
CV: How has your degree in an-
thropology influenced how you
perceived the relationship between
culture and food and how it comes
to play at Rialto?

JA: Food came first; it was always
a central part of my life growing
up. My mother was a good cook,
not a fancy one but pretty adven-
turous. She would schlep over to
another part of town to shop at the
Italian markets, where she would
buy chickens, pasta, cheese and
vegetables instead of going to the
local supermarket. Before I gradu-
ated from high school we lived for
a while in England and traveled to
Europe often. We would eat at
many great little bistros and buy re-
ally good local food. 

Then I went to visit my uncle who
was a Latin American anthropolo-
gist living in Guatemala. I spent
the summer there with him and
again became very interested in the
food and spent a lot of time in the kitchen learning to cook
Guatemalan food. It was during this period of my life that I
began to appreciate the many different cuisines and cultures
and saw first hand the importance of food in a culture. So it
was during this time of my life that I really developed an ap-
preciation for food and where it came from. I guess you could
say this was the beginning of my lifelong love of food. So be-
fore I even graduated from high school my life was focused on
food in a natural kind of way.

When I returned to the United States, I entered high school as

a senior and I was trying to figure
out what I would offer up as my po-
tential minor. As with many young
people entering college, I didn’t
know exactly what I wanted to do.
However, based on the time I had
spent with my uncle I thought an-
thropology looked like an interest-
ing discipline. So I looked into it
and found it was pretty much all-
encompassing, such as why people
eat what they eat, what they wear,
how they speak and the music and
all that; all those things interested
me. 

It turned out that it worked very
well because of my interest in food;
it definitely filled my need to know
the whys and the wherefores. For
example, why did cuisines evolve
the way they did, why do certain
foods work so well together and
why do they so naturally occur over
and over again in different cuisines? 

Ultimately, I decided I wasn’t going
to be an anthropologist but wanted to cook in a restaurant and
that was 25 years ago. But as time has passed and I have
evolved, I’m now in a position where I am a chef/owner of a
restaurant. I approach my menus with an evolutionary process.
What I do does not come out of thin air but rather from the
history of my life; building blocks that influence the final re-
sult. Anthropology has therefore both directed me to cooking
and continues to inform the way I cook. 

CV: What do you think influences what people eat? For exam-
ple, over the past two years I have had two young Chinese stu-
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dents living with me; one from the south and the other from
northern China. Both of them were quite adamant in letting
me know that they were not vegetarians and needed to eat lots
of meat. This is very new in their culture and I wondered if it
was a status symbol driven by their economic success. So, I
wondered what you found in your investigations.

JA: Yes, if you look at a country like Italy, which is the one I
focused on, you will see that geographical boundaries deter-
mined how the cuisine evolved and that people ate what was
available and this was local food, and so tradition grows out of
those ingredients. In the case of China it is economic develop-
ment; in the case of Italy, it was the availability of transporta-
tion that made it easy to move food from one region to the
other which blurred the boundaries; when this happens there
has to be a redefinition of what exactly the cuisine is.

Italy is made up of many regions, each with a different cuisine.
At Rialto we do a different region each month, which makes
it very interesting for my staff and me. I look at what local in-
gredients are here, do some magic, and then I interpret the re-
gion through my menus. I use a very broad stroke when it
comes to culinary food. Some customers are not happy when
they order a meal that they have had in Italy and mine is not
the same. And it’s true that mine is not an authentic represen-
tation of a dish that you get in the Venetian but it would have
ingredients and techniques that you would find from those
dishes. As I mentioned earlier, food boundaries are constantly
shifting.

CV: What is your relationship with our local farmers?
JA: We use many, many local farmers for our produce. A tiny
few are Eva’s Garden and Verrill Farm. We buy our clams from
a clam farmer in Wellfleet and we buy micro-greens from a
gardener in Rhode Island; we have lots of different farmers we
purchase from.

CV: Isn’t this a lot of work when you could buy everything
from one place?
JA: It is more work but the farmers come to us. But is it harder?
Well, what is hard? Is it time?

CV: Well, the managing of it, knowing what is coming and
planning your menus.
JA: It is more work, but there is a texture to it, there are people
involved, it’s more creative, it’s more alive. Does that make it
easier or harder? If it’s just a case of sitting in a cold room with
a computer and checking off what you need, and it’s going to
come to you in packages with no dirt on it and no human con-
nection, that would be harder for us because of that lack of
human connection. But for some, yes, it would be harder for

them to work with independent farmers.

