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Description
The cover features an artwork showcasing a table adorned with a variety of foods served on plates.





‘This book made me fall in love with France and its food all over again. With her friendly, irresistible writing, Carolyn takes you on a delicious trek through France, unravelling the mysteries of Gallic ingredients and sharing stories that reveal the diversity, history, quirks, magic and joys of culinary life … this is a book to learn, live and love!’

Alain Roux

‘Carolyn Boyd serves a great feast of a French adventure, and the sweet smell of warm croissants is never far away. Amuse Bouche is wondrous, witty, delicious and fun. Every page made me hungry – so take my advice and pack your napkin!’

Raymond Blanc

‘Charming, informative, written by an author with a deep knowledge of and love for France, this is part travelogue, part memoir and part recipe book. A wonderful guide to the culinary history of France’

Kate Mosse

‘Comprehensive, hugely engaging and frequently a revelation, even for those of us who think we know the country – its produce, cuisine and traditions, its mores and manners. And its restaurants. I’m genuinely never crossing La Manche again without a copy of this glued to me’

Marina O’Loughlin

‘The perfect, deliciously informed read for anyone missing France or dreaming of their first trip. Carolyn’s deep love and knowledge of the country and its food culture shines through every page’

Trish Deseine


‘Carolyn Boyd offers you a fun and fascinating guide to eating your way round France. When did you last dunk a rose biscuit into Champagne? Boyd serves up dozens of delicious dishes that will make your mouth water. The book is also jam-packed with fun French history tidbits’

Carol Drinkwater

‘Witty, wild and wonderful ... a delicious dance round the glories of France at table region by region with an Englishwoman abroad who understands the happiness of cervelle de Canut and tartiflette’

Elisabeth Luard

‘The most delicious combination of history, lore, legend and food, capturing the enormous diversity of French terroir and cuisine. From the bistrots of Paris to the bouchons of Lyon, she introduces us to French dining … Carolyn knows her Roscoff pink onions from her Roussillon artichokes and she imparts her great knowledge with enormous warmth. This modern guide is the sort of book you will keep by your bedside and in your kitchen too – it contains some wonderful recipes, which impart the true taste of France’

Debora Robertson

‘A brilliantly written book that draws you into booking a trip and explore France even more’

James Martin
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK
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‘Tell me what you eat, and I’ll tell you what you are.’

– Jean-Anthelme Brillat-Savarin



These are perhaps the most famous words ever written about what we choose to put on our plates. Yet give the renowned nineteenth-century gastronome’s words a slight tweak – tell me what you eat, and I’ll tell you where you are – and they could equally apply to France. For wherever you are in this great gastronomic nation, you can be sure there is a food that tells you a story about the place you are in. It’s through these stories that I have fallen in love with France and come to appreciate how deeply food is woven through its society, how its people are brought together around the dining table and how it represents itself to the world.

The book is not a restaurant guide, though there are recommendations; nor is it a recipe book, though there are recipes and serving suggestions. It is a book that celebrates the joy of exploring France through its food and captures the many ways that dishes and ingredients came about, whether through the landscape and terroir, folklore and legends, in the kitchens of kings and peasants or as the innovations of modern chefs. From markets to bistros and fromageries, I hope it will help you know what to buy, what to order and what to eat – so that your taste buds can be as enchanted by the regions’ unique flavours as your other senses are spoiled by the landscape, art, culture and heritage for which France is also famous.

Throughout the country, bistro menus often feature the same standard dishes, but everywhere you go you’ll also find dishes made with local ingredients that are easily overlooked – this book puts them at front and centre. If you are planning any kind of trip, whether a romantic weekend in Paris or a hedonistic month in Marseille, I hope these chapters will provide a starting point for planning your itineraries as well as a way to get to grips with the food culture (and etiquette) of your holiday spot.

I have loved France for as long as I can remember: family camping holidays opened my eyes to the joy of the croissant slathered in cool creamy butter and sweet strawberry jam, and the sting of the salt on my lips when eating a poolside barquette de frites. Discovering France, with its buzzing local markets and the whirl of black-clad waiters serving busy café terraces, implanted an early sense of wanderlust, which led to a career writing about exploring France and its food. The recommendations and experiences here have been gathered throughout my career, during which my travels have taken me to almost every part of the country and allowed me to dine in some of the best restaurants for every budget, as well as tables d’hôtes, bars à vins and picnic spots. I have talked to hundreds of producers, bakers, cooks and chefs to get a better understanding of their products and cuisines and how to enjoy them. I have peered into fields, donned hairnets and overalls to visit dairies, sloshed around fishing ports and estuary mudflats, tramped across farms and browsed dozens of markets with the aim of better understanding the many different foods on offer.

Even after visiting countless times, I still feel a frisson of excitement each time I arrive on French soil; my heart swells at seeing its varied landscape, at stepping into its shuttered maisons and at tuning into the language, taking my first sip of a kir, or a bite of salt-flecked Breton butter on bread. As the most visited country in the world, France’s allure and appeal has much to do with its variety; when it comes to choosing a holiday in France the options can be as wide-ranging as a trip to the Île de Ré in Nouvelle Aquitaine, where you can cycle through salt pans and order platters of oysters, or book a tour of the Luberon in Provence, where you’ll wander enticing villages in the late afternoon before an aperitif of the local rosé on a sun-drenched restaurant terrace. In the Alps, meanwhile, you might gather around a fondue pot after skiing or hiking, while in Paris you will stroll the Haussmannian boulevards between galleries before a lunch of steak-frites in a classic bistro. Each region has its own unique charm, which is reflected in the local cuisine and food culture.

France has a long history of explorers in search of gastronomic bliss, but the most dedicated was surely Maurice Edmond Sailland, who became known as Curnonsky, the Prince of Gastronomes. Born in 1872, his early career saw him take on literary projects from satire to ghost-writing, before he became known as a food critic. In 1921, he started a gastronomic guidebook with his writing chum Marcel Rouff, titled La France Gastronomique: Guide des merveilles culinaires et des bonnes auberges françaises (Gastronomic France: A Guide to the culinary marvels and good inns of France). After seven years of exploring France, they completed twenty-eight volumes out of the intended thirty-two, which were designed to help people explore France in that new-fangled invention – the motor car. This was also the era of the Michelin Guide, which began to award stars in 1926, and was published with the aim of encouraging motorists to explore further afield (and thus wear out more tyres).

Today, Curnonsky’s stamp of approval remains influential, and his name is associated with many famous dishes such as crêmets d’Anjou and poulet Gaston Gérard. He may even have had a hand in popularising tarte Tatin. In 1929, he entrusted his friend Alain Bourguignon, then chef-director of L’Écu de France, a restaurant opposite Gare de l’Est in Paris, to map all the dishes mentioned in La France Gastronomique. The result is a fascinating diagram of the country’s terroir, where ingredients, dishes, traditions and techniques only exist thanks to the individual conditions of the place. It proves that there are hundreds of regional specialities across L’Hexagone and just how enormous a task it was for Curnonsky to find them all.

Of course, in the intervening century, as globalisation has seen menus and eating habits become widely homogenised, many dishes have fallen out of favour in kitchens and many unique products are no longer grown. But despite the loss of dishes and traditions, France is full of people and communities who are proud of their heritage, devoutly protecting their product or methods, whether it is thanks to a local brotherhood or confrérie – a guild that exists to protect and celebrate a product or recipe – or other events and networks that also serve to protect jobs and help people make a living in rural locations, so they don’t need to move away. Some of these are fascinating, community-led organisations, dedicated to celebrating and promoting dishes or products such as pink garlic, black pudding or scallops, with a story to tell. I will introduce you to the Global Brotherhood of the Knights of the Giant Omelette, the Onion Johnnies of Roscoff and the so-called Olympics of the Black Pudding. There are more official channels, too, that protect the geographic origin of a product, the Appellation d’Origine Contrôlée (AOC) in France and Appellation d’Origine Protégée (AOP) in the European Union.

Since the ‘Gastronomic French Meal’ was inscribed into the Unesco list of intangible heritage in 2010, regional French tourism authorities have been even more keen to champion their local cuisines and food cultures, making them easier to find. Though there have long been various Routes des Vins, there are now also signposted discovery routes dedicated to showcasing the terroir, whether it’s walnuts in the Dordogne Valley; cheese in the Pyrenees, Auvergne or Alps; or cider and apples in Normandy. Most of France’s star chefs are great champions of their region’s producers and ingredients. Whatever your budget, tastes and interests, I hope this book helps you gain a deeper understanding of French food and indeed of the country itself – and have some delightful, memorable meals along the way. After all, it was also Brillat-Savarin who said: ‘The discovery of a new dish does more for the happiness of mankind than the discovery of a star’.


Choosing A Restaurant

It’s easy to imagine sauntering into a town or village to take your pick of restaurants and have a fantastic meal anywhere, but it doesn’t always happen. You will almost always have a better meal if you do your research and book a table in advance. The best places will be booked by locals, who know where they’re guaranteed a good meal and excellent service, and it pays to follow their example. Reservations also help the restaurants plan too, particularly when chefs buy their produce at the morning market; if they know how many reservations they have that day they can much more accurately predict how much to buy.

Before trawling Google, ask your hosts for recommendations – even at the time of booking your accommodation. If you’re staying somewhere small, a good host will be only too pleased to recommend les bonnes adresses and make sure your stay is enjoyable. While you’re exploring, you can ask at wineries, or épiceries fines. The locals will know. Otherwise, use trusted websites. Some of my best meals have been those listed with a Bib Gourmand on Michelin, and one-star restaurants can offer sublime meals often for a reasonable price (especially at lunchtime). You can also look on Gault Millau, another reviews site, or Lefooding.com. For casual dining, the Guide du Routard is the French equivalent of Lonely Planet; I have found both more reliable than Tripadvisor. The shifting sands of the hospitality industry mean that restaurants open and close often, and staff change, so while I’ve recommended many throughout the book, I have also mentioned the chefs by name so that – if they leave their current establishment – you should be able to find them in future.



Etiquette in Shops and Restaurants

While anglophones are most often taught that pleases and thank yous are the golden words for good manners, in France ‘Bonjour’ is hello, please and thank you rolled into one. It is considered good manners to make eye contact and say ‘Bonjour’ (or ‘Bonsoir’ in the evening) before any other word. It breaks the ice, whether you’re greeting a stallholder at the market, meeting a server in a restaurant, or you’ve just entered a shop.

When taking a table at a restaurant where you don’t have a reservation, it is best to ask the server if there is a table available before you sit down (even if you can see there is) and be sure to ask for la carte, and not le menu – the latter means a set meal of two or three courses (or seven or eight or more at a fine dining restaurant) for a set price or prix fixe. You will often be asked if you want still or sparkling water, which relates to mineral water and will be billed; if you simply want tap water – an acceptable choice – then ask for un carafe d’eau. Bread can be an etiquette minefield; once you’ve ordered your meal, the server will bring you a basket of bread. Side plates don’t tend to be used in more casual settings, so you can simply place the bread on the tablecloth, tearing small bite-sized pieces off to eat slowly, rather than biting into the slice. You can also use the bread to mop up the sauce at the end of a meal.

If you have doubts about French restaurant etiquette, a good way to think about it is as if you were invited to some-one’s home; after all, this is how the art of hospitality began, and the French remain true to this idea. As a guest you would respect your host’s savoir-faire, their skills and their ingredients, and you are paying to be welcomed in ‘their house’ as equal participants in the experience. Diners who adopt a superior attitude towards those working hard to provide a good service might not find the attitude is welcome. Of course, things can go wrong, and diners are perfectly within their rights to complain, but a courteous and polite conversation will often result in the problem being rectified swiftly.



