, certainly when I had my own daughter, of how you need to work—you can work all nights and you can’t work days and take care of a family, so we started just mixing up the shifts so that people could have nights off or days off and then I had this idea that because—if they worked three days and have really good ideas in the café, that we could have two chefs, they each work three days and they could be paid for five. Now you would think you would kind of lose money on that, but in fact what happened was that the food got better when we had two people that were really able to go to the markets and think about recipes and bring their ideas in and not be burned out by working six days. 

And so we did that, and then we did that for the downstairs. We thought, well, if there’s one chef, if we had two, and they each worked six months on the menus, and they had six months off, and we paid them for the whole year, probably not as much as kind of a superstar chef would get for working year-round, but really well, so in fact that they would come back, and they would come back with ideas, and they may teach and they may write a book, but it’s changed the whole character of the restaurant in that we have at least four people that are really colleagues that are speaking the same language, and so for interns that come into the restaurant, and really for everybody, they’re learning from four very sophisticated people, and they’re learning four different ways of thinking about food and so it’s—in fact, it’s sort of encouraged a kind of collaboration that I never imagined, and it sort of built in a kind of longevity and a very different kind of conversation.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: On this note of conversation, I’d like to thank you both very, very much.
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