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Chefs, culinary teachers and epicures around the Inland Empire hailed Julia Child as a pioneer, a personal role model and a boon to their careers. They praised her as a large, wacky woman who could laugh at her mistakes on camera, keep sipping wine and make complicated recipes look like a snap. 

Child, the celebrated cook, author and television personality, died early Friday morning just two days shy of her 92nd birthday. Martha Green, owner of Dough'lectibles Bakery and The Eating Place in Redlands, met the country's gastronomic guru at a cooking event in the Napa Valley about 30 years ago. "We've lost one of the greatest cooks in the world," she said. 

And one of the funniest. "I mean, she was crazy, with a great sense of humor, funny as heck," Green said. "That's why everyone loved and revered her (because) she could make fun of herself and her husband. She made mistakes, would hack on a fish, drink a little more wine. She was a big girl like I am, which is a good thing when you're cooking things like monk fish." 

Child seemed continental without being intimidating or stuffy, said Maura Graber, owner of the RSVP Institute of Etiquette in Ontario. "She wanted to bring unusual tastes and flavors to the American table, and she wanted to make it look simple," she said. 

"If she dropped something, it didn't matter. She'd go right on about her business with this poise about her. She was like your mother or grandmother under the worst circumstances with the best attitude control." 

She was disarming, and demystified what appeared as daunting culinary techniques, said Leone Palagi, co-owner and chef at Mario's Place in Riverside. "She was informal, unpretentious, friendly and fun-loving," he said. 

But besides her folksy style, Child was four decades ahead of what's now mainstream and trendy, he said: "The key thing is that she was an ambassador of culture and brought knowledge and passion from abroad to a younger country with less of a culinary tradition." 

Christian Vignes, corporate chef of Sevilla restaurants, including the one in Riverside, lauds Child for her ability to parse fancy dishes into basic steps. "Some of those simple things were really complicated to make," he said. "But the way she was doing it on TV gave a message that it was accessible to everybody." 

Child's books are popular with students at Chaffey College's culinary arts program in Rancho Cucamonga, said chef and associate professor of hospitality Gina Christian. "We've always referred to her cookbooks and her repeats on PBS," she said. Sometimes in class Christian will mimic Child's distinctive voice. 

Bill Goff, executive chef of Gerard's in Riverside, said Child had a tremendous personal influence. "I used to watch her when I was a kid," he said. "That's partly what got me into cooking." 

Jean-Marie Verhoeven, the Belgian-born pastry chef at Pechanga Resort & Casino in Temecula, credits his successful 20-year career in America to Child's pioneering the way. "I have a job in the U.S. because of her," he said. "I think she educated the people here about lighter food than pot roast. She really opened their eyes to European food." 

