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What Does "New American Cuisine” Really Mean Today?

by Kelly Dobkin

You've probably seen the term "New American” in a restaurant review and wondered — what does it really mean?
Well, ask 10 different people and you might get 10 different answers. Which isn't surprising, considering that it's
hard enough to define "American” food in general in 2011 —the country is now more than ever an enormous
melting pot of influences. To get some darification, we asked some experts what “New American™ means to
them.

According to culinary historian Andrew F. Smith, the term first started getting thrown around in the 1980s,
although he notes that in many ways it was based on movements that germinated in the '60s, mostly in
California. Seeking to innovate, chefs began to integrate other world cuisines (with a basis in French technique)
into their repertoires. At the same time, there was increase in demand for local, seasonal high-quality
ingredients, thanks to Californian pioneers like Alice Waters and Wolfgang Puck). At the same time, a
heightened consciousness about health bagan to trickle into mainstream American culture, and consequently
chefs began looking for ways to produce healthier, more natural upscale food.

Chef Michael Paley, of Proof on Main in Louisville, KY, says, “New American’ is an interesting term, because it
isn't clear what 'Old American’ cuisine is (or was) and if it even ever existed.” That said, updating classic
American dishes was part of the movement in it eariest days. Chef Kerry Heffernan (South Gate, NY) looks
back: *In 1982, | was in the first graduating class to go through the full American program at the CIA. And we
were the first to work and serve in the American Bounty Restaurant...in those days, it was all about adapting true
American recipes, like chowders and snapping turtie soup, and bringing them up to date with modern techniques
and ingredients.”

While to some extent New American cuisine today may still have a lot to do with gussying up old standards, to
most chefs it's more about the creative freedom (in terms of cuisines, techniques and ingredients) that the
category allows. Pioneering cheflrestaurateur Charlie Palmer (Aureole, NY) notes, “The definition has become a
bit broad and unclear. Many use it to simply describe modern cooking. It also seems that many chefs use ‘New
American’ to allow them to include whatever they like on their menu without being restricted to a certain cuisine
or specific technique.”

As for the younger generation of chefs, there seems to be consensus on at least a few key points. First, it's still
all about ingredients. Chef Daniel Humm (Eleven Madison Park, NY) gives some insight: “Now we're cooking
with what grows around us - fish from the coasts and lakes, corn from the heartland, mushrooms from our
forests. And because of this commitment to supporting local American farmers, using their products in our
restaurants and homes, we are constantly shaping and re-shaping New American cuisine.” Second, global
influences remain at the forefront. Chef Anita Lo (Top Chef Masters, Annisa, NY) says, “New American is this
country’s haute cuisine. It is a very broad category which befits a large country such as ours. It leaves open the
possibility for influences from across the globe as we are a country of immigrants.”

Looking forward to the future, Humm offers this astute prediction: "Eventually | see ‘New American’ becoming
simply ‘American’ as we continue to develop our relationship with our food, our farmers and our resources.” And
clearly the potential for innovation is endless, as top-notch ingredients and globally inspired dishes have moved
from the avant-garde to the status quo. As chef Michael Anthony (Gramercy Tavern, NY) puts it: "There's a
freedom of spirit that's unlike any other culinary tradition. New American cuisine has evolved out of an ongoing
relationship between making, and then breaking, culinary rules. The American restaurant industry is
characterized not only by its dedication and discipline, but also by our inclination towards innovation. *



