THE CHATTO CHRONICLES

A LIVING HISTORY

BY RYAN DONOVAN

Like the theatre business,
the restaurant industry obliterates its past. ..
We erect no monuments to beloved dining rooms

and have devised no empirical method of recording the taste of a meal.

each little landscape of flavour assembled on the plate with the express intention of

I am a restaurant nerd. I find comfort in the company of other
nerds who understand my oddities and humour my diatribes.
Luckily for me, there are a lot of restaurant nerds in Toronto —
people who like to chart culinary histories, dissect food trends,
and unearth out-of-print food writing.

James Chatto is, by his own admission, just such a nerd. In
a moment he can convincingly explain that Jamie Kennedy is
a direct culinary descendant of Escoflier, by way of a lineage of
chefs that is charted and preserved by chroniclers like him. On
this particular culinary tree, Kennedy is separated from Auguste
Escoffier by only two branches — two chefs who have had a
profound influence on him. “I just think that’s so cool,” Chatto
beams. “It’s like piano teachers: if you go far enough back you
get to Beethoven.” For nerds like me, Chatto is not just a man
amongst: he is the wellspring of history.

As the food writer for Toronto Life, Chatto has eaten at the
best restaurants. But he has also sat down with the best chefs
at the end of dinner service to ask them how and why they
make their choices. James Chatto is not a dine-and-dash food
reviewer, sweeping in for dinner under pseudonym only to lam-
baste — in the havens of the printed page — the sagging spears
of asparagus. No, he seems to understand the chefs and their
culture. It would simply not be possible for him to dismantle
a man’s work without first asking him what he loves about his
trade. And even then, such razing would not make for good
writing. Chatto is a great writer in many genres — plays, short
fiction, cookbooks and food journalism — and he is also a con-
summate editor for niche market publications on fashion and
wine. Like a good chef, he is a tradesperson.

James Chatto is a distinguished looking steel-haired man
whose Chelsea accent proclaims his birthplace to everyone who

Film can capture something of a theatrical performance,
but cooking is a transient art form,

instant demolition.

— James Chatto, 7he Man Who Ate Toronto
Macfarlane Walter and Ross Publishers, 1998

has the good fortune to hear him speak. His smile is simple;
his grin is that of the Cheshire cat. I met with him in an ef-
fort to satiate my lust for information about Toronto’s culinary
past. Our restaurant scene is some sixty years old and we are
entering its third generation of noteworthy chefs, with former
students of Jamie Kennedy and Chris McDonald now opening
restaurants of their own. Jamie and Chris, along with Susur Lee
and Michael Stadtlinder, belong to the second generation. So
where did it all begin?

The best source for this information is Chatto’s 7he Man Who
Ate Toronto: Memoirs of a Restaurant Lover. Compiled from the
war chest of articles he'd written over the years for Zoronto Life,
the book was released by a small publishing house for a short
run in 1998. It is now out of print — a travesty — leaving ap-
prentices, scholars and nerds without the backdrop of a tapestry
by which to understand our current culinary scene. And so I
sat with him one afternoon, hoping to unearth some history
and discuss his own career path, the origins of his journalistic
ethics. He seemed excited by the opportunity to talk about his
passions, the way a baker would be happy to explain the science
of yeast: a dedicated enthusiasm. It is at these moments that he
wears his grin.

In the spirit of a young chef, Chatto apprenticed at Zoronro
Life under then food editor Joseph Hoare. Granted, he was al-
ready an accomplished actor and musician, the author of two
cookbooks, and the winner of the prestigious Pink Pig Award
for Most Chauvinistic Writing of the Year. But, alongside Hoare,
Chatto ate the city and learned the essentials of food reviewing:
what to watch for, how to soak in the atmosphere. Hoare was
an incredibly moral person, Chatto recalls. “He taught me how
to keep my integrity.”
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In reviewing a restaurant or profiling a chef, Chatto is the
narrator — the biographer, essentially — of a new story. Tradi-
tional food reviewing is ephemeral, whereas biography and nar-
rative produce an ongoing history of our food culture. And so
Chatto approaches food writing in a way unlike his colleagues:
If there are no monuments to the individual dish, let us instead
write narratives about its intentions, or trace biographies by
which to better understand its context.

The articles compiled in 7he Man Who Ate Toronto read like a
movie script but with real-life characters and settings that come
alive so vividly, it’s hard to believe that so few of us are aware
they ever existed. In the early 1930s, the grand hotels were all
there was: the chafing dishes, the tableside carving, every em-
ployee trained as if a master of an Old World métier. In the late
’60s, these tired symbols of haute cuisine fell by the wayside,
and the Westbury Hotel and its ilk were starved out. Luckily
though, their kitchen doors swung open like a flower in full
bloom and the professional pollen floated to gentle rest in the
accepting soil of what would become the new Toronto restau-
rant scene. “This is a sign of a healthy environment,” Chatto
remarks.

