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Born in South Korea and adopted by 

a family in suburban Michigan, Kristen 

Kish had a close relationship with food 

growing up, which led her to study at Le  

Cordon Bleu in Chicago. Today, after pay-

ing her dues as a line cook and bagging 

the Top Chef crown in season 10, she 

has become one of the most compelling 

and closely watched rising young chefs. 

After stints as chef de cuisine at Stir and  

Menton—both part of Barbara Lynch’s mini- 

empire of Boston eateries—she recently 

left to chart her own course and explore 

her identity as a chef and individual. We 

chat with her about her essential cooking 

tips and tricks, the necessary qualities for 

running a successful kitchen and the impor-

tance of carving out quality time to share a 

meal with loved ones. 

What are your essential kitchen gadgets? 

— Everything starts with great tools. I don’t 

use anything that’s gimmicky. My number 

one tool in the kitchen would be a sharp 

knife—it doesn’t need to be super-fancy, 

but it does need to be a well-made knife. 

I particularly like the Japanese style. Next 

would be a handheld immersion blender. 

My mom got me one for Christmas years 

ago and I find myself using it all the time—

from emulsifying vinaigrettes to blending 

soups, or frothing milk for coffee. A great 

wood or bamboo cutting board is beautiful 

to look at and helps keep your knife in good 

shape. Cooking can also be made more 

convenient by the way you prepare and  

organize yourself: Line all your chopped-up 

ingredients on a tray, store it in the fridge 

and pull it out when you’re ready to cook. 

Keeping your kitchen neat and tidy during 

the cooking process is far less stressful. And 

save the plastic take-out containers—I use 

them to stay organized!

What’s essential in your pantry and fridge?
— Admittedly, my fridge and pantry look 

pretty bare. I tend to shop only for what I 

want to cook for that night or in the very 

near future since I dine out and travel a lot. 

Right now, I have kosher salt for everyday 

seasoning, a pepper mill—freshly ground 

pepper is a must—grape-seed oil, extra- 

virgin olive oil, hot sauce, vinegar, fresh cit-

rus, dark chocolate and various condiments. 

Oh, and chips. Salty snacks are a necessity.

Are there any foods that many people 
would consider non-essential that you  
simply couldn’t live without? — Chicken 

fingers and mayonnaise—either together 

or separate, it doesn’t matter.

What techniques or rules have you learned 
that you consider essential to cooking 
great food at home? — Knife skills and 

cooking terminology are the basics. You 

can’t create stunning, amazingly creative 

dishes without first understanding the hows 

and whys.
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you about nonculinary aspects of life? 
— Patience, so much patience. It doesn’t 

come naturally to me, but I remind myself 

every day. Also that I can’t do everything, all 

the time and by myself. I’ve had to learn to 

trust people around me to help me. 

What type of cuisine do you find your-
self drawn to and why? — I always seem 

to have a craving for everything at some 

point. Every five days or so I crave Italian 

red sauce, it’s like clockwork. As a kid I ate 

stewed tomatoes from the can as a meal—

warmed, cold, didn’t matter. It was my go-to 

food in a can, so perhaps that’s a nostalgic 

thing. But the type of food I really gravitate 

to now is Southeast Asian. I don’t normally 

cook this type of food, but I appreciate it. 

I’ll sometimes attempt it, but I’m happy to 

leave it to my favorite restaurants: Pok Pok 

in Brooklyn and Uncle Boons in Manhattan. 

  
Are there any basic skills required to run 
a kitchen? — Stir has a super-small staff: 

two front of house and two back of house. 

It was more of a collaborative effort and 

it was essential to work as a true team. To 

this day, it was my favorite job. Menton was 

much different: I had a staff of around 13, 

not including the pastry department. There 

were lots of different types of people who 

needed different things. I became a chame-

leon and wanted to make everyone happy. 

It was completely necessary to be a lot of 

things to a lot of people, and to say I did it 

perfectly would be a complete lie. Day to 

day, job to job, industry to industry, we have 

to adapt, think on our feet and wear many 

different hats. There isn’t a perfect formula 

to managing. I did my best to be compas-

sionate, empathetic and understand each 

individual person—the way they learn, the 

way they respond to criticism and what 

their lives are like outside of work. I tried to 

get to know everyone in a personal way, or  

listen to anything they wanted to tell me.  