Dietary Requirements

Vegetarian cuisine is becoming more commonplace throughout France, with restaurants often now offering at least one meat-free dish on their menus. Vegan options remain harder to find outside of the big cities. In general, it pays to understand more about the local styles of cuisine when choosing a destination. The dairy-heavy diet of Normandy and Brittany may be tricky for vegans, but vegetarians may do well for choice in the galettes of Brittany, where there are so many different toppings. Thankfully crêperies are not limited to the region; they can be found throughout France (though sometimes they’re not as good). The Loire Valley and Western Loire regions are particularly proud of their heritage for high-quality vegetables, and in Provence the local cuisine is very much based on vegetables, especially the Cuisine Nissarde (see page 298, Provence, Vieux Nice) and chickpea-based foods such as the street food socca, la cade and the side dish panisses. The Italian influence in Provence brings with it vegetable-based pasta dishes, and they’re more likely to cook with olive oil in Provence than with butter, as in the north, or with the duck fat favoured in the south-west. Look to more international cuisines, too. The trend for the poke bowl – a Hawaiian salad and rice dish – can be a good option for vegans if ordered with tofu rather than salmon or chicken. Even for meat-eaters, the freshness and crunch of a poke bowl is a welcome break when you’ve been eating rich dishes for a few days.

Those navigating restaurant menus should know there is a knack to ordering: writer Stephen Clarke, a vegetarian who has long lived in Paris, once told me that you should not declare your vegetarianism to the server; they don’t want to be bothered with your philosophy on food and animal-rearing, they simply need to know what to tell the kitchen. It’s better to order from the menu with instructions to leave out the meat or fish, so a salad ‘sans jambon’ or ‘sans crevettes’. Being used to making adaptations, as any good host is, they will make a note and hopefully bring a salad with no ham.

That said, these days, especially in Paris, there are highly likely to be one or two vegan or vegetarian items on a menu. To be able to choose from a whole vegan menu, it’s better to identify the chefs who are passionate about this style of cuisine and book a table at one of their restaurants, which are growing in number. My friend Caroline is vegan and has lived in Paris for years, and her favourites include Le Potager de Charlotte, which was set up by brothers David and Adrien Valentin. They now have two restaurants and serve a plant-based menu that’s mostly organic and gluten-free too.

Gluten-free diets are becoming increasingly common across France, and often products that are naturally gluten-free (rather than having been adapted) are advertised as such. These include buckwheat galettes in Brittany, macarons nationwide, socca in Nice and many other tasty products. Most supermarkets now have a gluten-free section, usually close to the organic (‘bio’) products. Most restaurant servers are well versed in explaining items on the menu that contain gluten or other allergens when they’re not marked. There is a burgeoning gluten-free (and often dairy-free) pâtisserie scene; I’ve found some excellent pâtisseries in Paris, Strasbourg, Lyon and Marseille. However, because it is quite a trendy choice, those who suffer from coeliac disease should explain clearly that it is an allergy and that cross-contamination would have a serious impact. Dairy-free diets or dairy allergies can be more difficult to accommodate, particularly in the north of the country where butter is so highly prized, though the burgeoning vegan scene is changing this. Since 2014, European law has meant that restaurants are obliged to state if any of their foods contain one of the fourteen allergens listed in legislation; this means some menus show them, but you might also have to ask.



Notes on Recipes

For all the recipes in the book, I have used metric measurements and centigrade for oven temperatures, based on a fan oven. Where I have included seasonings, I have used sea salt and black pepper. In most of the recipes that demand flour, I have also tested them with gluten-free flour (e.g. Doves Farm brand) to ensure they work for coeliacs.



What is Terroir?

While the French language is peppered with English words where no French one exists, this is the perfect case of the opposite. Terroir refers to the specific combination of conditions in which a product grows; every place in the world is unique in terms of its topography, its geography, its climate and soil type. Though it is most often used in reference to wines, it is equally important for foods.



Acronyms Galore

French gastronomy is peppered with acronyms and these are the ones that are most useful to know: AOC stands for Appellation d’Origine Contrôlée, which means that the product – be it fruit, wine, cheese, meat, or even one special type of hay – is grown or produced in a certain geographical area, where the terroir is key to the product’s flavour. Techniques and methods, often centuries old, are also considered by the Institut National de l’Origine et de la Qualité (INAO), as it awards the designations. It was originally established in 1935 to protect the French wine and brandy industries from imposter products and it works the same for all products today.

The European Union recognised that every country within its community had such products and, to bring them together under one designation, it established its own labels for foods and wines. In French this is called the Appellation d’Origine Protégée (AOP) and in English it is Protected Designation of Origin (PDO). The first step to gaining an AOP is to have an AOC.

Another label that is often used to denote quality is the Indication Géographique Protegée (IGP) or in English the Protected Geographical Indication (PGI). This European label indicates that a product has been produced, developed or processed in a particular place, so it protects the know-how of its producers. As producers wish to differentiate themselves from mass-produced or ultra-processed foods, they are keen to have proof that their foods are speciality items made locally or traditionally, and so the list of protected products continues to grow. Throughout the book, I have used the French acronym, rather than the English, as this is what you will see on labels in France. Products that hold the Label Rouge have complied with certain standards of quality that have been set by producers and approved by the Ministry for Agriculture and Fisheries and the Ministry for Consumer Affairs, on the recommendations of the INAO. Another mark of quality to look out for concerns the artisans themselves: the Meilleur Ouvrier de France (MOF) is awarded to chefs, bakers and craftspeople from a huge range of industries including embroidery, woodwork and even dentistry. The competition has its participants complete a task using specific materials in an allocated time period and it is an extremely pressurised process in which few succeed. You can recognise chefs, bakers, cheesemakers, for example, from the tricolore collar on their white jackets. It is the most prestigious award you can win and those who hold it hold it for life.
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Chapter One: Brittany

[image: The exhibit showcases a plate filled with French cuisine.]
Despite being one of France’s most food-loving regions, Brittany is often overlooked for more famously foodie areas such as Burgundy or Provence, but this far western region is where I’ve consistently had my best meals. With 2,700 kilometres of coast-line, fish and seafood are abundant in Brittany, and in many places you can swig back oysters just metres from where they are grown, or dine on fish beside the harbour where it was landed. Seaweed also has a long history in Breton diets, and the different varieties are celebrated on menus. Meanwhile, salt takes pride of place in the Breton diet; the salt pans at Guérande, now part of Pays de la Loire, allowed the region’s salted butter to attain its godly status; and it is here that salted butter caramel first started its journey to worldwide fame.

Other dishes and products grew from Brittany’s seafaring history, either coming to Breton shores from abroad, or thriving thanks to a market found across the Channel, as with the vegetables of northern Finistère. Inland, cows graze on the rain-washed pastures, and give the region its heavenly butter. The land here is also ideal for the ever-growing number of artisanal cheese producers. Buckwheat is one of Brittany’s staple products and is used in galettes, breads and pastries, whisky and beer.

Among the great champions of local produce are chefs such as Loïc Le Bail in Roscoff, Nicolas Conraux in Plouider and Philippe Brun in Porspoder; and near the Crozon peninsula, Olivier Bellin. East of Rennes, at La Table des Pères, chef Jérôme Jouadé sources his produce within twenty kilometres of the restaurant. In Cancale, Hugo Roellinger inherits his father Olivier’s culinary talent for using the flavours of the Emerald Coast, while the family’s Épices Roellinger spice stores are an Aladdin’s cave of flavours inspired by Saint-Malo’s history of sailors on the spice route.


Roscoff Pink Onions, Brittany

Picture a Frenchman. Does a beret, a striped jersey, a bicycle and a string of onions spring to mind? On the occasions I’ve shared the stereotypical image of a Frenchman with Parisians or those from beyond Brittany, they’ve been baffled as to why the British see the French this way. They’ve never heard of Roscoff, let alone their onions. And don’t the Brits realise France is the home of fine wines, haute cuisine and Michelin stars?

The story behind this widely held national stereotype begins in the small harbour town of Roscoff. In the early nineteenth century, poverty drove hundreds and then thousands of men across the channel to sell, door-to-door, the gentle pink onions that flourished in northern Finistère. For more than 150 years, the ‘Onion Johnnies’, so-called because so many were called ‘Jean’ (or Jean-Christophe, Jean-Claude, etc.), were the only contact the British had with the French, or in fact any foreigner. That such a tiny town could spawn an industry that stretched as far as the Orkneys is a wonder.

Today’s Roscoff is a delight: climb up to the tiny white Chapelle Sainte-Barbe, where once the Johnnies’ families waved them off, and view the colourful fishing boats lined up in the harbour; wander the cobbled streets and gaze up to the ornate belfry of the Notre-Dame de Croaz-Batz church. The tiny museum, La Maison des Johnnies, tells their history and stories of the Anglo-French friendships that developed and the shipwrecks that robbed so many of their lives.

The onions and their history are celebrated each August at an annual festival, when the harbour front is filled with festivities, including onion string-plaiting competitions and traditional Breton dancing with lace bonnets galore. In the festival’s food tents you’ll see bubbling cauldrons of onion confit, which is slapped on to a sausage before being wrapped in a galette or a buckwheat pancake (see page 39, Galette-Saucisse, Rennes). There is a parade, for which the Brotherhood of the Pink Onion don their smart black and magenta costumes, and walk with the Association of Onion Johnnies – berets, striped shirts, onion-laden bicycles – and fellow brotherhoods from the area.

While other food-lovers might have a favourite cheese, or get impassioned by a particular pastry, I admit to being something of an evangelist for Roscoff onions. I always stock up with a few strings each time we pass through the town. They’re hard to find in Britain now (blame Brexit) so it’s best to get over there for your own supply; look out for the official label with a cartoon pink onion on it.

I tend to use them sliced finely in salads or omelettes; if you use them in stews and sauces they bring a softness of flavour you don’t find with white onions. And that pink hue really shines when you pickle them, turning the vinegar magenta.

Loïc Le Bail is head chef at one of the best restaurants in town at the Hotel Brittany, and is a key member of the Brotherhood of the Pink Onion. He uses Roscoff’s onions in all sorts of dishes, including a dessert – delicate little sweet onion meringues, which he serves with a grapefruit sorbet. His onion confit is excellent with cheese, and making your own confit is a good idea for making a string last longer.



Artichokes, Saint-Pol-De-Léon

There’s one sight in in the fields around Roscoff and Saint-Pol-de-Léon that always fills me with awe: a field full of purple globe artichokes. Surrounded by a skirt of jagged leaves, their knobbly heads stand to attention and line up like a tribe of spiky aliens. When we’ve driven past them, I’ve almost expected them to start marching after us like a bunch of rabid triffids.

For the uninitiated, eating an entire steamed globe artichoke can be just as terrifying. When I first tried this dish, it was only thanks to my sympathetic hosts that I learned to peel off the leaves, dip them into a melted butter sauce, and pull the frond through my clenched teeth so the flesh would catch on my bottom teeth. I slurped them down, each leaf getting meatier as I reached the succulent heart, eager to defeat this other-worldly vegetable and complete the exotic eating ritual.

It’s said that artichokes were introduced to France by Catherine de’ Medici in the sixteenth century, and they are loved throughout the country. In Provence, they tend to use the smaller artichauts violets, and they are served finely sliced in a true salade niçoise or braised for a barigoule; near Lyon you might find yourself chomping on their sister thistle the cardoon, while in the far south-west the narrower purple Roussillon artichoke appears in markets as early as March (it’s sunnier down there). In Saint-Pol-de-Léon there are many different varieties, including the petit violet, the widely cultivated Camus, and the big purple Cardinal. They’re celebrated by the vivid-green-cloaked Brotherhood of the Breton Artichoke, who host the Fête de l’Artichaut each July. The confrérie even has its own little museum, La Maison de l’Artichaut. In the centre of Saint-Pol-de-Léon, at the sophisticated La Pomme d’Api, chef Jérémie Le Calvez uses artichokes in all kinds of ways, including serving the leaves of the petit violet to dip into a crémeux d’artichaut made with the Camus artichoke.

