


The chef looked up at the Jamisons with teary

eyes. “You have to excuse me,” he said, “but this

Mark Furstenberg, founder of Marvelous Market and Breadline
in Washington.

Palladin made a point to pull together a tight-knit group of
local chefs and encouraged those around him to use the best lo-
cal produce. “He was the first strong force for what would come
to be known as locavore food,” says Phyllis Richman, the emi-
nent former Washington Post food editor and a personal friend
of Jean-Louis. “He worked with famers to grow special things in
special ways, and whatever ingredients he couldnt find here, he
developed.”

Indeed Palladin was dedicated to finding the best farms in
America and telling his friends about them. “I hope I do not hurt
any French feelings if I say that I have the world’s best squabs in
my kitchen, and they are American,” he wrote in Cooking with
the Seasons, one of the first oversized “food porn” coffee table
cookbooks. He predicted that America could grow the best pro-
duce in the world, and in 1989 he wrote, “Now it is being shown
I was right.”

While other French chefs were importing foie gras from
France, he befriended Michael Ginor of Hudson Valley Foie Gras
and sourced the delicacy from New York State. When a Breton
fisherman said that abalones were no longer popular in France,
Palladin responded, “If the French tried the ones we get from
Santa Barbara, that would change.”

Palladin could push local eating to the extreme. Joan Nathan,
a Washington-based food journalist, cookbook author and friend
of the Palladin family, more than once had her garden raided by
the chef. “One time he couldn’t get any zucchini blossoms from
his suppliers, and I said, ‘T've got lots in my garden.” So he drove
up on his motorcycle, gathered all the zucchini blossoms and
he served them at the restaurant that night, stuffed with black
truffles and lobster mousse.”

His passion and intensity could materialize inside the kitchen
as shouting and fits of rage. He was not above throwing a pan of
fish that did not meet his standards across the room, or berating a
young sous-chef whom he deemed insufficiently dedicated to the
profession. “You need to say to your wife, T'm sorry, but you will
need to be second in my life,” Palladin said in 1997. “Being in a
restaurant 12 or 14 hours a day, that’s your family.”

Even customers were not beyond his sweep. In 1985, Palla-
din encountered a restaurant critic who, three years earlier, had
written a negative review of the restaurant. According to a server
working at the restaurant at the time, upon hearing that the critic
was in the house, Jean-Louis became so enraged that he sprinted
from the kitchen to the crowded dining room and screamed at
the critic, “Why you sheet on me?! Why you sheet on me?!” Af-
ter the maitre d’ calmed him down, Jean-Louis returned to the
kitchen but refused to serve the critic, who in turn called the
police. Soon police officers, accompanied by a throng of hotel se-
curity, flooded the already-packed dining room and informed the
chef that the law required him to serve every patron. Jean-Louis

lamb reminds me of my youth.”

relented, in part, telling the critic that the restaurant was out of
everything except oysters, smoked salmon and white bread. On
the way out, the critic approached Palladin and said, “Jean-Louis,
I respect you. You must have some big balls to do something like
this!” After the incident they reconciled, and the critic became a
regular at the restaurant.

Amongst Washington chefs Jean-Louis created a robust cama-
raderie. Ann Amernick, pastry chef and cookbook author who
worked at Jean-Louis at the Watergate from 1982 to 1984, says,
“Jean-Louis embraced everyone; he was all-inclusive that way. He
was very loyal to his employees, and extraordinarily loyal to his
close friends.” When Maurice DuFour, the Paris-born executive
chef of a popular Washington caterer, fell ill with cancer, Jean-
Louis and his chef buddies, including Gerard Cabrol of Bistro
Francais in Georgetown, took care of him. “I remember those
guys would go to the hospital and bathe him,” says Amernick.

When Palladin himself was later diagnosed with lung can-
cer, the chef community returned the generosity with a series of
fundraisers to alleviate the swell of medical bills. At a memorial
service for Palladin, a month after his death in November 2001,
the guest list included many of America’s culinary elite: Thomas
Keller, Daniel Boulud, Charlie Trotter and Michel Richard, who
credits his settling in Washington to Jean-Louis, for making it an
interesting place to be a chef.

The Jean-Louis Palladin Foundation was established with
a grant to help working chefs learn about ingredients at their
source. Since 2009, the James Beard Foundation has adminis-
tered the Jean-Louis Palladin Professional Work/Study Initiative.
“He was on the cutting edge of the farm-to-table movement,”
says Diane Harris Brown, director of educational and commu-
nity programming at the James Beard Foundation. “He empha-
sized the importance of getting to know your suppliers.”

Jean-Louis transformed Washington from a culinary backwa-
ter to a destination restaurant city. He was a chef’s chef who
worked hard—putting in 12-hour days, six days a week— and,
somehow, played even harder. “People would just cluster around
him, not only for the fun of it, but because of the things they
could learn,” says Brown. “There was nothing reticent about
Jean-Louis.”

“I remember the first time I saw him,” recalls John Jamison.
“I walked into his restaurant, which was at the time the very best
in the country. He was standing there very tall, probably six-foot-
four, wearing Reebok high-tops, Jordache jeans and a white chef
jacket. And I thought, “Wow, this guy is just the coolest.” @

Photograph: Jean-Louis Palladin’s sous-chef of 15 years, Jimmy
Sneed, joking and cajoling with Palladin to stop smoking at his
50th birthday celebration.
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