Perfection, Inc.

Kitchen stickler Christopher Kimball, creator of America’s Test Kitchen
and Cook’s lllustrated, has built a company that is thriving even as
the media industry collapses like an undercooked souffle. Can he keep it up?

hristopher Kimball, wearing a
flannel shirt and precipitously
baggy jeans, hunches over a
spigot on the side of an enor-
mous wood-burning and stainless-steel
piece of equipment called an arch. Boiling
maple syrup gushes from the spigot into
the metal bucket in Kimball’s hands, the
sweet steam surrounding his head of thin-
ning brownish hair and dewing the lenses
ofhisrimless glasses. The syrup has been boiling all morningin
the arch, startinghours before the cold March sunlight crested
the mountains and fell onto the sugar shack at Kimball’s 700-
acre Two Pigs Farm in southwest Vermont.
Kimball grins slightly as he draws the fourth bucketin arow
of perfectly cooked syrup from the arch.
“What’s the record, Nate? Four buckets? Five?” asks Kimball.
“Four, I think,” says Nate Bachiochi, a boyishly handsome
24-year-old in work boots and a baseball cap who’s been sug-
aring since he was 6. Nate and his dad, Tom, taught Kimball
everything the tall flatlander knows about sugaring - includ-
ing thatyou typically can get only one, two, or three buckets of
properly cooked syrup out of the arch at once.
“Looks like we set arecord here,” says Kimball, as he hands

Nate bucket number four and begins fill-
ing number five. He’s smiling slightly,
pleased, as if this fine first draw of the day
was the result of him doing something
absolutely right. This feeling, of getting
something absolutely right, is like crack
for Kimball.

Kimball, who at 58 resemblesacross be-
tween a nerdy, slightly mad scientist and
an investment banker, has what appears
to be tens of thousands of dollars of sugaring equipment: the
arch and filters and bottlers and - for real - a reverse osmosis
machine, allimported from a commercial sugaring equipment
manufacturer in Canada. The operation is almost gratuitously
complex for a guy who just wants to bottle his own syrup. But
thisisn’tjustaguy. It’s Christopher Kimball, for whom there is
no such thing as ahobby. If something can’t be done perfectly,
preferablyusing top-of-the-line gadgetry, it’s not worth doing.
Plus, he’s already pre-sold 350 gallons of the amber liquid to
the readers of his two cooking magazines, Cook’s Illustratedand
Cook’s Country,and now he has to deliver the goods.

Anyone who has read Cook’s Illustrated, the wildly success-
ful flagship of Kimball’s Brookline Village-based publish-
ing empire - which also includes the America’s Test Kitchen
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and Cook’s Country public televi-
sion programs, websites for each
of his projects, and a cookbook
publishing division - knows Two
Pigs Farm. Kimball’s family, which
hailed from Westchester County,
the burbs of New York City, built
a cabin in a small southwestern
Vermont town in 1955, and Kimball
started coming up here as a child.
The town is a collection of old
houses, mobile homes, and farms,
all of them nestled into a steep
notch between two mountain ridg-
es. Kimball writes about this place
frequentlyin his opening editorials
for Cook’s Illustrated. Those editori-
als rarely have anything to do with
the exhaustively tested recipes that
have made his magazines and cook-
books so popular. Instead, his es-
says, accompanied by a black-and-
white illustration of Kimball in bow
tie and apron, are about hunting or
sugaring in Vermont or his country
neighbors, among them hippie art-
ists, crazy (sometimes dangerous-
ly so) survivalist hermits living off
the grid in Quonset huts, wizened
longtime locals, and transplanted
New Yorkers who sometimes real-
ize that, in this corner of Vermont,
they may have accidentally gotten
just a little bit too far away from
itall.

