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Five years ago, Thomas Keller of the French Laundry in Yountville, California, opened a restaurant in New York
called Per Se. Because he’s Thomas Keller of the French Laundry, the stakes for opening Per Se were singular: He
was expected to open more or less the greatest restaurant in the world. There was no doubt Keller possessed the
skill to pull it off, but there was one problem: Keller lived in California. Keller was not leaving California. And even
Thomas Keller cannot be in two places at once. What Keller needed was someone in New York who could match his
craftsmanship and confidence—the kind of chef who could blow your mind with a twelve-course vegetable tasting
menu. A 34-year-old Keller protégé named Jonathan Benno got the nod, and for the last half decade he’s kept Per
Se ranked as one of the top dining experiences on earth. Soon, Benno will be leaving Per Se to start a restaurant of
his own, where he’ll no doubt carry with him many lessons from his mentor. On a recent Saturday morning, we met
with Keller and Benno in Per Se’s private dining room. A wedding reception was in full swing in the restaurant. One
look at the hors d’oeuvres confirmed that men can have dream weddings, too. Over espresso drinks with

exceptionally foamy tops, Keller was surprisingly loose and relaxed. Benno—and, granted, he had a wedding to
feed—seemed more solemn, somber, serious. Beside their collaboration at Per Se, Keller talked about his latest
restaurant, a Beverly Hills branch of the excellent Bouchon bistro, and Benno dropped some hints about his
upcoming venue at Lincoln Center, which—we’ll call it here—will be the best new restaurant of 2010.
Let’s talk about the new Bouchon. Thomas Keller goes to Hollywood.
THOMAS KELLER: Thomas Keller goes to Hollywood—I like that. I’m actually from Southern California. Born, not
raised. Technically, I’m almost going home again. I lived in L.A. from 1991 to 1994 before I opened the French
Laundry, and certainly that was a very rocky time in my career, but it propelled me to move to Napa. I’m incredibly
anxious about going back. I’m going into a market where I wasn’t a great success previously, but it’s fifteen years
later. I think I’ve gotten a little better at what I do.
When did the light go on in your head about the Bouchon concept? I know it’s based on a very specific style
of bistro in Lyon.
KELLER: When we moved to Yountville, everything closed at nine o’clock. We’d all get off late, and there was
nowhere to go. The idea was opening a restaurant in the same spirit as Raoul’s, the first French bistro I worked at,
on Spring Street in New York—a place where the staff of the French Laundry and the other people in the hospitality
industry could go after work.
So, same deal in L.A.? An after-hours clubhouse for servers and cooks, bartenders and chefs?
KELLER: I hope so. It’s hard to say. In Napa when we started, we were open until 2 a.m., and we maintained that
most of the year. We hope people will come in late. Have a late meal, a late snack, a glass of wine, something at the
bar. L.A. is a town that seems to go to bed pretty early.
Does cooking for a Hollywood clientele change anything?
KELLER: There certainly is concern. In Los Angeles, there’s always that concern for people who are on diets and
are watching calorie intake. But it’s a bistro. We’re going to stay true to that. We do it well. And we’re recognized for
what we do, so people want to come for that. Whether it’s Per Se, French Laundry, Bouchon, if someone needs
modification on the menu, we’re certainly more than happy to accommodate them. But are we going to create a
different menu format for L.A.? No.
Bouchon, Beverly Hills