Around the corner, at Dans la Grand’ Rue, they serve artichauts farcis à la Bretonne, stuffed with all kinds of different fillings. Try a seafood one with mussels and seafood sauce; or farci coté Argoat (Argoat is the word for inland Brittany, compared to ‘Armor’, the coast), with andouille, lardons, apple and a cider-cream sauce. The bonus of these dishes is that you get to pick off and eat the outer leaves as well as the filling.



Vegetables, Northern Finistère

The gentle climate of north Finistère is perfect for growing veg; whether it’s giant leaves concealing colourful cauliflower or frilly cabbages and wispy fennel, the fields brim with produce that is nurtured by market gardeners and dedicated farmers. Back in the 1950s, however, life here wasn’t quite so rosy. Brittany was a remote outpost with poor roads and no easy routes to Paris. The rural community was at the mercy of merchants from the capital to set the prices for their produce, and after a bumper crop in 1958 prices plummeted, leaving farmers with piles of produce they couldn’t sell. Relations with the traders from Paris took a nosedive, and under the leadership of pig farmer Alexis Gourvennec the local farmers revolted, installing road blockages and striking long into 1959. Over the course of the next ten years, as a result of the farmers’ protests, a deep-water port was installed at Roscoff. It promised to be a boon for shipping operators to sell across the Channel; yet none came.

In January 1972, Britain signed up to join the Common Market and Gourvennec and his fellow farmers decided to take matters into their own hands once again. They raised the money to charter their own ship and it set sail in January 1973, filled with cauliflowers, onions and other produce bound for the tables of British homes. That shipping company later became Brittany Ferries.

While their boats are now more focused on transporting holidaymakers, their beginnings were all about food; still now they source the produce for their restaurants from those farmers working those very fields where it all began. Market gardeners grow some 141 different vegetables on farms from Brest to Saint-Malo and sell them via the Prince de Bretagne cooperative. This abundance, together with the area’s fish, seafood and pork, means that chefs and cooks are absolutely spoiled by the flavours they can bring to a plate. One dish that sticks firmly in my mind was at Hôtel le Castel Ac’h, at Plouguerneau, where chef David Royer presents a menu titled Promenade dans les Abers (‘a walk in the river inlets’). One of his dishes includes a dark green vegetable mayonnaise, which I scooped up with a fat langoustine. It was so good, I unwittingly let out a tiny yelp.



Oysters, Cancale

You never forget your first oyster. While some people don’t ever venture past that first one, finding the texture hard to swallow, others can’t get enough of their briny aroma. I’m firmly in the latter camp, ever since swigging back my first one amid the ornate Belle Époque decor of the Café de la Paix in Paris as a newly engaged thirty-something. Swept up in the aphrodisiac moment, I picked up the silver-shelled mollusc from the towering seafood platter and gulped it back. In an instant, I was virtually whisked away from central Paris to a far-flung beach where the salt stung my nostrils and the wind tousled my hair. I was hooked. Fast-forward a few years and we were trying them again at Cancale’s beachfront oyster market, but this time I was trying not to drop the plate as I bounced my baby girl on my other knee. That’s the trouble with romance, it adds junior travel companions to the party.

Cancale is France’s oyster capital. At high tide, you might wonder why; there’s nothing to see and the calm emerald sea laps gently to shore. At low tide, though, all is revealed: the vast area of oyster-growing racks stretches half a mile into the sea and, beyond them, the triangular shape of Mont Saint-Michel pricks the horizon. Oyster-farmer-turned-guide Inga Smyczynski (Ostreika Tours) offers an excellent tour of the oyster beds, which will help you understand the hard work that goes into producing them, as tractors trundle past bound for the furthest beds. If you are there at low tide, you get a sense of the sandy, muddy world where ostréiculteurs must work with the tides and in all the elements, sludging around in the muddy sand in waist-high waders. Among their many tasks, each netted sack must be turned and tapped (so the oysters don’t attach themselves to the grid of the net) several times. The whole process makes you realise why oysters are so prized and so expensive. Inga finishes her tour with a dégustation, a tasting, of a platter bought from one of the blue-striped canopied stalls. As we perched on the rocks, she showed me how to smear a knifeful of seaweed butter on top, Breton-style, rather than the traditional squeeze of lemon. Her advice was to chew them a little before swallowing to truly appreciate their briny flavour. The custom is then to chuck the shells on the beach, where they help steady the gloopy clay sand.

Cancale has a long history of oyster farming; it was the Romans who first brought them to the Breton coast. Later, Louis XIV had them transported to Versailles after developing a penchant for them and by the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, they were a huge industry. Back then, the scene at Cancale would have been incredible: a fleet of some 200 white-sailed ships called les bisquines would ply the bay, dredging the sea floor for what we call flat or Belon oysters now. These would then be dumped on the sand in piles up to two metres high and sorted by the fishermen’s wives, working on the wet sand in their long dresses and wooden clogs. In a good year, 10,000 tons of oysters were landed. Unsurprisingly, overfishing harmed the ecosystem and the supply dwindled. Even though a law was introduced that forbade fishing between October and April (the months with ‘r’ in them), the damage was done.

In 1858, production took off again with a more scooped-shape shell (l’huître creuse), introduced from Portugal, but in 1963 a glacial winter hit northern Europe and temperatures dropped to minus 16°C on the Breton coast and froze the sea. Some 80 per cent of the flat Belon oysters were killed off. Disease continued to affect production of the Portuguese oysters into the 1970s, so producers introduced the Pacific oyster from Japan, and this is still the breed we eat today. They’re able to be produced all year round, too, so the old saying not to eat them with an ‘r’ in the month doesn’t matter so much. Save that rule for the Belon oysters, which are stronger and more bitter in flavour: these are collected by hand from the sea floor. Some of them are so big, weighing up to a kilo, you can see how they earned their nickname, pied de cheval (horse’s hoof), and they can cost up to €7 each or up to €20 in Paris. Buying them can be confusing, but once you remember the number relates to the size, a menu becomes easier to understand. No. 5 are the smallest, No. 1 the biggest and most expensive. Belon oysters are large, so you might see No. 0 or No. 00 where they are available.

While Pacific oysters are the breed we eat now, their flavour will really depend on where they’re grown. If you eat oysters on any of France’s other coastlines, they will taste slightly different – just as wine tastes different depending on its terroir – depending on the water temperature, the sea’s salt content and the plankton they consume. Marennes-Oléron oysters from Charente-Maritime are particularly prized, but I love them wherever I’ve tried them (except perhaps the Alps – that was a lesson learned). We once stumbled on a tiny little oyster cabin on the Île aux Moines, in Brittany’s Gulf of Morbihan. At 11 a.m. we paused our bike ride, took a seat under the sun umbrella and shared a dozen along with a glass of chilled Muscadet while the kids sipped Orangina and poked at the ice. In Cap Ferret, we wandered through the ramshackle cabins at L’Herbe to an oyster bar where we scoffed them under a Robinson Crusoe-esque wicker sun-shade; and on Île de Noirmoutier we bought a platter at Chez P’tit Louis among the oyster fishers’ cabins.



Strawberries, Plougastel-Daoulas

Not wishing to denigrate our frequent family car-boot picnics, but car parks have not tended to be the places where any of my gastronomic epiphanies have occurred. That said, I knew we were in for a treat when we tore off the plastic wrap on a huge carton of strawberries in the car park of the Ty Néol farm shop just outside the small town of Plougastel-Daoulas in Finistère. As we each bit into a fat, glossy gariguette, our eyes grew wide – their sweetness was beyond any strawberry we’d ever tasted.

Strawberries thrive on this little peninsula south of Brest, thanks to its microclimate. Before the eighteenth century, its fields grew linen for the cloth trade, but in 1714 a marine engineer called Amédée-François Frézier went off to explore Chile on behalf of King Louis XIV. There he discovered the local crop of white strawberries in the town of Concepción, which shared many of the geographical characteristics of Plougastel. Frézier brought some plants back, which botanists crossed with the variety of white ‘Virginia’ strawberry that had been brought to France from Canada by Jacques Cartier, to create a species called the ‘pineapple strawberry’. They planted them around the jagged coastline around Plougastel and, bam, a new industry was born.

By the 1930s, the Plougastel peninsula was producing a quarter of France’s strawberry harvest – up to 6,000 tons. New varieties and techniques came and went and, when the gariguette came along in the 1970s, they never looked back. While the strawberry season is always much anticipated across France, I’ve never tasted ones as good as those in our car park feast. Chefs have told me that those grown in soil rather than in hydroponic systems are the best-tasting, so visiting a producer’s farm is worth the detour if you want to find your own big punnet.

Down the hill from the farm, the sleepy little town of Plougastel has the quiet Musée de la Fraise, which tells the history of Plougastel’s strawberries and of Frézier, who, despite being an impressive case of nominative determinism, didn’t give his name to the ‘fraise’ – the word comes from the Latin fragoria. The museum also shows elements of typical Breton history, such as the lits-clos – cupboard-like beds that kept people snug at night and allowed bedridden grannies to stay close to the dinner table. You can also learn about the Plougastel custom for en masse marriage ceremonies (up to fifty marriages in one day), complete with colourful embroidered costumes and much revelry. These days, the colourful Breton costumes are saved for the Fête de la Fraise each June. There is much traditional Breton dancing, strawberry tastings, a parade with carnival floats and a big meal to finish it all off.



Andouille De Guémené, Guémené-Sur-Scorff

Nothing can quite prepare you for the sight of the hundreds of sinister black phalluses that dangle from the ceiling of the Maison de l’Andouille. Set in the remote village of Guémené-sur-Scorff, in the heart of Brittany, the small shop’s entire ceiling is dense with these black tripe sausages hanging down. Measuring 60cm in length, 3–5cm in diameter and comprising 15–25 layers of pig intestines, these salted sausages are made by first putting each tube inside the other, then curing with high-quality salt from nearby Guérande (see page 178, Fleur de Sel, Gros Sel, Centre-Val de Loire and Pays de la Loire). This is followed by two days of smoking over beech wood before the sausages are dried for either three weeks – for the lighter version – or nine months for the black version. When you cut a slice of either, the interior looks like the inside of a tree trunk. The andouille draws fans from across France and the world because, it turns out, they’re actually really tasty. But only, I hasten to add, when you find the ones that are well produced.

I admit it was with some trepidation that I made the journey to the village to see what the fuss was about. A few days before, I ordered a galette topped with l’andouille de Guémené, apples and onions. It was one of their ‘specials’ and called Le Surcouf – named after one of Saint-Malo’s heroes, Robert Surcouf, who, it turned out, wasn’t actually a very nice chap (slave trader, raider and ransacker). When the galette arrived, it had three slices of andouille with their concentric rings pushed out to form little anaemic cones. I took my first bite and, as I chewed it, I found it wasn’t dissimilar to a mouthful of rubber bands. I wondered if the crêperie had chosen their most revolting ingredient to represent their dastardly villain, but no, Surcouf is still very much lauded – his statue stands on the old town walls. How on earth was I going to interview a proud producer about something so grim?

When I arrived at the Maison de l’Andouille on a drizzly Saturday lunchtime I sat with owner Benoît Rivalan outside the front door. He told me about how his wife’s grandfather first started producing the andouille as one of many enterprises in 1972. Their online delivery service saves fans a journey, but still they come in droves to see the remarkable shop and buy their wares, a fact that is even more remarkable when you realise there’s little else to see or do for miles around. Even the little village of Guémené-sur-Scorff seems rather forgotten, despite it being labelled a ‘Petite Cité de Caractère’.