If you read between the lines of
Kimball’s editorials, however, you
learn that this Vermont town and its
people had more to do with the cre-
ation of the Cook’s Illustrated brand
and its offshoots than maybe even
Kimball realizes. This is where Kim-
balllearned the importance of paying
attention, absorbing as much asyou
can, then following your gut. And fol-
lowing his gut is what led Kimball to
employ a business model that’s un-
usual in his industry, earning all rev-
enue from readers - not advertisers.
Today, as the economyand the Inter-
netthreatenad-based media compa-
nies, this unconventional approach
has kept Kimball’s business solidly
in the black while those around him
struggle to survive.

agazines and newspa-
pers are facing the worst
media economy since

Gutenberg’s press first stamped
words on paper, yet Boston Com-
mon Press, a private partnership
that owns Kimball’s publishing
activities, is reportedly very prof-
itable. Because the company is pri-
vate, Kimball won’t disclose his eq-

DELICIOUS The magazines’ Brookline kitchen is where Kimball’'s America’s Test Kitchen TV show is also taped.

uity stake, revenue, or net income.
(His partners include George P.
Denny III,aformer Bain & Co. part-
ner who runs a private equity firm,
and Eliot Wadsworth IT,a partnerat
another private equity firm.) Rough
estimates put the gross revenue
for print and Web subscriptions
alone at more than $40 million a
year. Kimball himself is not shy
about admitting that the company
is making money hand over fist. He
does it by giving his readers exact-
ly what they want and by charging
them big for it - for instance, the
six-issues-a-year Cook’s Illustrated
is $35.70 a year on the newsstand,
$24.95 for an annual print sub-
scription, and $34.95 for an online
subscription ($29.95 if you’re a
print subscriber, too). He doesn’t
offer discounts for print subscrip -
tions, and he doesn’t have to: Sub-
scriber renewal rates are about 78
percent, according to Jack Bishop,
the company’s editorial director.
Most magazines would kill to have
renewal rates near 60 percent; the
average across all consumer maga-
zines is between 35 and 40 percent,
according to Samir Husni, director
of the Magazine Innovation Cen-
ter at the University of Mississippi.
Cook’s Illustrated, launched in 1993,
and the more down-home Cook’s
Country, launched five years ago,
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have increased their circulation
everyyear since they began. Cook’s
Illustrated claims just under a mil-
lion subscribers; only four other
cooking magazines in the United
States have larger circulations,
according to the Audit Bureau of
Circulation.

But at the heart of it, Kimball
makes his money by sticking to
two lessons he learned from the
old-timers in southwest Vermont.
The first: There is aright wayand a
wrong way to do everything. Aright
way to take a chain saw to a fallen
tree, drive a tractor, milk a cow,
chop silage, clean out a pig. It’s no
surprise that the first kind of cook-
ing Kimball learned as a boy was
baking - a culinary discipline that
succeeds or fails by degrees and de-
tail - at the elbow of Marie Briggs,
a baker in his town. “[ Vermont-
ers’] method of teaching,” recalls
Kimball, “was they never tell you
something explicitly. They always
demonstrate.”

The second lesson: Pay atten-
tion, or else. “The thing Iliked about
[Vermont] as a kid was that you
were taken very seriously,” Kimball
says. “If youdon’t doagoodjob, you
know. They don’t yell at you, they
just make you feel like a complete
loser. ... You disappoint them, you
know.” Excelling in this milieu is

still the source of enormous plea-
sure for Kimball, as is clear the day
I'visit the sugar shack.

This belief that there is ademon-
strably right way to do everything,
and his quest to learn what it is,
fueled Kimball’s rise to the top of a
multimillion-dollar publishing em-
pire. It has also earned him a repu-
tation as a man who “likes smart
people and has no patience for
whiners or complainers” (accord-
ing to Pam Anderson, USA Week-
end’s food columnist and a onetime
Cook’s Illustrated employee), “the
worst manager imaginable” (per
Mark Bittman, the New York Times
best-selling cookbook author and
another former employee), and
“intense and brutallyhonest” (from
Bishop). Kimball has been known to
make test-kitchen chefs and writ-
ers cry with his scathing criticisms.
Kimball himself admits “I’'m a ter-
rible manager. I don’t do it. That’s
why I hire the verybest people, who
don’t need to be managed. If I have
someone who needs tobe managed,
Iletthemgo.”

“He doesn’t really care about
the personal, frankly,” says Bishop,
who’s known Kimball for about 20

Kris Frieswick is a frequent contribu-
tor to the Globe Magazine. Send com-
ments to magazine@globe.com.
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WRITE RECIPE. TEST. SELL. REPEAT.