  
Describe some of your essential everyday 
routines, food-related or otherwise, since 
leaving Menton. — Before it was wake up, 

go to work, go home, sleep and repeat. 

Right now, the only thing that remains an 

actual routine is lots of coffee, checking 

emails and talking to my manager, Tory. 

From there, it could be anything. I might 

have time to read a book or I might not 

have two minutes to myself. It’s an odd 

thing to “un-employ” yourself to only  

become exponentially busier in so many 

different arenas. Many chefs these days do 

this but it’s still very new and unexpected 

for me. I’m figuring it all out as I go while 

being surrounded with great people, 

friends and mentors who know more than I 

do to help guide me along. So my routine is 

meeting great people, learning new things 

all the time, making mistakes and working 

on building a future that I’m proud of. 

 
You seem to gravitate toward cooking 
simple, clean, refined dishes. Do you sub-
scribe to the philosophy that less is more? 
— Less is more is such a broad idea with so 

many different definitions. Does that mean 

fewer ingredients, less fanfare, fewer steps, 

less of an idea? Overall, I’d say less is more 

in the sense of not overcrowding your vision 

and having things that aren’t necessary. But 

sometimes more is more. It tends to change 

depending on the course, who you’re cook-

ing for, what your ingredients are, and so 

on. It’s OK to be gluttonous and go big, as 

long as you do it in a way that’s true to who 

you are—which is cheesy but so true—it 

will come off as authentic, and that’s what 

makes food, chefs and ideas so special. 

  
What are some of your favorite ingredi-
ents to cook with during the summer? — 

Corn, hands down, followed by tomatoes 

and bright herbs—anything really that can 

be eaten raw or barely cooked. Corn is a 

nostalgic food for me. When I was grow-

ing up in Michigan, there was lots of it—in 

the backyards of friends’ houses, down the 

highway and in every grocery store. I have 

fond memories of driving down the high-

way, hopping out of the passenger seat and 

running up to the farmers table exchanging 

$1 for ears of corn. My job was to shuck the 

ears on the back deck with a brown paper 

bag. I can’t say this was my favorite task, as 

the wind would blow the silks and it would 

stick to my arms and make them itch. But 

the payoff was well worth it. As a young 

60-pound little kid, I could easily put away 

three or four ears at a time only to go back 

for more three hours later.  

 
What value can we derive from slowing 
down and taking the time to share a meal 
with loved ones? — Honest conversation. 

It seems simple and we all think we do it, 

but our days are filled with talking to ac-

quaintances and strangers and, when we 

get home to the people we care about the 

most, we think we have no more to give and 

scroll through Instagram and check emails. 

I’m guilty of this too. I’ve started paying 

more attention to my time with loved ones 

and talking and sharing time with someone 

who knows me. It keeps me from getting 

lost and makes me better for everyone 

around. Time is extraordinarily valuable and 

one of the greatest gifts you can give. 

 
Were there any lessons that your par-
ents passed down to you? — My parents 

allowed me to make my own mistakes, 
whether they know it or not. They watched 

from a distance and were there to help me if 

things got bad but gave me space to make 

my own decisions. For me, it was invaluable. 

It was imperative that I mess up so I could 

appreciate the good and want to do better.

What about your home life? Who do you 
often share meals with? — My home life 

used to be just me ordering takeout and 

watching shitty television. Now the person 

I share most of my meals with when I’m not 

traveling is my girlfriend. It’s much different 

than restaurant meals: There’s no noise, we 

sit at the table in sweatpants, T-shirts and 

no shoes catching up with no distractions. 

Our meal is often something we’ve cooked 

together—though I will say I like it best 

when I cook and she keeps me company. 

Cooking is how I show love, and when I can 

show that to the person I truly adore and 

share my life with, well, that’s just a perfect 

combination. REL 

The award-winning chef discusses her obsession 
with corn, her culinary rituals and her  
essentialist approach to cooking and life.