The andouille’s origins are foggy; apart from a mention in a 1776 almanac, there isn’t much to go on, but it’s undoubtedly linked to the Bretons’ tradition of breeding pigs, which were easy to fatten up with scraps and leftovers in the traditionally self-sufficient households. Rivalan told me he thought the andouilles were born of practicality and that often the main problem with andouille is the risk that they split when cooking, so some clever soul thought to add more layers. ‘Like socks!’ said Rivalan.

By the time we’d finished talking and he’d nipped inside to bring out a plate of sliced andouille for me to try, the queue of customers was out the door. Expecting the worst, I cautiously took a nibble of the three-week-aged andouille and was taken aback. It was good, like a top-quality ham, salty, tender. The black-skinned, nine-month-aged version was even tastier: smoky, nutty and moreish even. Nothing like rubber bands. I was converted and took away a vacuum-packed andouille to eat at home.

When it comes to serving it chez vous, it’s ideal for a charcuterie board, alongside other cold meats, while in its signature dish it’s served sliced in rounds with puréed potato, though you’ll also see it in quiches, galettes and incorporated in local cheeses. So how do you know you’re getting the good stuff? The trick is to look for ‘Andouille de Guémené de Rivalan-Quidu’ on the label or menu. There are a few other producers taking pride in its production (Rivalan mentioned Maison Levesque, also in Guémené, Le Porc du Breuil in nearby Cléguérec, and Maison Peron in Melrand), but for a truly eye-widening sight, stop by the Maison Andouille. You’ll be dining out on the story for years.



Breton Butter, Across the Region

Brittany’s love of salted butter knows no bounds: who wouldn’t love a big thick chunk of cool, creamy beurre spread on a fluffy baguette or a delicate cracker? Butter is often sold as demi-sel (half-salted), but in Brittany there’s a good chance it’ll be fully salted, salé, with flakes of Fleur de Sel (see page 178, Centre-Val de Loire and Pays de la Loire) churned through it. Ask a Breton who eats beurre doux (unsalted) and they’ll shrug and suggest their common enemy: ‘Les Parisiens?’

Salted butter is part of the region’s history of subsistence farming; there was no reason to make cheese when milk could be turned into butter and preserved with salt; the leftover buttermilk was given to the pigs. With their own ample salt supply from Guérande, there was no shortage. When the region was united with France in 1532, there was never any reason to curtail its use after their queen, Anne de Bretagne, stipulated that Brittany wouldn’t ever pay the gabelle salt tax that was in place from the fourteenth century.

Although making butter can happen from accidentally over-mixing your double cream, many chefs have told me making good butter is a fine art. The most famous artisanal butter in Brittany is Beurre Bordier, which is churned by hand and sold in a range of flavours, such as seaweed, Roscoff onion and Madagascan vanilla (very nice on a scone), and you’ll find this brand in most places, even elsewhere in France. In the region, though, there are smaller and even better producers. At the fantastic restaurant Ombelle in Dinard, I sank my teeth into the most sumptuous demi-sel from Ferme de la Paumerais; at the feast-like breakfast at Hotel Le Brittany in Roscoff, there are two gigantic cylindrical pats (one doux, one demi-sel) from Ferme de Restédern, which you can cut off in chunks to slather on your bread to eat as you gaze out of the window to Roscoff’s gorgeous islet-dotted harbour.

At the Michelin-starred La Butte restaurant, in north Finistère, chef Nicolas Conraux celebrates the local love of butter by serving it as an amuse-bouche. It comes from Ferme de Kéroudy, near Brest, and he blends it with different flavours depending on the season. As I looked out of the panoramic window down the hillside to the glorious beach at Keremma, the waiter placed five different pots of blended butter on the table in front of me. I was in seventh heaven as I spread each one in turn on to slices of a soft buckwheat loaf: hazelnut, toasted buckwheat, chive, seaweed and, of course, demi-sel.



Buckwheat, Brittany and Nationwide

The lunchtime galette is high on our list of ‘Reasons to visit Brittany’. It may be competing for the top spot with the glorious empty beaches, the gorse-scented coastal walks and salted caramel, but for me and my family, a galette is a daily – sometimes twice-daily – event. For €6 or €7 a pop, it justifies splurging on a dessert too.

The key ingredient is buckwheat – known as blé de sarrasin or blé noir – and when it is whisked with egg and water, it makes the distinctive golden, crispy galettes found in crêperies across Brittany, filled with such savoury fillings as the Complète (ham, cheese and a fried egg), or region-themed options such as Savoyarde, with Reblochon cheese, potatoes and lardons, or my personal favourite of goat’s cheese, walnuts and honey. Buckwheat first came to Brittany, it is said, thanks to Queen Anne de Bretagne, whose crusaders brought it back from the Far East (though its name, sarrasin, means Moorish or Arab). From there, it did well in the region as a staple crop; it grows quickly and does well on poor soil and it is resistant to disease and weeds. Rather than being a ‘wheat’, as its name implies, it belongs to the same plant family as rhubarb and sorrel. Plus, it’s gluten-free, making it a boon for coeliacs and those intolerant to gluten; most crêperies these days will make a thing of it, stating their galettes are 100 per cent blé noir. And if you ask nicely, crêperies even do a sweet galette (in lieu of a wheat flour crêpe) for dessert – that golden crispy batter is heaven when filled with Nutella.

As well as galettes, buckwheat is used in the traditional Breton dish kig-ha-farz as a kind of big dumpling (the ‘farz’) that is cooked in a muslin bag while a stew with pork knuckle, beef and vegetables simmers around it. The Auberge du Youdig in the Monts d’Arrée, the hilliest part of central Brittany, is very proud of its version and there is little else on the menu; you’ll see it served as part of village events, complete with a Breton bagpipe soundtrack and folk dancing to build the appetite. Other traditional dishes include the buckwheat far (like the Far Breton) near the Pays de Léon, and on the other side of France it pops up in crozets in Savoie (little diamond pasta shapes) as well as the chunky pancake tourtous de la Corrèze, which is often served with duck rillettes; Corrèze is next door to the duck-loving Dordogne, after all.

In the past, Brittany’s use of the blé noir or ‘black wheat’ (so called because its flowers turn to dark brown when they go to seed) stopped there, but as Breton buckwheat was given protected geographical status (IGP) in 2000, chefs and food producers with their eye firmly on the present are using buckwheat’s unique nutty flavour in all sorts of ways. I enjoyed an incredible steam-baked buckwheat bread for breakfast at the eco-hotel La Butte in Plouider. Its nuttiness comes to the fore when it’s served as kernels, which give texture to salads and fish dishes. When we were over near Aix-les-Bains (admittedly a long way from Brittany), chef Antoine Cevoz-Mamy at L’Incomparable had popped the kernels (à la popcorn) and sprinkled them over a fish dish with its basil-infused sauce. The roasted kernels are also delicious when crushed and blended into butter, then spread on warm-from-the-oven homemade crackers. Meanwhile in the pâtisseries of Georges Larnicol, who has shops all over France, you’ll find moreish little galettes sarrasin cookies, with chocolate and cinnamon versions too. There are breweries that make buckwheat beer, and La Maison de Sarrasin on Rue de l’Orme, in Saint-Malo, is a whole shop dedicated to buckwheat and sells pasta, sweets and flour among other products. Buckwheat flour, which is usually available on French supermarket shelves throughout the country (look for the brand Treblec), is quite easy to work with in pastry, and when the case is filled with a Calvados-infused frangipane and topped with finely sliced apples, your Normandy tarte aux pommes gets a Breton dimension.





Buckwheat Tarte Aux Pommes

SERVES 8


	For the pastry

	180g buckwheat flour

	a pinch of salt

	65g icing sugar

	115g unsalted butter

	1 egg yolk

	For the frangipane and topping

	100g butter

	100g golden caster sugar

	100g ground almonds

	2 eggs

	1 teaspoon vanilla bean extract

	2 tablespoons Calvados

	1–2 dessert apples (Royal Gala or Jazz work well)




	In a food processor, whizz up the buckwheat flour, salt, icing sugar and butter until it resembles fine breadcrumbs. Add the egg yolk and whizz until it starts to come together into a dough. If it’s not happening, add a tablespoon of cold water. Pull into a ball, wrap, and put into the fridge for an hour.

	Roll out the pastry to around 5mm thickness, then place gently in a greased tart tin (30cm should use it all up, use a 20cm tin and you’ll have leftovers for other tarts). Press into the corners and prick with a fork. Chill in the fridge for 30–60 minutes.

	Preheat the oven to 180°C.

	Make the frangipane by mixing together the butter, sugar and ground almonds, then add the eggs, vanilla and Calvados. Set aside while you blind-bake the tart case.

	Line the tart case with baking paper (scrunch it up and unfold it to make it more pliable), and fill with baking beans or rice. Bake the tart case for 15 minutes, then remove the paper and beans, and bake for a further 5 minutes.

	Leave the pastry case to cool for 5–10 minutes (so it’s cool enough that the frangipanie won’t melt when you put it in). Use an apple corer, then slice the apples on a mandolin if you have one, to get them all the same thickness (use the guard, so as to not add fingertips).

	Fill the pastry case with the frangipane mix, and lay on the apple slices in concentric circles, going from the edge to the centre.

	Bake for 15 minutes, or until the frangipane and apples are golden. Serve with a dollop of Chantilly or crème fraîche.







Crêpes, Regionwide

They make it look so easy in crêperies: a ladle of batter is poured on to the hotplate and, with just a gentle twist of the wrist, the chef uses the wooden T-shaped tool to smooth it over the whole circle. They cook the crêpe on one side, then flip it over to the other, add the filling, fold it in four and dessert is served. If only it were that easy for a novice. According to the Atelier de la Crêpe training school in Saint-Malo, it takes six weeks to gain the CQP, the professional qualification in crêpe-making. I didn’t know this at the time my parents enthusiastically bought a plug-in hotplate at Carrefour some years ago (‘We can have them every weekend!’) and we got to splatter batter all around the kitchen before producing a crêpe that looked like a used rag. Even after many Sunday morning crêpe-making sessions, ours never come close to the ones we find in Brittany.

While our efforts leave room for improvement, we have at least learned the lingo of the crêpe. The hotplate is known as the bilig (or the crepière or galettière), and traditionally it was simply an iron plate over the embers of the fire, making savoury buckwheat galettes (see buckwheat, page 28) and sweet wheat flour crêpes a quicker and easier way to fill hungry bellies than making bread. The T-shaped tool is the rozell and the long pointy spatula used to flip them over is called the spanell. The choice of fillings is vast – my kids usually choose Nutella or Chantilly, or both, while I will never forget the Calvadosflambéed apples with salted caramel and vanilla ice cream I had once in La Trinité-sur-Mer.

Crêperies are everywhere in Brittany, but it is at La Chandeleur when the whole of France embraces the crêpe. The occasion, on 2 February, marks the Christian date of Candlemas or the Festival of Candles, when Jesus was presented to the temple forty days after his birth. By the time everyone else gets around to Shrove Tuesday a little later, the French are marking the start of Lent with doughnuts, which seems much more sensible as it provides a second chance to fill those chilly winter months with comforting carbs.