What are some L.A. restaurants that you like? Did you go around to check out the scene? Scope out the
competition?
KELLER: There’s a restaurant called Church and State, which is Walter Manzke’s. It’s downtown—East L.A., almost.
It’s an interesting area. It reminds me of Brooklyn. It’s the old Nabisco building. It’s really great, and it’s a bistro.
When we thought about doing a bistro down there three years ago, there weren’t really any bistros. And then David
Meyers opened Comme Ça and Alain Giraud opened Anisette.
Jonathan, you’re slated now to open a restaurant at Lincoln Center with the Patina group, who also has firm
footing in Los Angeles. Where are you at with the concept? How far along? Is it secret, at this point?
JONATHAN BENNO: It’s not secret, but honestly, it’s not fully developed. It will be a fine-dining and a casual-dining
concept under one swooped Diller Scofidio roof, and that’s about as far as we’ve gotten. We don’t have a name yet. I
can’t tell you a whole lot more about the style of cuisine there yet. Its heart will be Italian.
What size restaurant are we talking?
BENNO: It will be approximately 120 seats fine dining and about forty seats casual dining.
Thomas, are you ready to let him go, out into the world?
KELLER: Never! Well, it’s a yes-and-no answer, because Jonathan and I have worked together for a long time.
We’ve been colleagues for a long time. We’ve been friends. And as excited and proud and happy as I am for him to
move on, it’s also true that he’s leaving Per Se, and it’s always been Jonathan’s restaurant.
I want to ask each of you if you have a teaching strategy you’ve developed over the years. Restaurants like
Per Se and the French Laundry don’t happen without a strong central philosophy.
KELLER: I teach by example. When Jonathan came to work at the French Laundry in 1995, we spent a year and a
half in that kitchen together. It’s always been a collaborative philosophy. In our group, everybody can have an impact.
One of the things we try to do is listen, and listen well, to everybody. At the same time, we try to guide, direct, and
mentor, so that a chef de partie can have the same voice in the process of creating dishes as a chef de cuisine. You
look at The French Laundry Cookbook and there’s a dish in there Jonathan is credited for, because it was his dish:
the lobster pancake. He was the poissonnier, and he’s cleaning these lobsters every day, and he’s got the knuckles
and says, “Chef, why don’t we do a dish out of this?” And there lies a great example of how we train. Constant
communication. A great deal of respect for one another. At the same time, there has to be a single voice or a single
leader from a philosophical point of view. And it was me in the beginning—and then, as the staff embraces the
philosophy, it’s passed on. That allows for an evolutionary process to go on. And then I’ll come into Per Se and see
certain things that are going on, and I’ll think, How come I didn’t think of that?

BENNO: Probably the strongest role model I have for my career has been my father. He’s a carpenter. I learned
integrity and precision and certainly hard work from him. A little bit by working with him, but mostly by watching and
certainly interacting with him as a child. And although I chose a completely different career path, there’s a lot of
similarities you can draw between the two. Craft. I like the word “craft,” or métier in French, when talking about what
we do. Not a lot of people use that word in conjunction with what we do, but for me it’s probably the strongest word
that describes it. I’ve had the honor of watching and working with the chef for fifteen years now. When we started, I
was a commis, peeling and blanching—and then, I think, re-peeling and re-blanching—asparagus for his station,
which was the meat station in the tiny little kitchen at the French Laundry. Then you fast-forward fifteen years and
I’ve watched the evolution of Thomas Keller. I’ve watched him go from cooking meat to owning nine restaurants.
Did your dad have a carpentry specialty?
BENNO: He was a union carpenter. He built bridges and skyscrapers. But he would always pick up extra jobs. He
built the house we grew up in, did kitchen cabinets with my uncle. Also, we have a lot of fine porcelain pieces at Per
Se, and he built all the storage units for those here. And when we opened the restaurant he built, I think it was six
knife blocks for all of the sous-chefs at the restaurant. His work is represented here in a small way, which has always
been very very important to me.
Is he into your food?
KELLER: He’s eaten here several times.
BENNO: I think he probably likes Ad Hoc a lot better. He appreciates the luxury of what we do here, but I think he
probably prefers the food at Ad Hoc.
Thomas, much has been made lately about how important food has been as a connecting point between you
and your father.
KELLER: It is that for many people in many ways, and I think, as chefs, we don’t spend a lot of time eating the food
that we cook. But it’s a great connector for us. And there’s so many memories from food. There are memories when
we’re eating food around a table with friends and family, and also when we’re making food, and what happens in
those moments when recipes come together. It’s a wonderful thing. I remember when I called Jonathan and asked
him to take the job at Per Se, and I remember watching what Jonathan’s done here for the past six years—and his
personal growth has been extraordinary. He’s always been confident in what he did, but sometimes a little timid in his
communication. Now he’s become such a voice! Not only in this restaurant, which is his, but in the industry as well.
And to see that kind of growth and transformation is extraordinary. Watching him leave the restaurant is certainly a
happy-sad time for me, because that voice is going to be gone, and there’s going to be a void here until Eli [current
Per Se sous-chef Eli Kaimeh, who’s slated to take over] is able to fill it. I look at Eli now as a young chef, and I see
many things in Eli that I saw in Jonathan or even myself.
How old is Eli?
KELLER: Eli’s 31.
BENNO: Thirty-one, 32, yeah. I was about the same age when we opened Per Se.
KELLER: I was 38 when I opened French Laundry. At that age, I think it’s time to launch your own thing.
I remember when this place opened and there was the fire, and I just remember thinking, What pressure!
Your restaurant in Napa is legendary, and then you’re here in the Time Warner Center, which opened to
nothing but harsh criticism.
KELLER: Controversial.
The words “food court” were used.
KELLER: Mmm-hmm.
And you guys are trying to settle in here and open this world-class thing. I wouldn’t have slept much.
BENNO: I didn’t sleep that much.

