A JUGGLING ACT TOM CORNILLE FITS HIS PRODUCE TO THE PERSONALITY OF THE CHEF [FINAL EDITION, C] 
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By 4 a.m. the four-lane expanse that separates the north and south sides of the South Water Market is already impenetrable, jammed with men with forklifts and handcarts battling to get their potatoes, bananas and onions-as well as arugula and Lasso Rosso-onto their trucks and on the road as quickly as they can.

It's somewhat less frenetic at No. 60, where, in 1925, George J. Cornille & Sons became one of the market's founding tenents. Rather than sell wholesale produce to any and all takers, Tom Cornille, the last of five Cornille children-provides roughly 1,000 top-of-the-line items of produce to a handful of the finest restaurants, a list that includes Carlos', Frontera Grill, Jackie's, Charlie Trotter's, Le Francais, Ambria, Arun's, and Everest.

"What I do," Cornille says, "is service the personality of each chef." He likens his job to that of "a cobbler-making the shoe fit," keeping the chef happy and "in tune with what's available."

Part of that involves searching out the best suppliers, wherever they may be. Chanterelles, morels and matsutake mushrooms come from Vancouver, Alaska and Nova Scotia. Radicchio is imported from Italy, where Cornille says the soil and techniques of growing make it less bitter than varieties grown in this country. He gets asparagus from Peru and New Zealand during the fall and winter, since their growing seasons are the reverse of ours. Cape gooseberries come from Terra del Fuego and the Cape of Good Hope. A black radish, which chefs marinade or braise, comes from Spain.

On the other hand, one of the 11 varieties of basil he stocks is grown locally by a 70-year-old man who brought his seeds with him from Italy years ago. "That's all he grows," Cornille says, "but it's done with care."

Jackie Shen of Jackie's recently used Cornille's big rainbow-one of roughly two dozen varieties of tomato he'll stock over the course of a year-as a centerpiece for her mixed tomato plate. "It's multicolored, pretty, and real sweet," Cornille says. Mirador uses his white beauties; Tuttaposto grills golden beefstakes. Suzi Crofton of Montparnasse "loves" currant tomatoes, while Francois de Melogue, the chef at the recently opened le Margaux, uses red and yellow teardrops both for taste and as part of the presentation. In the spring, Gordon's uses red tomatoes for a coucasse. Rick Bayless of Frontera Grill uses organic red Romas and red San Marzanos, as well as purple tomatillos.

Cornille tries to apportion special delicacies to each of his chefs. Jackie Shen, for example, likes edible orchids.

Rick Bayless of Frontera Grill uses male squash blossoms.

If the blossoms are available and it's not raining or too hot or too cold ("things have to be just right"), the blossoms are harvested in San Marcos, Calif., early the morning after they're ordered, before the field heat sets in. The blossoms are then transferred to a cooler to remove any residual heat. In the evening they're taken to the Los Angeles airport for shipment to Chicago. If the order is not bumped-mail, live animals and human remains have priority over even pre-booked air freight space-the blossoms will arrive the next day.

There is "all the difference in the world," Cornille says, between this produce, and what an individual can buy in a retail store.

Economies of scale seem to be the principal reason. To keep prices down, a chain of grocery stores buys enormous quantities of individual items. Perishability then becomes a real problem. "Retailers want produce to last forever," Cornille says. To ensure the maximum shelf life of a tomato, for example, they order a "mature green" that has been subsequently gassed to enhance its coloration. That, he says, "allows them to fool the public by masking the product." Cornille's objection is the same one he uses against hydroponically grown produce (plants grown in nutient solutions without sand, gravel or other inert media), and most cross-bred fruits and vegetables as well. Somewhere along the technological line, flavor is lost. "You can't substitute for flavor," he says. "The flavor is what the earth gives us."

His yellow ox heart tomatoes, for example, have a flavor like the promise of an ad jingle come true. A minuscule currant tomato seems to literally explode against your palate. At such moments everything he argues for, like freshness and produce from the land rather than from a chemist or bio-engineer, becomes almost a given.

The best restaurants are willing to pay a premium price for such quality. That's one of the reasons the meals they serve are so expensive. Still, "if the chef is an artist, then the items of produce are the different paints on his palette," he says. "And if you need a certain shade of blue, that's what you need."

Cornille's own farming heritage came to an end nearly 70 years ago, when his grandfather gave up his farm to open George J. Cornille & Sons "to give his brothers and other farmers a good representative at the market." He himself is old enough to remember when a pot-bellied stove was their sole source of heat, and his father used the telegraph to take and place orders. He points out a line on the wall about 10 feet above the floor that used to indicate how high the barrels of produce that came in by train could be stacked without the floor collapsing.

Sometimes when he's alone in the building, he says, "I can feel the presences."

Something of that underlies his daily juggling act of bringing together farmers throughout the country-for the most part small entities like himself-and the best chefs, and dealing with any number of impersonal shippers, vendors, and agents along the way.

What it comes down to, though, seems to be tied to the adages of "doing good work" and "giving good weight."

"I feel I do honor to the restaurants I work with," he says. "The chefs that I work with-they're friends, like family."

	[Illustration]

	PHOTO; Caption: PHOTO: Tom Cornille's specialty produce appears in some of Chicago's finest restaurant. Photo by Bill Mahin.
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It's somewhat less frenetic at No. 60, where, in 1925, George J. Cornille & Sons became one of the market's founding tenents. Rather than sell wholesale produce to any and all takers, Tom Cornille, the last of five Cornille children-provides roughly 1,000 top-of-the-line items of produce to a handful of the finest restaurants, a list that includes Carlos', Frontera Grill, Jackie's, Charlie Trotter's, Le Francais, Ambria, Arun's, and Everest.

Part of that involves searching out the best suppliers, wherever they may be. Chanterelles, morels and matsutake mushrooms come from Vancouver, Alaska and Nova Scotia. Radicchio is imported from Italy, where Cornille says the soil and techniques of growing make it less bitter than varieties grown in this country. He gets asparagus from Peru and New Zealand during the fall and winter, since their growing seasons are the reverse of ours. Cape gooseberries come from Terra del Fuego and the Cape of Good Hope. A black radish, which chefs marinade or braise, comes from Spain.

Jackie Shen of Jackie's recently used Cornille's big rainbow-one of roughly two dozen varieties of tomato he'll stock over the course of a year-as a centerpiece for her mixed tomato plate. "It's multicolored, pretty, and real sweet," Cornille says. Mirador uses his white beauties; Tuttaposto grills golden beefstakes. Suzi Crofton of Montparnasse "loves" currant tomatoes, while Francois de Melogue, the chef at the recently opened le Margaux, uses red and yellow teardrops both for taste and as part of the presentation. In the spring, Gordon's uses red tomatoes for a coucasse. Rick Bayless of Frontera Grill uses organic red Romas and red San Marzanos, as well as purple tomatillos.
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