Kouign-Amann, Throughout Brittany

If there’s one product that Bretons will extol as the regional speciality, it’s the kouign-amann, which, as well as being a calorific indulgence, provides a simultaneous lesson in the tricky pronunciation of Breton words. The ‘kween-ah-mon’, which means ‘butter cake’ in Breton, is made by folding bread dough, a load of sugar and a huge slab of butter over and over to create a decadent layered pastry that will leave you licking your fingers and lips after every bite. Like many of France’s favourite confections, it was created when the pressure was on; the story goes that in 1860 Yves-René Scordia, a baker in the Finistère town of Douarnenez, had run out of stock and needed to make something quickly to restock his shelves. Adapting the technique for puff pastry, he used bread dough with the butter and sugar he had to hand and the kouign-amann was born. Though its ingredients are simple, there is much debate among bakers as to how many folds are required to get the correct consistency; some say five or six, sometimes more, to prevent it being too dense, a judgement that is best left to the professionals. Many boulangeries have a window on to their worktop where customers can stand – mouths watering – and watch the kouign-amann being slapped against the marble, again and again, with handfuls of sugar tossed between each layer. The ultimate goal is to create a pastry that is soft in the middle but has a golden crisp on the outside; this is taken very seriously at the annual competition to find Brittany’s best kouign-amann each March. Past winners include Douceurs Chocolats t’ (that little ‘t’ there is another link to the Breton lingo) in Landerneau in Finistère, and Le Fournil de Saint-Congard, in the Morbihan. Another celebrated baker in the kouign-amann ranks is Georges Larnicol, a Meilleur Ouvrier de France who has branches throughout northern France selling both large kouign-amanns to share and smaller kouignettes; at approximately 6cm diameter, you can just about polish one off in three bites.

If you’re making a pilgrimage to Douarnenez to taste the butter cake in its sleepy home town, then the fiercely proud Association des Artisans du Kouign-Amann de Douarnenez and its seventeen member pâtisseries/boulangeries should supply you well, particularly the Maison de Kouign-Amann at 5 rue Jean-Jaurès. This is just around the corner from the original boulangerie on Place Gabriel Pieri, which is now a souvenir shop. A little plaque on the wall outside commemorates the spot where Scordia made pastry history.



Seaweed, Finistère

It was while paddling on one of France’s most beautiful beaches, Plage des Amiets, at Cléder, that I first noticed the beauty of the seaweed growing on Finistère’s coast. I stood in the shallows of the cold, crystalline water and down around my feet it looked like a garden: so many different frills, ribbons and fronds were rippling in the water. As the bright sun warmed my face, I watched as seaweed foragers waded close to the rocks and picked the best plumes of bright green sea lettuce, handfuls of glossy maroon dulse and delicate fronds of green wakame, either for their own use or to supply to the region’s chefs. Later, it was my turn when I joined seaweed aficionado Anne Robart, the ebullient owner of the Hotel de la Mer at Brignogan-Plage, for a sunset forage. As the sky turned peach, we paddled around the giant rocks, leaning into the shallows to see more dulse and grass kelp (cheveux de mer, literally sea hair) flutter in the incoming tide. After discovering her passion for seaweed foraging in 2012, Robart took over the hotel and transformed it into a seaweed hub – there are foraging and cooking workshops, and the hotel restaurant menu has seaweed in almost every course. When I tucked into chef Mikaël Renard’s menu later that evening, I ate a tartare of different varieties, marinated in a tangy dressing; then dulse in a peppery risotto with juicy langoustines; an abalone came with a croquette potato mashed with dulse; and a succulent steak was accompanied by a seaweed purée, with parsnips and nasturtiums.

Other chefs in the area also use les algues in their menus. Loïc Le Bail at the Hotel Brittany in Roscoff uses it in his menus and has much Japanese influence in his cuisine – we all know how good the Japanese are with seaweed.

While seaweed has become trendy in recent years as a ‘super-food’ thanks to its rich nutritious benefits, its use on Finistère’s coast dates back years. Those whose job it was to farm seaweed were known as goémoniers; their story is told in the Musée des Goémoniers in the village of Plouguerneau. Back in the nineteenth century, they hauled pitchfork-fuls of sea kelp on to horse-drawn carts and then burned it on the shoreline – with it a horrific stench – to create ash that was rich in iodine and useful in glassmaking. The rest would be scattered on the land as fertiliser. One place where the haul was particularly large was the Île de Molène, hence its signature dish saucisse de Molène, which contains finely chopped pork and is smoked over seaweed for two hours every day for five days. The saucisse de Molène is no longer made on the island, but you can buy them in Le Conquet, where the ferry from the islands comes into the harbour under the gaze of the Brutalist Hotel Sainte-Barbe (great for a rooftop drink). Just a short walk away, on Rue Winston Churchill, the Fumaisons d’Iroise have a wide range of Breton charcuterie, including vacuum-packed saucisses de Molène, to take away and help you play island castaway at home.



Far Breton, Regionwide

Today’s far Breton – an egg flan usually studded with rum-infused prunes – doesn’t much resemble the original dish from which it grew, which was probably Brittany’s first dish to make use of seaweed. The delicate red fronds of the pioka variety, aka Irish moss, have a particular quality that, when boiled in milk, would help it set like gelatine. For centuries, this allowed locals to save their eggs for other dishes and use the valuable protein elsewhere. Back in those days, the far Breton was a simple wheat porridge, or made with buckwheat in the Pays de Léon around Roscoff. As they became affordable, pioka was replaced with eggs, and more luxury ingredients were added when Brittany’s sailors brought back vanilla and rum, as well as the prunes they took on voyages to avoid scurvy. You’ll find far Breton in every pâtisserie, boulangerie and hotel breakfast in Brittany, and today’s cooks have further adapted it according to their own tastes. Some soak the prunes in rum, some in Armagnac or Cognac, Calvados or orange juice to adjust the flavour. Then the soft fruits lurk, all boozy and alluring, in the buttery, vanilla-y flan.



Sardines, Douarnenez

French culinary history has an impressive CV: Marie-Antonin Carême’s incredible pastry towers; Auguste Escoffier’s five ‘mother’ sauces that are a starting point for hundreds of dishes; the madeleine, the tarte Tatin, the multiple decadences that make use of the humble prune. Yet the most valuable, the most world-changing and the most inclusive invention – even cats benefit here – was canned food. It originated in the nineteenth century in France but it took an international relay to really get it cracked: first, the French government offered a cash prize to anyone who could solve the riddle of preserving food to help feed the troops in the Napoleonic wars. This was won by a French confectioner called Nicolas Appert, who in 1809 worked out that food didn’t rot if it was cooked inside a sealed glass jar. Shortly after, across the Channel, iron cans were developed and canned food became a vital part of rations for the British Army and the Royal Navy.

By the 1850s, when canned food came to Douarnenez, on the west coast of Brittany, it was a game-changer for the pretty harbour town because it gave the tons of silvery sardines that were landed into its harbour daily a shelf life. Long before this, the Romans who settled in this western outpost had already made use of the plentiful supply of sardines in their recipe for garum, a fermented fish sauce like Worcestershire sauce that was eaten throughout the Roman Empire. On top of the hill above Douarnenez you can still see the walled fermenting tanks in the Cuves à Garum.

Canning meant the sardines could be preserved in their entirety and, by the late twentieth century, Douarnenez was home to a whopping forty canning factories, where on average 160 million sardines were squeezed into little tin cans each year and exported around the world. These days, there are only three canning factories left (you can take a tour of Conserverie Kerbriant), but Douarnenez is still the place to buy the appealingly pretty tins; some even come with celebratory slogans – what better way to say ‘Je t’aime’ or ‘Bon anniversaire’ than with a can of sardines?

If you fancy trying something a little more ambitious than balancing the chunky fish on a slice of buttered baguette, you could make beurre de sardine, where the deliciously umami flavour of the sardines blends beautifully with creamy butter to create a rillettes-like spread. Just mash up a can of boneless sardines with 150g of salted butter (demi-sel), a squeeze of lemon, some black pepper and some chopped chives. Spread on slices of toasted baguette or pain de campagne. It’s good for an aperitif with friends.



Le Pâtâ Hânaff, Regionwide

Ask a Breton about Le Pâté Hénaff and a kind of wistful nostalgia comes across their face. It’s not the kind of pained expression you get when you mention Spam to the British or the Americans. They might both be a canned pork product, but there the similarity ends. These little round tins contain a pork pâté that is made with free-range pork, a small amount of pork liver, Guérande salt, pepper and spices. And, unlike Spam, it is very tasty. You can either eat it squashed with a fork on a buttered baguette, or simply slice it up and eat it with cornichons as you would eat charcuterie. I even met a chef once who made a Pâté Hénaff dish with a Jerusalem artichoke velouté, which is rather pushing its gastronomic limits.

Le Pâté Hénaff was invented in 1915 by Jean Hénaff, who originally ran a business canning vegetables in Pouldreuzic in south Finistère, just across the peninsula from Douarnenez, which had a roaring trade in canning sardines (see page 34). The cans are revered among Brittany’s fishermen because they’re ideal to take out on a boat for the day and, for landlubbers, they are the ideal product to stash in your bag for when an impromptu picnic is required or when you don’t have access to a fridge or cool box. Their longevity even meant they were served in space, after the superstar chef Alain Ducasse included some in a special menu for the International Space Station.

Back on home turf, though, there’s no better place to try it than this little corner of Finistère. There’s a little museum dedicated to its history at Jean Hénaff’s original farm at Pouldreuzic, which is open in the summer. Otherwise, grab a couple of tins from a supermarket for a picnic out on this coastline; it’s dotted with breezy wheat fields, tiny stone chapels and churches with astonishingly detailed Calvary monuments. For a beach picnic, gaze out on the surfers tackling the white-topped waves, and tuck into Le Pâté Hénaff on the soft white sand of La Plage de Tronoën.



Salted Caramel, Quiberon and Southern Brittany

There was a time, not too long ago, when salted caramel flavour wasn’t on offer at every ice cream parlour, on every platter of macarons or used as an aroma for scented candles. It just wasn’t a thing. But then, in the 1970s, Swiss chocolatier Henri Le Roux settled on the skinny Quiberon peninsula on the south coast of Brittany, where ancient menhirs stand proud and holidaying children beg parents for the local skinny lollipops, Les Niniches. For the signature product in his new store, he drew on the flavours around the area, finally alighting on the idea of using Brittany’s salted butter in his caramels.

Legend has it that it was chef Heston Blumenthal who discovered the salted caramels on a food research road trip and became so enamoured with them that he began experimenting with the flavour himself. He put a small block as a dish on his menu at the Fat Duck, Bray, and the world discovered the flavour for which we are grateful.

If you buy a pot of it in Brittany, it’s tasty spread on buttered bagels. You can also use it to enhance a tarte au chocolat. Use the buckwheat pastry recipe on page 30, above, but instead of making one large tart, blind-bake four or six little tartlet tins – you need a bigger pastry to sweetness ratio. Once they’ve cooled, spoon the salted caramel from a jar into each pastry case – this is easier if you dip the tablespoon in just-boiled water, as it will just slide off – and very gently spread it to the edges until it’s about 5mm deep. Then place the tarts in the fridge, while you make a chocolate ganache. For this you need 100g of chocolate, 75ml of double cream and a tablespoon of caster sugar. Break up the chocolate in a bowl, then bring the cream and sugar to the boil in a small saucepan. When the sugar has dissolved, pour the mixture over the chocolate and whisk quickly until you get a glossy paste. Leave to cool for a few minutes, then spoon the ganache into the pastry cases on top of the salted caramel layer and return them to the fridge to set.



Coquilles Saint-Jacques, Bay of Saint-Brieuc

It was while clambering about on the rocks on the Plage de l’Anse du Croc on Brittany’s Cap Fréhel, around the coast from Erquy, that I first realised how big a deal scallops are in these parts. As we balanced barefoot on the grey boulders, some festooned with vivid green seaweed toupées left by the outgoing tide, we found hundreds of discarded pinky-white scallop shells tucked between the rocks. As we picked out the prettiest, a local man told us the shells had been tossed there by locals after beach barbecues, which sounded a great way to cook them.

Scallops or coquilles Saint-Jacques are caught in Normandy too, but it’s the Breton towns of Erquy, Paimpol and Saint-Quay-Portrieux that claim the biggest haul. Every year 6,500 tonnes are landed from the Bay of Saint-Brieuc from boats known as coquilliers. The industry is tightly regulated to ensure its sustainability (a limited number of boats can fish for only forty-five minutes twice a week) and the season runs from 1 October to 15 May, with the three towns taking it in turns to host the Fête de la Coquille Saint-Jacques. Festivities are led by the Brotherhood of the Knights of the Scallop with their yellow robes and floppy hats, and there are concerts and marching bands. Visitors can take boat trips out into the bay to see how the trawlers dredge for the last scallops of the season, but the main purpose is, of course, to feast on the scallops, which are barbecued and served on skewers, à la brochette.