KELLER: But when you look back on it, it was such a unique way of opening a restaurant. I had the opportunity to
temporarily close the French Laundry while we started this. Not that it was my idea, but the idea was proposed, and
it was a magnificent idea—and we did it.
BENNO: We closed the French Laundry for four and a half months.
KELLER: We had, like, thirty-three people moved out here from different departments of the French Laundry. The
only one we forgot, in the beginning, was we forgot all about our porters, and I called Juan, our head porter, and he
got on an airplane the next day and worked with our porters here to teach them. We have all these special pieces,
and Juan has developed an organization system to process it all, clean it all, and get it all put away correctly. And of
course, the porters here at the beginning had no idea what was going on.
Talk to me about the Big Brother-style plasma TV in the kitchen that allows you to see what’s going on here
when you’re in California.
KELLER: The idea came to me through my knowledge of Wall Street. They have these squawk boxes on all the
time. So I thought: a video screen in each restaurant. Not so much to see what’s going on. In the beginning, it was
basically so we could have communication and understand and exchange ideas, because for me, what I was trying
to establish from the very beginning was not to have two individual restaurants but to have two restaurants that were
connected and stayed connected through philosophy, through culture, through food.
It’s not like you were running the pass from a video monitor.
KELLER: It’s never been about control. It’s always been about sharing.
Never “Show me that plate”?
KELLER: No. Because if that’s the case, then I really don’t have the right people working here. To be honest with
you, what Jonathan’s accomplished here and what Corey’s accomplished at French Laundry wasn’t something I
really had to supervise or manage.
Also, the TV system’s never really worked out.
I hear your dream restaurant to open would be one that served burgers and wine.
KELLER: I don’t know if it’s my dream restaurant. I think it’s a restaurant I’ve always wanted to do because of my
love for hamburgers. When I was a kid, McDonald’s was always a treat, and I think what’s happened is, as my
generation grew up on hamburgers, there’s never been the restaurant that’s grown up with us. There’s a lot of great
hamburger restaurants out there, but there’s nothing out there that really resembles, to me—I don’t want to say a
gourmet hamburger, because that’s not what I’m trying to establish, but a restaurant where you can have a really
good hamburger and a really good bottle of wine. My palate’s changed from a hamburger at McDonald’s with a Coke
to a hamburger at Diane’s with a beer, to a really good hamburger with a great glass of Zinfandel. And really, the
idea was spawned in L.A. when I went to In-N-Out burger and saw the quality of a chain like that. That place is pretty
good. That kind of restaurant, with a different level of service and a different level of beverage, would be really fun.
Unfortunately, the idea came to me sixteen years ago, and I still haven’t executed it, so I’m really behind the curve!
Most of my colleagues have already done hamburger restaurants, so I don’t know if I’ll see this through.
BENNO: I still think the Corner Bistro is the place here. That place was way ahead of the curve.
Do you see any trends in dining that you wish would just go away?
KELLER: Bad food. What’s trendy right now, anyway?
Every part of the pig.
BENNO: That’s a good trend.
Korean tacos?
KELLER: I was going to say the trend I see is the truck thing, and I’m not sure if it’s good or bad. I’ve been eating off
taco trucks for years, but I just don’t know about doing waffles out of a truck.
Is there truth to this idea that you’ve somehow mellowed?

KELLER: It’s probably true in the sense that I’m not in the kitchen anymore, and therefore the responsibility and the
pressure of the kitchen is not as intense with me as it is with Jonathan or the others. So I’m sure if I was back in that
spot, I would be as intense as I was or as intense as Jonathan is in that spot.

