The art of cooking.  My history as a cook.

I love to cook. Cooking is my form of art. I cannot paint , and I am not very good at music. But I can read a recipe.

My mother was an early feminist. Her parents raised their three daughters to be professional people. One of my aunts was a nurse, another was the dean of admissions for a fancy woman's college. They looked and acted very professional. And they did not get married or have kids.

My mother wanted it all, so she defied her father got married anyhow, and I am the result. From my perspective it was a very good idea. However, her feminism ran deep, and she wanted to make sure that I would be a good mate for a successful woman.

What did that mean? It means she wanted to be very sure I could do anything that needed to be done around the house. Cleaning, washing, ironing, and cooking.  Her theory was that that is what women want.

The truth of the matter is that not even women know what women want.  I will tell you from experience that women are not looking for a guy who is good at cleaning the kitchen. She would far rather have somebody who would write her love poetry, and even more than that, a good-looking bad guy who will treat her like dirt and steal her heart.
So if my mom wanted me to be a success with the women she should have raised me to be the leader of a motorcycle gang. But instead, I learned how to cook.
I started as a Boy Scout, cooking on campfires. Every patrol made the simple stuff like stew. I made roast beef and apple pie over a campfire. The other boys loved it.
Marriage has always involved a division of labor. Traditionally, the man would club some animal to death and the woman got to cut it up and cook it.  In modern times the guy does the outdoor cooking and the woman does the indoor cooking. I used my Boy Scout fire making techniques to become really good at barbecuing. I can cook a goose, Turkey, a beef roast, a salmon, and all kinds of vegetables.

I BBQ in rain and snow. When some woman says, "You are not going to make a fire in this weather, are you?" I swell with pride and go out and do it. There is no substitute for a steak cooked over charcoal, and cooking into during a storm somehow makes it taste even better.  Of course, the fact that it is something that women can't do, or more probably are smart enough not to try, as to the savor.
I got serious about cooking after I got married.  Being married means, like, having dinner with the same person night after night.  One of them ways to make that interesting and romantic is to change the menu.  And given that my ex wife does not find cooking to be terribly inspiring or romantic, I thought it would help if I took my turn.
America is not known for its native cuisine.  When the great French chef Auguste Escoffier visited the United States a century ago, he is reported to have said "Mon Dieu, quel pais, 1000 churches and only one sauce."

Our genius is in adapting cooking from all over the rest of the world.  We had a lot of immigrants from Italy and from Russia.  We cook a lot of pasta and we use a lot of sour cream.  We had a lot of immigrants from China: there are Chinese restaurants everywhere.  There are a lot of Mexicans: you can find a Mexican restaurant anywhere.  Of course, these restaurants are all adapted to American tastes.  They do not have much at all in common with restaurants in Mexico City.

I traveled quite a bit and every time I find something I like I take notes.  While I was in Argentina just before I got married I fell in love with their steak sauce, chimmichurri, and with empanadas, the Spanish version of the vareniki.  I wrote down the recipes and practiced until I got good at making both of them.  I got a wonderful salad dressing when I was in France.

I love cookbooks. bought a copy of Escoffier‘s cookbook and practiced making sauces.  One of the simplest is Creme Chantilly, which I have made here in Kiev for a church dinner and then a dinner with some toastmasters.  In English we call it whipped cream.  I had the kids make homemade mayonnaise when I was a substitute teacher in French in Washington DC.  I used the opportunity to explain, in French, that mayonnaise was invented for Duke Richelieu for a celebration of his victory at the Port of Mahon, in Minorca.

I mentioned that I got serious about cooking when I got married.  I had just started my own business back then, and my wife was still working for Booz Allen Hamilton, which is where we had met.  My business was pretty successful.  Just after our third child was born, three of the guys she worked with split off and formed their own company.  They asked her to join them as the data processing partner.  She had always wanted to be independent, and I assured her that she absolutely had to take the risk; we could afford it if it did not work, and she would hate herself if she did not try.  She started the business in 1992 and it has been pretty successful.

Santa Teresa of Avila said "more tears are shed over answered prayers than unanswered ones."  My wife loves her business and at the same time is a test that it might fail.  She became a workaholic, and had less and less time for me.  Failure never worried me.  My business did well also, but I made more money in the stock market than I did as a consultant.  I gave up my business so I could spend my time with the family.  I took over every task I could persuade my wife to give up, like paying bills, cleaning, and taking the children here and there.  
I also became the full-time cook.  You know you are good if you can turn out Neil's night after night that your teenage children will eat, and are also good for them.  I learned how to make pizza.  I learned how to make pretty good biscuits, chicken pot pies, features salad, and chicken piccata.  Kids usually like fairly simple food.  The simplest thing I cook is vichyssoise -- potato and leek soup.  Only two ingredients.  They argued endlessly over whether or not the soup should be blended or served in chunks, and whether or not the potatoes should be peeled.  I gave in, but only after a fight that made them really appreciate their victory.  I cooked it for every child the way they wanted it.

My wife's father John had Alzheimer's disease and moved in with us in 2001.  I insisted that he could not go to an old folks home; he would hate the impersonal care.  We hired a series of African nurses to take care of him.  They were wonderfully loving, but they could not cook.  I taught them how to make simple things that John loved, like pancakes, and cooked dinner for him, even after he could no longer climb the stairs to join us.

That period of life ended when John died in 2005.  My older children had gone away to college.  Suzy was a high school senior, getting ready for college.  She was also a professional dancer.  She usually had dinner a way from home.  And that was where my career as a home cook ended.  Nobody was interested in what I cooked, or in much else that I did, and I started my new life in October of 2006.  I can cook a pretty good borscht now.