Galette-Saucisse, Rennes

There is surely no French town prouder of its street-food than Rennes. Ask any local what the town speciality is and they’ll tell you: galette-saucisse. This is Brittany’s answer to a hotdog: a sausage wrapped in a buckwheat galette. Whereas the flaccid frankfurter found elsewhere is enhanced by ketchup, mustard, mayo, onions, pickles, etc., the galette-saucisse demands no sauce at all. In fact, any vendor will know you’re ‘an outsider’ if you dare ask. When I bought my first one at Rennes’ Halle Centrale market, the guy at the tiny kiosk nearly caught me out. ‘Ketchup?’ he asked, then, ‘Moutarde?’ I replied as charmingly as I could, ‘Ce n’est pas la tradition, non?’ And he gave me a proud grin. I’ll be honest, though, I didn’t have high hopes for it, especially sans sauce, but after one bite I was converted. The meaty, peppery sausage was incredibly flavourful and, when encased in the nuttiness of the buckwheat, very easy to eat as I wandered through the market. I demolished it in minutes and, had I not been eating in the city’s foodie hotspot the Rue Nantais later that evening, I’d have bought a second one. Rennes’s Saturday market at the Place des Lices, overlooked by colourful timber-framed buildings, is another great place to try it, and if you’re a football fan, try one from the food trucks that set up near the city’s Roazhon Park, where the local Ligue 1 team Stade Rennais play.



Cocos De Paimpol, Regionwide (And Nationwide)

In August, there is much anticipation of the arrival of Cocos de Paimpol haricot beans. Their pale yellowy-green pods, mottled with purple spots, contain the most tender and plump white beans, and after October they’re gone again until the following year. They’re popular because they don’t fully dry out and have a pleasing tenderness you don’t find with other beans. While they’ve been grown near the town of Paimpol since 1928, their historical origins lie in Argentina. Like many of Brittany and Normandy’s favourite foods, they arrived from elsewhere by boat thanks to a sailor who brought back the seeds, and they became a staple during the Second World War.

While you’ll find them all over France when in season, there are advantages to eating them in Brittany – not least fewer food miles. You’ll find them in markets, such as the harbour-side market at Binic, or in Paimpol itself, and you could make them into a bean salad for a beach picnic on the nearby Pink Granite Coast.

In Rennes, I realised how versatile these beans were when chef Arnaud Guilloux served them three ways in one dish at his restaurant Coquille; he placed a fillet of pollock (lieu jaune) on a purée of cocos de Paimpol, which was served alongside whole beans in a tomato sauce, adorned with deep-fried cocos de Paimpol. The combination was sublime.

[image: The exhibit presents a platter filled with French delicacies.]
[image: The exhibit presents a serving of cakes, cookies, and cheese.]


Breton Cheeses

Unlike most regions of France, Brittany doesn’t have a strong history of cheese-making. The air’s humidity makes it difficult to achieve consistency and, historically, cheese-making wasn’t necessary when subsistence farmers could get along nicely making butter. Even the mountains weren’t so high you got stuck up there with milk that needed preserving. There aren’t any cheeses with an AOC or AOP label, so producers have been free to use the techniques and milks they choose, and you can have fun trying different ones from the independent producers in markets, fromageries or direct from the farms themselves.



Ty Pavez

As one of the many products in Brittany that marry le terre et la mer, Ty Pavez is a mild cheese flecked with seaweed, with a rind that is washed in specially filtered sea water. It was created by Vanessa Ropert-Le Bihan, who launched fromagerie Le Ferme de Lintan, near Vannes, on her parents’ farm in 2011. Her mission was to create a cheese that incorporates the flavours of the sea. She also makes a moreish cheese that mixes in tiny shards of andouille de Guémené; a tomme-like cheese called ‘Grandma’s Favourite’ (Le Préféré d’Mamie).



Breton Tommes

Many cheesemakers make ‘tommes’ because they’re traditionally a cheese made with skimmed milk after the richer stuff is used for butter, or other cheeses. One of the tastiest in the region is Tomme des Landes, so-called because landes means heathland or moors. It’s made at Ferme Ker Lannoué, forty kilometres south-east of Saint-Malo. Tome de Rhys is made at the Ferme Fromagère de Suscinio, on the beautiful Rhys peninsula which curls around the Gulf of Morbihan, with milk from their ‘Bretonne pie noir’ breed of cows.



The Fromagerie at the End of the World

Not so much apocalyptic, but more a case of it being set on the far west end of Finistère from which it takes its name. The affineur and fromager Sten Marc set up La Fromagerie du Bout du Monde in Guipavas near Brest in 2013 and buys the unfinished cheeses from around France to then ‘affiner’ – or finish off – with his own techniques such as ageing, washing rinds in brine or alcohol, or whatever TLC they require. They sell the cheeses at various Breton markets, but you can also buy direct from the large fromagerie, where he has a well-reputed restaurant on site.



Other Artisanal Breton Cheeses

With so many handmade, small production cheeses available in Brittany, it can be tricky to track down the best but, if you happen to be in Paris, pay a visit to the fromagerie Au Lait Cru. Owner Emmanuel Carbonne has done a lot of the legwork in identifying the best of his native region’s cheeses, such as Bleu de Bellevue from the fromagerie Darley in Ruca, just inland from Fréhel. The flavour of this creamy cow’s milk cheese develops on the tongue, similar to Bleu des Causses. Another of his favourites from the same producers is Hirel à l’Ail des Ours, made with wild garlic. From the Fruit des Près fromagerie at Mellé, near Fougères, there is the delicious tommette fenouil, with fennel seeds from the renowned Épices Roellinger in Saint-Malo.


[image: The map displays Honfleur to the Seine and Rouen in the northeast, Caen in the central region, Granville to the west, and Mortagne-au-Perche in the south.]





Chapter Two: Normandy

[image: The exhibit showcases a plate filled with French cuisine.]
With its long coastline, colourful orchards and fertile pastures, Normandy’s gentle landscape nurtures a wide variety of specialities. Many come from the humble apple, or cider and Calvados, which are all used in stews, apple tarts, or to flavour such treats as caramels in Dieppe and the Sucre de Rouen candy sticks.

Like Brittany, Normandy draws many of its specialities from its coastline. The Cotentin peninsula, which juts north into the English Channel, is known for its shellfish, be it whelks, oysters or mussels. On the Calvados coast at Port-en-Bessin, near the D-Day Beaches, it’s scallops. Further east, the ports of Le Tréport and Dieppe share a heritage of fishing herring with regional neighbours Hauts-de-France.

The sea’s influence goes deeper than the produce that’s brought ashore; sea minerals give the soil a special quality that makes it ideal for growing carrots in Créances, and makes grass so rich and lush that Normandy’s cows make France’s best cream. And when crème d’Isigny is added to ingredients brought to the region by sailors, namely rice, vanilla and sugar, it makes for a superior rice pudding with a special name, teurgoule. Norman butter is a much-loved ingredient, too, added in copious quantities to such dishes as La Mère Poulard’s omelette on Mont-Saint-Michel. And as for cheese, Normandy is heartily proud of its four AOP-listed fromages, which make a good match for cider. In the Orne department, it is black pudding that is celebrated each spring, while foragers can venture into the woods for mushrooms.

Food-lovers will not want to miss Rouen, named by Unesco as the Capital of Gastronomy 2021. Not only is it famous for caneton de Rouen à la presse, which draws diners from all over the world for the gourmet spectacle, it also has a food festival each October that caters to the greediest of visitors: la Fête du Ventre, the festival of the stomach.


Apples, Pays D’Auge

There’s no mistaking Normandy’s signature product: in spring, the orchards are a blaze of white blossom; in summer the trees bear their fruit; and in autumn the leaves turn a riot of colour. Whatever the season and wherever you are in the Calvados department – and parts of Orne and Eure too – apples are in abundance. With so many to deal with, the region’s cooks wholeheartedly rise to the challenge, and I’m always astounded by the incredible array of dishes and products that incorporate apples in some way. Breakfasts feature apple tarts, galettes are topped with cheese and poached apples; mussels are cooked in cider; and desserts are flambéed with Calvados. When you’ve eaten too much of all of Normandy’s specialities, the trou Normand is the tradition of having a shot of Calvados between courses to aid digestion; modern restaurants more often serve it as a dessert, with a scoop of apple sorbet with Calvados poured over it. It’s fun to visit the distilleries to buy your own bottle of the spirit, and you can explore the countryside and orchards by bike, with routes such as the Route du Cidre through the Pays d’Auge or La Route des Fruits along the River Seine at Jumièges, near the ruined Abbey; both take you through orchards dotted with tumbledown barns and curious cows.

Down in the countryside of deepest Eure, there is the enchanting Fête de la Pomme, du Cidre et du Fromage in Conches-en-Ouche that takes place at the end of October each year, when the trees around the open paddock are a patchwork of orange, yellow and claret. When I arrived, after crunching through the leaves on the path from the car park, the whole site was drenched in a soft hazy light from the low autumn sun. The many candy-striped tents sheltered stands selling cider, apple juice, cheese and conserves, while red-cloaked members of the Confrérie du Grand Ordre du Trou Normand des Calvados, Cidres et Pommeau were greeting various producers – some with their cheeks painted with rosy red apples. On the central stage, dancers in traditional dress were looping arms and holding hands as they pranced through their traditional routines, clogs clomping on the floor. Between their accordions, you could hear laughter from the children on the back of the Percheron horses and cart and the bleats from the goats and sheep in their paddocks. It sticks in the memory as a joyful celebration of rural France.

Also found in this remote corner of the Normandy countryside, a dessert I have never forgotten in more than a decade: a Calvados soufflé. There’s little more to the village of Beaumesnil than its Baroque, moated château, a tiny parade of shops and the small timber-framed restaurant Étape Louis XIII. It is set in a seventeenth-century presbytery where chef Sébastien Boullay is the man behind the menu. When a friend and I arrived on a chilly autumn day, there was a fire crackling in the fireplace. We took our seats in the cosy dining room, with its low, beamed ceiling, and grinned with glee as the entrées and mains came with Camembert, cream and cèpes mushrooms. And then came dessert: the soufflé of dreams. As I pierced its pillow-like dome with my spoon, I was hit with a plume of woozy, Calvados-infused steam. I breathed in and swooned.





Pintade Or Poulet De La Vallée D’Auge

Another dish that appears on many menus is chicken or guinea fowl cooked in cider, poulet de la Vallée d’Auge. It brings together chickens reared in the wooded Auge valley with cream, Calvados and apples. It’s quite a rustic dish, but at the Château de Saint Paterne chef-owner Charles-Henry de Valbray makes it more decadent by using guinea fowl. It is a fitting dish to be served in their candelit dining room, following an aperitif of pink champagne in the salon. Here I’ve adapted his recipe for chicken.

SERVES 8


	4 large onions

	120g salted butter

	2 tablespoons groundnut oil

	4 large chicken legs, 4 large chicken breasts

	250g lardons

	200ml Calvados

	1.5 litres brut cider

	salt and freshly ground black pepper

	400g champignons de Paris (white button mushrooms)

	1kg Golden Delicious apples

	400ml crème fraîche

	200ml orange juice

	a handful of raisins

	2 tablespoons cornflour

	30g broken walnuts




	You need a large casserole dish with a lid that can go into the oven, and a non-stick frying pan. Preheat the oven to 180°C.