Christopher Kimball has figured out that there’s a lot of money to be made from promising the perfect recipe for roast chicken and more.

MAGAZINES

Cook’s lllustrated debuted in
1993. Cook’s Country followed in
2004. Their recipes are also re-
packaged in spinoff magazines.
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LOST RECIPES

BOOKS

Titles include The New Best
Recipe, The America’s Test
Kitchen Family Cookbook, and
America’s Best Lost Recipes.

TELEVISION SHOWS
America’s Test Kitchenand
Cook’s Country both air on pub-
lic television. Viewers can also
pay to see ATK shows online.
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WEBSITES

Each magazine and television
show has its own website.
Accessing magazine content
requires an online subscription.

years. “He’s really more interested
intheidea.”

imball’s idea is simple. So
B simple that he’samazed it’s
not how every publisher
does it. The reason the others don’t
isbecauseit’s crazy expensive. Every
recipe that appears in his publica-
tionsand on his TV shows must rep-
resent the single best way to make a
dish-and theyare forgedinthefires
of the Mother of All Test Kitchens.
The Cook’s Illustrated recipes fol-
lowthe mostrigorousjourney. First,
each recipe idea is pre-surveyed to
see if readers are even interested
in it. Then, based on research in
the company’s cookbook library,
a test-kitchen cook comes up with
several versions of the dish and
submits them to a staff taste test.
She is then pummeled with ques-
tions about why she didn’t try this
ingredient or that sauteing method
oradifferent type of sugar. She goes
back to the kitchen for more experi-
mentation, and more critiques fol-
low. Only when all hands believe
the recipe is the best it can be is it
sent to a handful of readers, who
make it and report whether they’d
make it again. Ifarecipe - even after
all that time and testing, and even
after more revisions —doesn’t score
well with the readers, it ends up on
the kitchen floor. Surviving recipes
are published with the story of their
journey in the test kitchen. There’s
evenascience guyon call to conduct
more technically challenging exper-
iments and add explanation to the
articles so readers can learn why,

“I'd always hated advertising.
I thought it was an unholy alliance that made
no sense to me between an advertiser

and the editorial content.”

CHRISTOPHER KIMBALL
He believes only readers should support magazines and websites.

say, on a molecular level, cream of
tartar does what it does (and I have
no ideawhat thatis, butitis appar-
entlyveryimportant).

While arduous, the work seems
worth it. The Cook’s Illustrated reci-
pes are recycled again and again in
Kimball’s TV shows, cookbooks, and
ancillary publications such asEnter-
taining, plainly advertised as “collec-
tions of recipes from past issues of
Cook’s Illustrated, not new recipes.”

What readers and viewers getare
recipes that use ingredients avail-
able at any major supermarket in
America and that yield consistent,
predictable, excellent results. Do
Kimball’s test cooks create recipes
that offer sublime moments of tran-
scendence, an herbal combination
or preparation of ingredients so
surprising, complex, or unexpect-
ed that it elevates a dish to culinary
brilliance? Will his magazines intro-
duce you tovarieties of cuisinesand
ingredients that you never imag-
ined in your wildest kitchen fanta-
sies? No and no. But his recipes are
nearly bulletproof. And based on
his subscriptionincreases —averag-
ing11 percentannually over the past

eightyears for Cook’s Illustrated and
38 percent annually since launch
for Cook’s Country - this is what his
readers want.

The business model is pretty bul-
letproof, too. While the rest of the
publishingworld wasreelingfroman
average declineinad pages of around
28 percent in the first half of 2009
compared with the same period last
year, Kimball’s company is doing so
well that he just completed a reno-
vation on the Brookline testkitchen,
and unlike almost every media com-
pany in the country, he is hiring.