Is there ever an instance where that intensity crosses a line and you think at the end of the night, “Man, I
think I was just too much to deal with”?
KELLER: It’s an emotional place, and I think Jonathan probably feels the same way. Speaking for myself and maybe
for Jonathan, for me it was always: There’s what I do in the kitchen with the food, and then there’s getting it to the
guests. That’s it: food, guests. And if anything comes in between that or diminishes that effort, then I get emotional. If
it’s a cook who overcooks a piece of fish, or if it’s a waiter who is not at the pass at the right time to pick the food
up—whatever gets in the way of me accomplishing that goal of getting the food to the guest, then I get emotional.
There have been moments, I think, in all of our careers—and I know I’m speaking for Jonathan on this—where, have
we gotten too emotional? Sure. Of course. But at the same time, when the moment’s over, the moment’s over. It’s
not like I carry it home with me or I’m waiting out back to mug the kid the who got in my way. It never gets physical.
Have there been any moments between the two of you where one of you felt the other was just entirely
wrong?
KELLER: Not for me. The choice of having Jonathan run this restaurant was one of the best choices I’ve ever made
in my career. I don’t think there’s ever been any moment that he’s done something that has had such a negative
impact on me where I’ve ever questioned that. Have there been moments where I would have done something
different? Certainly. But I think you have to relinquish that once you say, “Okay, I’m moving from being a chef de
cuisine to being the chef of multiple restaurants.”
Jonathan?
BENNO: I know that we made a lot of those mistakes-slash-decisions together. We made a lot of mistakes when we
opened the restaurant—twice. After the fire, there was this whole reconstruction period. But the model, the template,
was pretty well defined, nine years in the making at the French Laundry. But to go back to something you said
earlier: Bringing that rarefied, precious experience from a little farmhouse in the middle of a vineyard to the megamall
was tough.
Do you feel any pressure opening your new place, based on the fact that you are coming off working, of all
places, here?
BENNO: Yes, I’m nervous. Yes I’m going to be sorry to leave here and everything we’ve built here. But like the chef

said, it’s time.
Opening date?
BENNO: Next fall.
When will you finish up here?
BENNO: Probably around the middle of January.
Is there a moment when you know somebody who’s working in your kitchen is truly gifted? Granted,
everyone you hire here has certain talents, but I’m talking about that next level.
KELLER: Jonathan was one for me. Grant [Achatz, of Alinea in Chicago]. Eric [Ziebold, of CityZen in Washington,
D.C.]. But is there a point? A moment? The point’s different for everybody. Some get it quicker than others.
Sometimes you work with somebody for four or five months and you wonder, Why are they not getting it? And then
the next day, they come in and it’s like they’ve turned a light switch on, and all of a sudden they’re ramping up at a
much faster pace. It’s hard to say when someone comes in the door. You know by the way they move, by the way
they walk, by the way they carry themselves, the way they hold their knives, the way they cut things. You can tell the
quality of somebody’s experience. But for us, it goes beyond just experience, because it’s a philosophical and
cultural environment that you have to really embrace, and sometimes that’s difficult for people to do, and they don’t
always want to be part of that.
BENNO: I think it takes a long time. It’s taken me a long time to develop to where I am today. It can be small things
that really stand out. It could be the way a cook deals with a simple preparation like cooking a radish. They add their
own little flourish to it that really brings out the beauty of that radish. And then they say, “Chef, I decided to put a little
rice-wine vinegar in that, because...” And I just think, Wow, good idea.
A restaurant like this is a very serious place, but is there ever occasion or room for a prank or a joke?
KELLER: One of the things we used to do at the French Laundry is when somebody left, we would douse them with
water as they walked out the door. There’s occasion for pranks. Giving somebody a scoop of Crisco and telling them
it’s vanilla ice cream is a good one.
BENNO: We have to be careful, but there has to be a break. And for some, that break comes at family meal. It could
be a joke during setup time, or very, very carefully mocking or making fun of someone during service.
Around this time next year, Jonathan, you’ll be in your place, and Chef Keller will come in for dinner, and
he’ll sit down as a guest in your restaurant for the first time...
BENNO: I have cooked for him over the years. There’s a moment fifteen years ago where he and Laura
Cunningham sat down for maybe one of the first times in their dining room at the French Laundry as guests, and I
was cooking, and I remember how nervous I was. Fast-forward fifteen, sixteen years later, when he sits down as a
guest at the restaurant at Lincoln Center. Will I be nervous? I think I’ll get the same butterflies in my stomach that I
did when my mom and dad came in for dinner, and that’s more excitement than it is being nervous. I know that I can
roast a chicken or prepare a bowl of pasta well. I’m not concerned about the quality of the food. It’s more about the
excitement. There’s nothing better than seeing your mom and dad proud of you, and I think it’s that same excitement
that comes in welcoming the chef to my new restaurant—someone I’ve known as long as the chef and as well as the
chef.... It’s that excitement that comes from sharing something that you’re very, very proud of with someone you
really care about and respect.
— Howie Kahn photo: Courtesy of The Thomas Keller Restaurant Group
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