	Peel and dice the onions, then melt 30g of the butter and the oil in the casserole dish and sauté them gently until they take on a golden colour.

	Add the chicken pieces and brown them on all sides. Add the lardons and sear them for 2 minutes.

	Add half the Calvados over a high heat and flambé the whole pan. Once the flame has died out, add the cider to cover the poultry.

	Season with salt and pepper, close with the lid, then bake for about 45 minutes, or until the chicken is cooked through.

	Wash or wipe the mushrooms, remove the earthy end and cut them into quarters. Sauté them in 30g of the butter until cooked through, then set aside.

	While the chicken is cooking, peel and core the apples, and cut them into quarters.

	When the chicken pieces are cooked, remove them from the pot and reduce the juices by half, which should take around 15 minutes over a high heat. Add the mushrooms, crème fraîche, orange juice and raisins and reduce the heat to low.

	Sift the cornflour evenly over the pot (to avoid lumps) and stir to thicken.

	In a large non-stick frying pan, melt the remaining butter and fry the apple quarters without disturbing them too much as they may break up, but shaking the pan every so often. Once they are soft and golden, flambé them with the rest of the Calvados. Reduce the heat and keep warm without letting anything burn.

	Replace the chicken in the pot of sauce. Reheat everything and make sure it is cooked through. Serve on a big platter, sprinkled with the walnut pieces.

	Serve with Basmati rice, and with the apples on the side.





Teurgoule, Honfleur

Many countries have a version of rice pudding, but none are quite as special as Normandy’s teurgoule. After its six-hour cooking time, there’s understandably an excited anticipation for tasting it and its strange name comes from the pained expression of those who have been too hasty to tuck in and burned their tongue; it comes from se tordre la gueule – to pull a face.

Made with the rich creamy milk of Normandy’s prized cows, it is flavoured with rice and cinnamon, which were originally brought to the harbour town of Honfleur in the late seventeenth century by Corsairs sailing the globe. When in 1758 the wheat harvest was devastated by poor weather, the Corsairs were ordered to intercept British ships and commandeer the cargo.

One of the ships laden with rice and spices was requisitioned by Captain Nicolas Quinette, who ordered his cook to come up with a dish that would introduce the local people to the ingredients; when the ingredients were matched with the creamy local milk, the dish was a hit. Bakers then took to cooking it on the dying embers of their oven after baking bread.

The long, slow cooking time creates a thick caramelised skin on top, which in turn made it a favourite for sailors going to sea, as the skin would preserve it for days. When I make it myself, the highlight is peeling off that skin while it’s still warm, and letting it melt on my tongue.

It is often served cold for breakfast in hotels and B&Bs across Normandy, often accompanied by the local brioche, la fallue Normande. There’s just nothing like licking that last bit of creamy rice from the spoon and sipping the last drop of local apple juice to finish off a hearty Normandy petit dejeuner. La Teurgoule is also served as dessert, though it might be listed on menus as the more prosaic ‘riz au lait’, but somehow that description cheats it from its charming name.

You can buy it yourself in pots from Normandy’s markets; in Honfleur, try the Saturday morning market in front of Saint Catherine’s church, a street away from the Vieux Bassin (old harbour), where those Corsair ships once docked.

To make sure the dish’s heritage is protected, the Brotherhood of Teurgoule-lovers comes together at festivals and cooking competitions to promote it. Their recipe is simple: rice, milk, sugar, a pinch of salt and cinnamon. At Le Petit Jardin at Château la Chenevière, chef François Pelletey also keeps his version simple, but brings extra flavour on the side with a honey biscuit and cinnamon ice cream. Chef Freddy Pommier, whose restaurant Pas de Fraise à Noël in Caen opened in 2023, brings more flavour into slow-cooking the rice itself and is the best I’ve tried. He adds a bay leaf and vanilla to the pot for more warmth and flavour. Try it by mixing 1.5 litres of full-fat milk, 140g of short-grain rice, 160g of golden caster sugar and ½ teaspoon of cinnamon, a bay leaf and half a vanilla pod. Place it in an earthenware dish and cook uncovered at 110°C for 6 hours.



Crème D’isigny, Isigny and Regionwide

Cream and crème fraîche feature in countless French recipes, but it wasn’t until I bought a pot of crème crue made by the Ferme des P’tites Normandes near Isigny that I realised how special the dairy produce was in Normandy. I took a spoonful directly from the pot and savoured the perfect balance of acidic tang and sublime creaminess. This was an unpasteurised version of crème épaisse, with the raw milk bringing the acidity that comes from adding separate cultures when making crème fraîche.

This crème de la crème of cream is a product of its landscape: five different rivers water the fields and marshlands of the eastern Cotentin peninsula and the Côte de Nacre (mother- of-pearl coast) west of Caen. Add to this the influence of the Channel’s salty seawater with its mineral salts and the ozone-infused sea breezes, and you have a truly unique terroir. The cows graze on these lush pastures for most of the year and make exceptionally good milk, which is then used to make butter and crème fraîche. Most of the region’s farmers put their milk into the cooperative Isigny Sainte-Mère, which – like all farms – must adhere to the strict conditions that allow it to keep its AOP. It is then pasteurised, which makes it possible for their cream and butter to be shared the world over.

However, to try the local crème crue, you must come to Normandy, because raw milk can’t be exported. I bought mine in the shop at the Caramels d’Isigny – which abounds with cream-infused confections of every description. It also sells beurre d’Isigny, made with raw milk by the same farm, and cheese from around the region. I took my dairy haul back to the campsite, via the shop for a punnet of mushrooms. I fried them in the butter, then added a big spoonful of the cream at the end with a splash of cider, cooked it through and served with some chicken and potatoes. Délicieux!



Moules Marinières, Normandy Coast and Nationwide

If there’s one dish you’re guaranteed to find on the Normandy coast, it is moules marinières. Served in a huge steaming enamel pot, these mussels cooked in white wine with onions and shal-lots, with frites on the side, are an easy and filling meal. You’ll find other sauces, too: Camembert, cider or à la Normande, with cream and cider. Elsewhere on the northern coast, in Brittany or Hauts-de-France, you might also find them made with Maroilles cheese or even cheeses from further afield such as Fourme d’Ambert.

The most popular variety eaten in France are Bouchot mussels. Their legend tells of a thirteenth-century traveller from Ireland, Patrick Walton, who was shipwrecked in the Baie de l’Aiguillon on the Vendée coast. He fed himself by spearing fish but soon noticed that when his spears were left in the water, mussels began to grow on them. The technique is still used now, either on stakes and ropes, in a process called mytiliculture. They’re grown on many places on France’s coastline, but most of Normandy’s mussel haul is farmed along the west coast of the Cotentin peninsula, a place of huge sweeping beaches and breezy coastal walks, yet few tourists.

On the east coast of the Cotentin peninsula, la blonde de Barfleur, wild mussels that are plump and golden inside their black shells, used to be the speciality but since 2016, global warming has significantly affected their production. Meanwhile, the warmer water temperature is causing a proliferation of spider crabs, which affect Bouchot mussels, too. It would be devastating to lose this dish from Normandy’s menus.

Moules marinières is a dish I have eaten countless times and even our young son has developed a love for them, insisting we seek them out when in northern France. However, there is one occasion of having them that sticks in the mind long after the event. After visiting the Juno Beach Centre at Courseullessur-Mer, my mind was completely preoccupied after seeing the heart-wrenching exhibits about Canada’s part in D-Day and the Second World War and learning the stories of the young men who lost their lives. The skies were grey and it was just starting to rain, so we wandered to the nearest restaurant, Restaurant au P’tit Mousse, and ordered lunch. I sat in contemplative silence, slowly working my way through the delicious moules Normande au cidre. I’m not sure if it was the gratitude of the young men’s sacrifices that affected my appetite, or simply a need for comfort food when my heart felt like lead, but they were the best moules-frites I’ve ever eaten.



Sandy Carrots, Créances

If you’ve ever tried to grow carrots in your garden or allotment, you’ll know they like fine soil. If any stones or rocks interrupt their roots’ descent into the earth, they’ll grow crooked or with double roots. The sandy soil of the Cotentin peninsula is perfect, then, for a special kind of carrot to flourish: les carottes de sable, sandy carrots. Planted in May and harvested in August, they take on a mineralised flavour from the ozone-infused soil, are very orange in colour and have no woody core. If you’re travelling through the area in summer, you’ll see their feathery fronds in fields alongside leeks and other vegetables. In mid-August, you can join in with the Fête de la Carotte in Créances, where local producers have stalls, along with tractor rides and fireworks. The carrots are popular with local cooks and chefs, who juice them, grate them and bake them in myriad ways, but they’re worth buying yourself in local shops – easily recognisable, as they’re still covered in sand. I’ve become quite hooked on a recipe that is a twist on les carottes rapées; simply grate them, drizzle with hazelnut oil and sprinkle with toasted hazelnuts.



Les Boulots, Granville

When it comes to seafood platters, the whelks are often the last to be eaten, as they can be quite chewy. Yet in Granville, les boulots are much more tender and flavourful than any you find elsewhere. The town is set on the west coast of the Cotentin peninsula and is famous as the birthplace of Christian Dior; its oldest part, La Haute Ville, is perched high on a skinny promontory and it is famous for its seafood. Every October, the Toute la Mer sur un Plateau (all the sea on a plate) festival heralds the start of the region’s scallop season but also celebratesthe town’s heritage of catching shellfish in the seas that surround the Îles de Chausey. There are tastings galore, you can buy shellfish straight from the producers, and you can take part in cooking lessons and demonstrations.

Whelks have been a particular speciality in Granville since the nineteenth century, when fishermen decided to fish from seas nearer to home after years of fishing cod in Newfoundland. The know-how has been passed down through families of whelk fishers, known as les bulotiers. The high quality of their catch is thanks to the strong currents in the Bay of Mont Saint-Michel that wash through fresh, cold water from the open sea, much loved by the shellfish.

So how to eat them? Though they will be piled high on seafood platters, especially in restaurants along the quayside, the traditional way to have whelks is as a starter or with an aperitif. In the restaurant Le Phare, the table mats depict photos of les bulotiers, so as you pluck the whelks out of their shells, then dip them in the homemade mayonnaise with which they are traditionally served, you can give them a little nod of thanks.



Caneton À La Presse, Rouen

There are dishes in classic French cuisine that come with more flamboyance than the Moulin Rouge – whether it’s the licking flames of a crêpes Suzette or the rapid deflating of a poulet en vessie, a chicken cooked in a pig’s bladder. The Prima Donna of them all is the caneton Rouennais à la presse, for which you’ll need a few hours and a hearty appetite.

First the chef lightly roasts a duck, which is then brought to the table and carved by the Maitre d’. The legs and breast are whisked off back to the kitchen to keep warm. Then you are introduced to the pièce de la resistance: a gleaming silver press set proud on its four legs, with an ornate turning handle atop a giant screw that disappears into the central dome. The carcass is placed in its central chamber and the Maitre d’ turns the handle to squeeze out the blood, juices and marrow.

The syrupy dark red liquid pours out of the spout and is used to thicken the sauce. This begins with another culinary high kick, the flambéeing of the Cognac. The sauce is then prepared in a copper pan over a mini stove set on a linen-clothed trolley by your table, and incorporates a list of ingredients that reads like larder nirvana: foie gras, Côte de Beaune wine, duck liver paste, butter, green peppercorns and the chef’s secret ingredients, details of which they will take to their grave. The breast or legs, (or both) are returned to the table with their accompaniments (perhaps pommes soufflés for something ‘light’) to be married with the sauce. And then, as if the whole event isn’t spectacle enough, you get to eat it all.