It seems that Kimball is doing
something absolutely right. At least
for now.

fter attending Phillips Ex-
Aeter Academy in Exeter,

New Hampshire, and Co-
lumbia University (where he earned
abachelor’s degree in primitive art)
and some time spent working with
his stepbrother in a publishing
company, Kimball went to work for
amannamed Dan Harding. Harding
ran courses in marketing and pub-
lishing through his organization,
the Center for Direct Marketing,

in Westport, Connecticut. Kimball
knew nothing about either topic
but credits Harding with teaching
him how to break down a problem
intoits smallest elements to under-
stand and solve it, “sort of like we
do here,” says Kimball from his
offices in Brookline. Today, he’s
dressed in his publisher uniform -
a pressed white shirt, bow tie, and
suspenders. Around the office are
photos, most taken in Vermont, of
his wife of 22 years, Adrienne, and
their four children, who range in
age from11to21.

Kimball says he started tak-
ing cooking classes about the time
he met Harding. Predictably, he
hated the classes. “I used to get
reallyirritated, because I would ask
all these questions and be incred-
ibly annoying in these classes, but
nobody knew [the answers],” says
Kimball. “They were just repeating
what someone told them. Nobody
actually tested anything. Nobody
seemed to care about the recipes. It
was all very loosey-goosey, and I'm
not loosey-goosey when it comes to
somethinglike arecipe.

“Why do you add sugar to egg
whites while you’re beating them?”
he asks, getting visibly agitated.
“What does cream of tartar do?
Why does an acid help denature
the proteins in egg whites? What
is denaturing?” Frustrated by his
stupid, stupid cooking instructors,
who were likely just as happy to see
Kimball go ashe was toleave, he de-
cided thatthe onlywayto get thean-
swers about egg whites was to start
his own cooking magazine. Fueled
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by $100,000 in angel investments
from friends and family, Kimball
launched Cook’s Magazine out of a
tiny office in Weston, Connecticut,
in1980. He was 29 years old.

He quickly assembled a team of
writers and test cooks that today
resembles the American Culinary
Hall of Fame. Melanie Barnard was
one of his first employees. “He’s a
perfectionist,” says Barnard, a food
writer and author of cookbooks
such as Panini and Short & Sweet.
“[His wife] Adrienne is a saint, be-
cause he’s tough. He doesn’t see
things any other way. It’s good for
the readers and the people who
work for him. You always knew you
were doing high-quality work, and
you were always proud of what you
did.” John “Doc” Willoughby, now
executive editor of Gourmet maga-
zine, joined Kimball’s team in the
late 1980s. “Working with him was
fun most of the time,” says Wil-
loughby. “He expects you to stand
up for yourself. He criticized your
work. You criticized his. It was like
working with friends.” Culinary
greats Mark Bittman and Pam An-
dersonwere also on the Cook’s Mag-
azineteambackin the 1980s, having
drifted there because, at the time,
it was one of the few places a food
writer could find full-time work.

Unlike his current publications,
that early magazine took advertis-
ing. In1983, after three “uglyyears”
of struggling to keep the maga-
zine afloat, says Kimball, he sold a
partial interest to The New Yorker.
That magazine, and the interest in
Cook’s, was acquired by Advance
Publications (S.I. Newhouse’s
publishing conglomerate) in 1985.
In 1986, Kimball sensed that New-
house wasn’t all that interested in
supporting Cook’s, and, “to be hon-
est,itwasn’tavery pleasant place to
be. It wasall about selling ad pages,”
says Kimball. He arranged for Ad-
vance’s interest to be purchased by
Swedish publishing house Bonnier
Group. This alliance, says Kimball,
changed everything.

“I’d always hated advertising,”
says Kimball. “I thought it was an
unholy alliance that made no sense
tomebetween anadvertiser and the
editorial content. [Bonnier’s] atti-
tude was that people should pay for
their magazine content.” In Europe,
the normis that magazines are sup-
ported by subscribers, not advertis-
ers. One of his Bonnier bosses told
him, Kimball recalls, “ ‘It’s not how

many recipes, it’s which recipes.’
That was exactly the whole basis for
my entire company right now.”

