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Blackened redfish took city, country by storm
C H E F,/rom  A-^

homage to Prudhomme and the 
evocative Louisiana cooking he 
discovered in New Orleans.

“That food is still burned in 
my memory,” said R osenthal, 
who continues to serve Cajun 
gumbo and cornmeal fried oys
ters to hungry Californians.

For Prudhom m e, who died 
Thursday  at age 75, celebrity  
was the bait that drew people in, 
but he set the hook with a power
house strain  of Louisiana cook
ing tha t a generation of Am er
icans found irresistible. P rud- 
homme’s impact on the nation’s 
palate can be m easured by the 
countless tales, like Rosenthal’s, 
of diners transform ed, in ways 
sm all and large , by his gum 
bos, etouffees and jam balayas
— to nam e th re e  dishes th a t 
were regional obscurities before 
Prudhom m e brought them  to 
the masses.

The food was a tribute to the 
cooking he discovered as the 
youngest of 13 children growing 
up on a farm outside Opelousas. 
T he c a ree r Prudhom m e built 
from that cuisine ranks among 
the m ost consequential in the 
m odern  h is to ry  of A m erican  
culinary arts.

As an unwavering champion 
of food born of a m arginalized 
people making resourceful use 
of their bountiful but unforgiv
ing landscape, the rotund share
cropper’s son tore through haute 
cuisine’s — and New Orleans’ — 
stuffy class dynamics. In doing 
so, he set the table for the wide
spread veneration of American 
regional food, particularly that 
of the ru ra l South, that is com
mon today.

In 1981, Craig Claiborne, one 
of P rudhom m e’s m any cham 
pions in th e  p re ss , w ro te  in 
the Times, “Paul Prudhom me 
is tha t ra rity  in the food world
— a celebrated, internationally 
known chef who ju s t happens 
to have been born in the Unit
ed States.”

Prudhom me touched untold 
millions through his best-selling 
cookbooks, television programs 
and M agic Seasoning  Blends 
line of L ou isiana spices and 
food products. Those touched 
include nearly every New Orle
ans chef who would follow his 
path  to becoming a household 
name. Among them are F rank  
Brigtsen, a Prudhomme prote
ge, and E m eril L agasse, who 
inherited  Prudhom m e’s job at 
C om m ander’s Palace and fu r
th ered  his work m aking New 
Orleans an in ternational culi
nary brand.

The chefs Jacques Leonar- 
di (of Jacques-Im o’s Cafe) and 
Greg and M ary Sonnier (late of 
Gabrielle) got their s ta rt work
ing for Prudhom m e. And the 
la tes t generation of local culi
nary  s tars , notably John Besh 
and Donald Link, are  still, to 
v a ry in g  d e g re e s , fo llow ing  
his example.

“T he m an  w ho in s p ir e d  
me m ost as a young cook has 
passed  away,” Ju s tin  Devilli- 
er, the chef and co-ow ner of 
La P etite Grocery and Balise, 
w rote on Facebook on T hurs
day. “R ead your book when I 
was 8 years old and feel dedicat
ed to your style.”

K-Paul’s was a national sen
sation  in th e  1980s becau se  
the  food was delicious — and 
becau se  th e  r e s ta u ra n t  w as 
unlike anything anyone had ever 
seen. In the 1970s, before P rud
homme landed the job as the 
first non-European chef at Com
mander’s Palace, it was unheard

Prudhomme hobnobs with Ed Koch, fo rm er mayor o f New York, 
where a pop-up o f K-Paul’s Louisiana Kitchen was a sensation.
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Uniike anything anyone had ever seen, o r tasted, when it opened in 
the French Quarter in 1979, K-Paui’s often had iocais and tourists 
iining up, as they did here in 1987 —  and stiii do today.

of to  find C ajun food outside 
ru ra l Acadiana. And K-Paul’s 
casual decor and  serv ice, an 
echo of the ru ra l dining rituals 
close to P rudhom m e’s h ea rt, 
were also radical.

“It was a real dump,” P rud
homme told me in 2005, re fer
rin g  to the o rig inal K-Paul’s. 
“The chairs was wobbly. The 
ta b le s  w e re  u n ev e n . B u t I 
liked it.”

“W h a t he w as do ing  w as 
taking Louisiana cuisine from 
a place th a t was considered so 
country and rustic (and) making 
it fashionable and hip,” Lagasse 
said in 2005 for an oral history of 
Prudhomme’s career.

Prudhom m e took plenty of 
creative license in the kitchen

— blackening was his invention, 
and he loved Mexican food — 
and his Magic Seasoning g ro 
cery store products, d istribu t
ed worldwide from its H arah- 
an-based headquarters, contin
ue to enable unpoetic treatments 
of “C ajun” food. B ut accusa
tions th a t Prudhom m e’s cook
ing lacked “au th en tic ity ” are 
rendered laughable by his per
sonal history. He grew up mak
ing gumbo in a wood-fired oven
— his childhood kitchen had no 
electricity  — af te r  search ing  
his p a re n ts ’ y ard  for the old
est chicken.

“You could cook it for six 
h o u rs ,” P ru d h o m m e said  in 
2004, “and still you couldn’t  eat 
the skin of the rooster.”

Prudhom me’s prairie-Cajun 
gumbo, thick with andouille and 
poultry, is the de facto soup du 
jou r in much of New O rleans, 
but it was something new when 
the chef f irs t  introduced it at 
Commander’s. Brigtsen, a New 
Orleans native, said he “thought 
all gum bo had seafood in i t ” 
before meeting Prudhomme.

Brigtsen and others describe 
P r u d h o m m e ’s p a l a t e  a s

unparalleled. Ella Brennan, who 
hired Prudhomme at Command
e r ’s in 1975, cred its  him w ith 
inventing pasta jambalaya and 
bread pudding souffle.

K -Paul’s blackened redfish 
was so famous that the chef lim
ited tables to one order, in part 
because he w anted  d in ers  to 
explore the rest of his menu. The 
dish was born  of a P rudhom 
me technique, developed while

still working for the Brennans, 
th a t is now firm ly established 
(and regularly butchered) in the 
A m erican  cooking lexicon as 
barbecue ribs. Its popularity in 
the 1980s was cited as a reason 
the state was moved to rew rite 
the regulations for the commer
cial harvest ing of wild Louisiana 
redfish, which, according to The
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PUBLIC MEETING ANNOUNCEMENT
Proposed  BP S e ttlem en t C onsent Decree and  

D eepw ater Horizon O il Spiii D raft P rogram m atic D am age A ssessm ent

3ecree and a link for making comment Is also posted at www.

Spill by the Oil Rig "Deepwater Horizon" 
0, 2012), DJ. Ref. 90-5-1-1-

To download the proposed Consent Decree, visit http://www. ipate in this meeting is asked to advise the Trustees at least five
lustlce.gov/enrd/deepwater-horlzon. To view the Trustees' days before the meeting by calling Nanciann Regalado at the
draft programmatic damage assessment and restoration plan, contact Information above.
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Also, se e  the Open House Directory in the Real 
Estate Section Every Sunday To Find Your Perfect Home!

Additional open house listings throughout Real Estate Section.
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