So healthy was Toronto in the early ’80s that it begat Scar-
amouche, the restaurant that, Chatto has argued, would de-
fine the beginning of
a Canadian cuisine.
It was here that the
culinary creations of
Jamie Kennedy and
Michael = Stadtlinder
coalesced, and the res-
taurant has flourished
under Keith Froggett.
Their  histories  re-
main alive, but there
are nerdy anecdotes
that only James seems
to tell: Stadtlinder
opening an ice cream
shop with Chris Mc-
Donald and Bryan
Steele before doing
fly-by-night ~ dinners
with a young Susur

Lee, whereby guests would choose to eat either, but not both,
of the chefs’ offered menus. All the while, Franco Prevedello
pushed his brigade at Centro, which at one time grouped to-
gether — in one remarkable kitchen — Michael Bonacini, Albino
Silva, Marc Thuet and the late Raffaello Ferrari.

From such moments and such men derive all that we have
today in Toronto: Scot Woods, Tobey Nemeth, Jason Innis,
Mark Cutrara. Even West Coast imports like Nathan Isberg
arrived here via Chris McDonald. 7he Man Who Ate Toronto is
the montage in the dream of a restaurant nerd. Chatto’s text is
the narrative link to our own history and he is only modestly
aware of its value.

Georges Gourbault is a name known by only a few in the
Toronto culinary world, although his is a critical branch in the
culinary tree discussed above: his lineage healthfully stretches to
the ground water of French gastronomy. There is no memorial
to his work, no scholarship in his name, no culinary homage:
Poached Egg on Brioche with Gourbault Sauce?

From 1957 to 1966, the late Georges Gourbault was the
executive chef at the Westbury. Chatto explains that Gourbault
was a French chef — trained by Auguste Escofhier at the Ritz in
Paris — and that his apprentices at the Westbury would later be-
come important chefs at the Four Seasons, the Windsor Arms
and the Harbour Castle Hilton, dominating the post-theatre
food culture of 1970s Toronto. Gourbaults prized pupil was
Herbert Sonzogni, who describes Gourbault as a kind man who
always said “please” and “thank you” to his cooks. His dishes
were created with culinary integrity, the efforts of which often
went unnoticed by immature Toronto palates. He sought out
Bay of Fundy scallops and replaced insipid iceberg lettuce with
local spinach. Gourbault relished the Canadian bounty and
went about cooking it the way Escofhier had taught him: Lake
Superior fish poached in a proper court-bouillon, slowly braised
leeks served with Ontario mutton.

Herbert Sonzogni — the next branch in the culinary tree
— carried these principles into the Windsor Arms kitchen where
they would be instilled in a local boy named Jamie Kennedy. In
the mid-"70s, Sonzogni became Kennedy’s first mentor and was
responsible for arranging his work term in Switzerland, where
he would meet Michael Stadtlinder. Over the course of two
decades, this kitchen also nourished Anthony Walsh, Michael
Bonacini, J. P Challet, Marc Thuet and Lorenzo Loseto.

We have these glimpses into the past because of James Chat-
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to’s diligence. We also have, for posterity, an open monologue
in which Michael Stadtlinder describes his dinners at Nekah as
“bioregional,” perhaps the closest we have ever been to a name
for Canadian cuisine. We have biographies of Greg Couillard,
Harry Barberian, Michael Carlevale, Peter Oliver, and Amar
Patel, who made waves by criticizing the “curious travesty of
Moghlai cooking” that was offered as a special the day she ate at
the Inn on the Park. That experience led to the creation of the
Indian Rice Factory and, arguably, the start of five-star ethnic
restaurants in a city that relishes its chutney.

James Chatto gave Toronto a new style of food journalism.
Each month for the past twenty-one years, he has visited a res-
taurant, neighbourhood or grower that has influenced the way
Torontonians consume their region. Foragers, ﬁshmongers, en-
trepreneurs and sous-chefs have all been inspiring subjects for
him. Like an actor with many hats, Chatto glides in and out of
narrative and topical categories. His diction is impeccable and
his use of analogy and metaphor are worthy of study.

He had hoped to be more than a food reviewer. He has
become one of our finest culinary writers and now, a scholar

and mentor to students at our most celebrated
chefs school: Chatto has recently been named
the Stratford Chefs School’s first Joseph Hoare
Gastronomic Writer-in-Residence. The new
program, funded by relatives of the late Joseph
Hoare, will give students at the school the op-
portunity to learn the art of food writing from
Canada’s top culinary writers, beginning — so
fittingly — with James Chatto.

The literary accomplishments of James
Chatto reach well beyond the realm of chefs
and restaurants. The LCBO’s seasonal Food and
Drink magazine was his idea, and he is still a
senior editor and contributor. He is also the
editor of Harry, the magazine of men’s cloth-
iers Harry Rosen. In 2005, he published 75e
Greek For Love: A Memoir of Corfu, about the
four-year period he spent on the island with his
wife, Wendy Martin, and their children. He
also co-authored, with Lucy Waverman, the
award-winning cookbook A Matter of Taste.

James Chatto has been writing all his life:
novels, plays, articles and memoirs. With each
piece, he has adopted a distinctive style or nar-
rative voice. Endlessly technical, he admits that
having been schooled at Oxford does him well,
although he found it difficult at first not to
write like Oscar Wilde.

The Man Who Ate Toronto is essential read-
ing. It is our history. For young cooks it recites
the résumé of their mentor, be it John Higgins
or Neil Baxter. For the older chefs it illustrates
why their work is so heavily critiqued. The book
is at once an exclamation and a proclamation:
This is where we came from, and it is towards
these horizons that we will proceed. G

Ryan Donovan is a cook, a butcher and a
writer. He can be found at The Healthy Butcher
on Queen St. West.
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