launched Cook’s Magazine,

Kimball sold his interest in it to
Bonnier and went on to other pub-
lishing ventures, which included a
men’s magazine, the embarrass-
ingly named Smart for Men, that
died before the firstissue ever came
out. He was offered part-interest in
the Brookline Village-based East
West Journal in exchange for tak-
ing on the job of publisher and
turning the alternative medicine
magazine around - or not. He re-
designed it and renamed it Natural
Health, and circulation climbed. In
1998, the partnership that now in-
cluded Kimball sold Natural Health
for a figure that he says was “far
north” of a rumored $15 million.
Meanwhile, Bonnier sold Cook’s
back to Advance, which killed the
magazine and rolled its subscriber
base into Gourmet. Someone failed,

In 1989, nine years after he
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however, to renew the trademark
protection on the name “Cook’s,” a
fact Kimball discovered a few years
later during a trademark search.
He sent the trademark office $175
and bought back the name, which
he promptly slapped on his new
creation - a subscriber-supported,
advertising-free, mostly black-and-
white cooking magazine that fea-
tured scrupulously tested recipes,
scientific explanations for probing
questions about egg whites and so
forth, and very little else. He then
proceeded to get the old Cook’s
band back together for the launch
of Cook’s Illustratedin 1993.

“Chris called me,” says Gourmet’s
Willoughby. “He also called Jack,
Pam, and Mark. We all called each
other and said, ‘This has to be the
stupidestideahe ever came up with.’
Butitwasajob,andaslongashe paid
me,Iwasin.” Bittman says he wasn’t
too sure about the ideawhenhe first
heard it, but realizes now that it was
“acomplete stroke of genius.”

The magazine’s popularity

MULTIPLE
COURSES
Clockwise
from above:
Christopher
Kimball as a
child do-

ing work on
his parents’
Vermont farm;
with Julia
Child during
her visit to the
America’s Test
Kitchen set in
2000; fishing
in Vermont;
with his wife,
Adrienne; and
on one of his
many prized
motorcycles.

soared, and 15 years later, the for-
mula has remained essentially un-
changed. This surprises no one
more than the people who helped
launch it. What amazes them most
isthatreaders stillwantit. Thereare
only so many perfect ways to make a
roastchicken, right? Howlongcana
magazine remain amust-read when
the subscribers essentially dictate
the content - and when those sub-
scribers, year after year, ask for sto-
ries about the same types of foods?
For instance, the July/August issue
features stuffed flank steak, French
fries, chopped salads, buttermilk
pancakes, and grill-smoked pork
chops. Some variations of these
ideas have appeared repeatedly
throughout the years.

“Chris has a great hatred of
pretension,” says Willoughby.
“He wants to do something that
is straightforward, down to earth,
and that’s what he’s doing, and he’s
goingto stick toit. He used to say to
us, ‘We get bored because we do this
eight hours a day. But the readers

PHOTOGRAPHS FROM CHRISTOPHER KIMBALL
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“lLwould have thought that
[Cook’s Ilustrated getting stale | would have
happened a long time ago. There’s only so
many recipes that are part of the traditional
American culinary vocabulary.”

JOHN “DOC” WILLOUGHBY
Sormer Kimball employee, nowGourmet magazine executive editor

see this magazine once every two
months. They’re not bored. We’ll
stick with it until the readers get
bored.” And they’re not bored.” But,
Willoughby adds, he’s surprised
the magazine hasn’t gotten stale.
“Iwould have thought that would
have happened a long time ago.
There’s only so many recipes that
are part of the traditional American
culinaryvocabulary.”

The continued popularity maybe
because Cook’s Illustrated and Cook’s
Country, despite their high renewal
rate, do have a new set of readers
that cycle in over time, then cycle
away again once they’ve learned
what they need to know from Kim-
ball’s no-nonsense instruction. “It’s
notamagazine for people who want
to be creative,” says Willoughby.

It’s also no longer a magazine
for Anderson, the best-selling
author of The Perfect Recipe and
Cooksmart: Perfect Recipes for Every
Day. Despite her cookbooks’ titles,
she says, “There are only so many
foodsIcareabout perfectingin that
way. I feel like I've gathered as much
information as I care to know using
thatapproach.

“Food became a bigger story for
me than just finding the perfect way
to make something. But I cut my
teeth on that style and am forever
changed by approaching recipes in
that way,” says Anderson.