CV: Based on the direct purchasing you do with local farmers
there must be times when you have to do a quick turnaround
with your menu because of unpredictable weather.
JA: Yes, that does happen. To be perfectly honest, the expecta-
tion for spring food starts before produce is available here in
Massachusetts, so I buy from California to begin with. If I was
to wait for our local asparagus and peas I would lose part of the
spring and we would still be serving winter food. Once our
farmers start producing the ingredients we start using them
and we no longer buy from the West Coast. We have just got-
ten in our peas from Verrill Farm but I have been serving peas
for a month now and they were beautiful but they were not
local.

CV: Is the produce you purchase all organic or a combination?
JA: My preference is buy local.

CV: This is a hot topic. There appears to be a definite line
drawn between those who buy local and those who buy or-
ganic. When I interviewed Francis Moore Lappe for the sum-
mer issue of Edible Boston she said that if she had to pick
between local or organic, then local would win out each time. 
JA: That’s because local food, just picked, tastes better.

CV: So there must be times when you have to juggle around
your menu at the last moment?
JA: Yes, this is why I chose to use menu paper that was not ex-
pensive so that I could reprint it at short notice. There are all
sorts of factors to consider when you change a menu such as
training the staff, rewriting the menu and reprinting the menu. 

CV: Training the staff in what respect?
JA: Letting them know that we are not serving asparagus with
the sole but peas. If we don’t remember to tell them that and
they talk to the customer about asparagus, the customer is
going to think they don’t know what they are doing. So there
is a lot of education and there is physical work too.

CV: Do you require your staff to participate at all in the
process?
JA: Yes, absolutely. We talk to them at three levels: (1) Why the
dish we are serving is Italian, where the ideas come from and
what makes it Venetian, for example; (2) the techniques and
the ingredients. It’s very important that the staff has this infor-
mation as a customer may have an allergy. (3) Lastly, we talk
about where the food comes from and if it’s local. 

CV: You are between the farmer, or producer, and the con-
sumer. What do you think your responsibility is towards them?
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JA: I have a responsibility to run my business responsibly be-
cause that’s who I am. I don’t think I have a responsibility to
broadcast to customers what it is we are doing. My job is to
provide the most hospitable, enjoyable and soul-satisfying din-
ing experience for people. We are here to provide food, service,
wine and hospitality. Within that there is a certain way that I
am interested in doing it, like working with the local farmers.
Personally I think we have a responsibility as communities to
support local farmers and to buy responsibly raised animals
and to be aware of what fish stocks are for particular fish and
not buy those that are endangered. Just as a community we
should be aware of how much gas we are using and our effects
on the ozone layer. I conduct myself in the restaurant and at
home in a way that I think is responsible. 

CV: I still don’t understand the complaint that I read some-
where that some restaurant chefs won’t serve endangered fish
and this is dictating to customers what they can eat. To me it
does not seem necessary when there are so many other types of
fish to eat.
JA Yes, one of the biggest-selling fish is tuna. I have it on my
menu in small pieces. I also have sole (which is pretty plentiful)
and swordfish, which isn’t, but again I do that in small pieces.
The biggest problem with tuna is not the Americans but the

Japanese. We can do our part but there is a reasonable side to
things. I serve lobster but again in small pieces. 

CV: I see that you donate a lot of time to the Greater Boston
Food Bank and now with Partners in Health who do a lot of
work in Haiti. How does this fit into your life as a chef or does
this go back to your work in Guatemala? What got you in-
volved, given your limited free time?
JA: Chefs are asked on a daily basis to make contributions to
nonprofit organizations one way or another; I am not the only
one. About 20 years ago someone hit on the idea that if you’re
going to have a party and you need food why not get a “name”
chef to provide the food. It was a good idea because it was ben-
eficial to the industry and it meant that chefs were getting at-
tention in different kinds of ways. We are in the hospitality
industry; if we are asked to provide food for someone in need,
it’s very hard to say no. I probably participate in 50 to 60 dif-
ferent events a year where I am giving away food or my time.
One kind of event that I have been asked to do is to cook a
dinner at someone’s house for a certain amount of money. For
example, if Mt. Auburn Hospital is going to have a fundraiser
they can auction Jody Adams for $20,000 and I provide the
dinner for 10 folks in their home. It’s has been very successful.
The experience that people have bringing 10 people together
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