Even Bittman, author of How
to Cook Everything, Mark Bittman’s
Kitchen Express, and others, says
he loved working with Kimball, but
left Cook’s Illustrated because he dis-
agreed with Kimball’s “one perfect
way” approach. Still, he adds, “there
isn’t a magazine on the market that
doesn’t repeat itself constantly.
There’s things I agree with and
there’s things I don’t. Whatever he’s
doing, it works. When it starts to
fail, it’s time to ask the questions.”

In fact, the rate of new subscrib-
er growth for both magazines has

slowed - for example, tojust 1.5 per-
cent from 2007 to 2008 for Cook’s
Hlustrated, down from 4.5 percent
the year before, and nearly 20 per-
cent the year before that. Kimball
says the majority of the growth of
both magazines in the past year
has been in Web subscriptions, not
print. Nonetheless, the company
continues to throw off enough cash
that Kimball’s been growing it, and
he’s been growing his real estate
portfolio in and around southwest
Vermont; there he has at least five
houses, one of which is used for
taping the Cook’s Countrytelevision
show. Kimball is set to build anoth-
er barn at Two Pigs Farm, where he
already has a rambling farmhouse,
amain barn, the sugar shack,ahen-
house, a sty for his spring shipment
of piglets, a barn for his half-doz-
en horses, a sauna house next to a
man-made pond, a vegetable and
herb garden, and beehives (which
were totaled this spring byahungry
bear). There are also the two side-
by-side, five-story brownstones in
which his family lives in Boston’s
South End.

Listening to his readers, and giv-
ing them what theywant, isrespon-
sible for all that Kimball has. But
there is one place in the magazine,
and only one, where Kimball has de-
cided to ignore his readers’ wishes:
his editorials about Vermont. They
don’t tend to test well. Only about
35 percent of readers surveyed like
them. The rest, Kimball admits, are
indifferent or hate them. But Kim-
ball has absolutely no intention of
moving on to anew topic.

“It’s my magazine, and I’ll do
what I want.” Which, of course, is
only true to the extent thatitisalso
what hisreaders want. He canbe ex-
cused, though, for reserving that lit-
tle slice of copy for himself and for
the bimonthly homage to the place
thatis as much a part of Kimball as
hisbow tie and suspenders.m

KIMBALL'S TOP SKITCHEN TIPS

The Cook’s lllustrated founder and editor offers S/
. . . 7
these kitchen dos, in his own words: 7))

EMBRACE SALT

Most home cooks are afraid of salt; most
chefs love it, and for good reason. Salt
makes everything taste better, even
chocolate desserts. So don't reduce
the salt in recipes, and taste-test as
much as possible to get the salt level
right. For heartier dishes or even
something as simple as an omelet or
frittata, a sprinkling of coarse sea salt - NN
just before serving is a pretty good idea, too. ==

GOHOT
What doyou seeinarestaurant kitchen? Flamesand =~ —
smoke. The staff gets pans hot, really hot, since they m
know that heat produces flavor. To prop- £
erly preheat askillet, forexample, -
add a hit of oil when cold and £ =
heat until it just starts to
smoke. Thenit's ready for
sauteing.

BE SHARP

| suspect almost every home cook in Amer-
icais using a dull knife. Sharpening steels
don't sharpen; they just tune up knives that
are already reasonably sharp. Dull knives
have edges that have turned over and need to be reground.Only the
Chef’sChoice M130 Professional Sharpening Station (about $160) does
atop-notch job. The AccuSharp Knife and Tool Sharpener (about $10)
works in a pinch.

PREPFIRST

Never start cooking
before you have read the
recipe and prepped all the
ingredients, placing them
in small bowls, combining
those that go together in
the recipe. | place this mise { ,
enplaceontoaplastictray 7 0
with a copy of the recipe.

(We do the same in the test kitchen.) Everything is measured, thought
out, and ready to go. Cooking is the easy part.

IGNORE COOKING TIMES
They are utterly worthless. Your oven and
mine might be off 100 degrees from one an-
other. Your skillet might be lousy at retain-
ing heat, whereas mine holds it nicely. When
| using the oven, check halfway through the
published cooking time and constantly thereafter.On the stove top, use
your eyes, nose, and fingers to check food, not your timer.
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