If that sounds complicated, the story behind the Rouennais duck and the city’s heritage in creating the dish is equally convoluted. It starts at the end of the nineteenth century in Duclair, a village set on a meander of the River Seine. The warmth of the towering chalk cliffs provided an ideal stopover for wild ducks as they migrated south for winter. The stop-off was made even more alluring by the fact there were local farmed ducks with which to mate. The ducklings that resulted from these one-night stands were also bigger, which made them a popular product to take to market over the Seine, so much so that the ferries that plied the route were often over-loaded and some of the ducks suffocated by accident.

Undeterred by this minor supply issue, the traders flogged off their ducks for a cheaper price and the proprietor of Hotel de la Poste in Duclair, Père Denise, was only too happy to snap up a bargain. He then devised a recipe that made the most of the ducks that still contained their blood, which boasted a gamier flavour as a result of being killed this way. The dish became known as caneton à la Duclair.

The story then hits a fork in its road: in Paris, the recipe was adopted by Frédéric Delair, owner of La Tour d’Argent, who put the dish on his menu so that the restaurant became synonymous with the dish. It remained a local speciality in Rouen, and it rose to fame again in 1933 when a young bursar named Michel Guéret aboard the steamship Felix Faure was awarded the opportunity to cook the Rotary Club dinner. He recreated the Duclair dish, everyone cooed in wonder and it was soon on the menu at his family’s restaurant at the Hotel Dieppe in Rouen, where it remains to this day. The end? No, not the end.

In 1986, Guéret founded the Order of the Canardiers, which is similar to the brotherhoods that protect dishes and products across France, only this one also has chapters throughout the world. The Canardiers have cloaks and medals, and their website lists all the restaurants that belong to the order worldwide: in Britain, the Waterside Inn is proud of its gleaming press, and in London Otto’s French Restaurant specialises in it. However, to experience the dish at the heart of its origin, head to Rouen. Michel Guéret’s grandson Julien Marchal-Guéret is now director of the Hotel Dieppe and he told me how the dish’s aficionados travel the world trying it in different places. Some simply get off the train at Rouen’s art nouveau station, wander across the square in front of it into the Hotel Dieppe, eat the dish and get back on the train. There are other places in Rouen that are proud to serve it too, such as La Couronne, France’s oldest restaurant, established in 1345 (and where Julia Child ate her first ever French meal of Dover sole), or Restaurant du Parc in Duclair. Just be sure to bring an appetite.



Joan of Arc’s Tears, Rouen

Many places in France lay claim to be part of Joan of Arc’s story – her birthplace Domrémy, Orléans, which she liberated from its siege, and Reims, where Charles VII was crowned – but Rouen is where her life came to a dark and dramatic end. In the Place du Vieux Marché, just outside the modern church that bears her name, a simple iron memorial marks the spot where she was burned at the stake. To most of us, there seems little of gastronomic interest in the story. I dare say gourmet food wasn’t the top of people’s agenda while the Black Death and widespread poverty added to the misery of the Hundred Years War, but chocolatier Jean-Marie Auzou found inspiration in her tears – les larmes de Jeanne d’Arc. His nougatine-coated grilled almonds dusted with cocoa were launched in 1985 and have been a roaring success ever since. They’re not cheap, but they are incredibly tasty. The main shop (there are two in the town) is on the Rue du Gros Horloge, just a few steps from the incredible medieval clock Le Gros Horloge, and has quite a few specialities to try, from its macarons Rouennais, square macarons filled with apple and salted butter caramel, its succès, giant, almond-cream-filled macarons; and the zouzou, chocolate and praline-coated almonds dusted with confectioner’s sugar.

As much as the sugary confections are an interesting sideshow, a visit to the nearby Historial Jeanne d’Arc will bring you back to earth. The museum-cum-multimedia experience is an excellent way to learn her story and understand why the French put their faith in an incredible young girl and her messages from saints and angels.



Mushrooms, Bagnoles-De-L’orne

French cuisine does a good job of championing unusual mushrooms in its many dishes: to the uninitiated, some more resemble what you might see growing on a coral reef rather than the forest floor, such as the alien, honeycomb-like cap of the black morel or the frills of a trumpet chanterelle. When so many fungi are toxic or harmful, we have many brave foragers to thank for playing ‘guinea pig’ through the centuries, discovering that morels are poisonous raw, and that the eerie horn of plenty – more appropriately named trompette-des-morts in French – is edible at all. These days, foragers in France can take their fungi to the local pharmacy to be correctly identified, which saves any risk-taking.

Even with this help available, for those whose experience of mushrooms is limited to punnets of white button mushrooms or Portobello at the supermarket, the idea of foraging one’s own batch may be met with serious trepidation. The answer? A trip to Le Manoir du Lys, a hotel-restaurant in the Andaine Forest, near the Belle Epoque spa town of Bagnoles-de-L’Orne.

In autumn, chef Franck Quinton offers mushroom weekends from his hotel-restaurant, Le Manoir de Lys, a place that celebrates the humble fungi in everything from its decor to its mushroom-shaped sugar lumps. He has championed these fascinating ingredients in his cuisine for more than thirty years and invites guests to accompany him and a mycologist into the pine and beech forest to pick their own from the sun-dappled forest floor. In October and November this usually means the cèpe, aka the porcini mushroom. The arrival of cèpes season makes cooks and chefs positively giddy with excitement, so the chance to go down to the woods is a great way to better understand the cèpe and other mushrooms and how each one is best cooked.

While exploring the woods is enchanting in autumn, mushrooms are a year-round product. Each season brings with it a variety with a new texture and flavour that greatly inspires France’s cooks and chefs. Spring is the time for morels, which have a curiously patterned dark cap and a nutty, woody flavour that pairs well with the vin jaune of Franche-Comté. They are often dried, so can be used year-round. In spring, you also find the mousseron mushroom on menus. Known to anglophones as the Scotch Bonnet, or fairy ring mushroom, its small yellowish cap and distinct gills grace the pages of fairy-tale books, but they grow in grass and on moss rather than in dense forests, though they do have a subtle foresty flavour. In summer, the girolles start appearing, small golden-capped mushrooms similar to chanterelles, which have a slight apricot flavour, and can be quite peppery. Summer is also the time for creamy-flavoured golden trumpet chanterelles, or black trumpets, which taste more peppery. Winter sees the arrival of the most revered fungi of all, the truffle (see page 278, Occitanie, Black truffles).

As well as Franck Quinton, France has other mushroom heroes. In the Auvergne, father and son chef duo Régis and Jacques Marcon, whose impressive restaurant is surrounded by deep forest, are the Kings of the Wild Mushrooms, having earned three Michelin stars for their mushroom cuisine. In Alsace, there’s a whole emporium dedicated to mushrooms at La Boutique du Champignon in the pretty village of Eguisheim, and in the Loire Valley, near Saumur, you can visit the caves in which les champignons de Paris now grow (see page 191, CentreVal de Loire and Pays de la Loire).



Le Mirliton, Pont-Audemer

It would be easy to overlook the town of Pont-Audemer when there are so many famous towns nearby – Honfleur, Étretat, Le Havre – but it warrants a stop for its mirliton. This pralinemousse-filled biscuit tube is sealed at both ends with dark chocolate and is the pride of the town. It was invented in 1340 by Taillevent, aka Guillaume Tirel, who was born there and went on to rise through the ranks in the kitchens of the Royal Courts, eventually becoming head chef to Charles V and Charles VI. He compiled the great cookbook Le Viandier, which was the first printed French cookery book and a revered trove of medieval recipes.

Inspired by his travels – presumably the tours undertaken by the Royal Courts – Taillevent’s mirliton was originally filled with the bounty of produce he found along the way: grilled hazelnuts, walnuts, almonds, honey and butter were all crushed and mixed together and used to fill the biscuit tube. Chocolate wouldn’t have featured in the original, as it didn’t reach Europe until the sixteenth century.

Pont-Audemer has some beautiful timber-framed medieval buildings and a historic canal network, and is also where legendary pâtissier Gaston Lenôtre opened his first pâtisserie (see page 157, Paris and Île-de-France). It’s now called Pâtisserie Marinangeli and is one of the many pâtisseries that sell the mirliton. We bought ours from Au Fournil d’Antan on Rue de la République, and there is Pâtisserie Olivier Deschamps along the same street too.

We discovered there’s a knack to eating one. The politest way would be to carry it back to your holiday lodgings in its beautifully wrapped box, untie the ribbon, read the little card that explains its history, put it on a plate and then bite into it gently. The thing not to do is to get it out of the box almost as soon as you’ve bought it and realise that biting too enthusiastically results in the whole tube collapsing in your hand, covering it in shards of biscuit, mousse and melted dark chocolate.

Another version to look out for is the mirliton de Rouen, a completely different confection championed by MOF Pâtissier Christophe Cressent in Rouen. These little round cakes are moist and layered with almond, citrus and vanilla flavours. There’s also a version with apple sunk into the cake. Equally delicious and much easier to eat on the go.

[image: The exhibit presents a platter filled with French delicacies.]


Boudin Noir, Mortagne-Au-Perche

The world is full of passionate people, some of whose interests might seem unusual to those outside their sphere of influence: comics, for example, or trainspotting. And then there is the black pudding. Most lovers of the English breakfast will have a slice or two, but you haven’t seen dedication to this particular kind of sausage until you’ve attended the Foire au Boudin Noir. It takes place over a weekend each March in the town of Mortagne-au-Perche in the Orne department, the so-called capital of boudin noir, and attracts some 15,000 visitors to the pretty, honey-stone town. It also invites the most enthusiastic producers from around the world to compete to take the gold medal for the best; it’s the Olympics of the Black Pudding. Ahead of the Foire, 400 to 600 producers submit their sausages for scrutiny; the jury is comprised of members of the local brotherhoods for other products, those involved in the trade, as well as local and national enthusiasts. In the main hall of the Carré du Perche event space in Mortagne-au-Perche, the judges were organised into groups of eight around a table. It takes two days to complete and I was amazed when I saw the room filled with tables laden with paper plates filled with dark red-brown lengths of black pudding. Each group set to work tasting and scoring all the various black puddings, served cold, which were numbered to ensure they were blind-judged. They then whittled the long-list down and eventually revealed winners in various categories. Throughout the process, the maroon-robed members of the Confrérie des Chevaliers du Goûte-Boudin served drinks as palate cleansers and circulated to answer questions.

As I chatted to the brotherhood’s Grand Maître, Jean-Claude Gotteri, I enthusiastically tried a chunk of boudin, having really enjoyed a few dishes at the Hotel Tribunal on a previous visit to Mortagne. It was softer and more pâté-like than I remembered and I quickly realised – as I chewed the large piece of dense, iron-rich sausage – that I preferred it hot and in smaller pieces. Meanwhile, Gotteri and a fellow expert argued about how they preferred theirs: as an aperitif in small chunks, or hot, sliced and served with mashed potato, as is traditional.

Boudin noir became a speciality, it is thought, thanks to Moorish invaders who hunted the many wild boar in the forests, ate the meat and used the cooked blood in other products. Boudin noir was in decline by the early 1960s, which is when the competition was launched to revive the area’s long history of charcuterie. What makes Mortagne-au-Perche’s own boudin noir special is simply good-quality ingredients. It contains only cooked blood, onions and spices, while some butchers might also add crème fraîche.

If my eyes hadn’t already been widened by the array of blood sausage on the other tables, then the competition’s ‘creative’ category was quite the exhibition: first, a bunch of what looked like glossy black grapes turned out to be tiny boudin noir from Germany, peppery and rich. There was also an actual pudding – or charlotte as it was described – made from black pudding in the shape of a cake, layered with slices of potato and decorated with splodges of boudin outside their casings. And then there was the pièce de resistance in terms of artistic interpretation: a boudin, or at least the contents of a few boudins, shaped like a foot-long puppy, with black olives for eyes and a nose, and set out on a bed of rosemary, surrounded by red roses.

At the Foire, those who visit over the weekend can buy a boudin in a baguette from producers who cook them around a central fire; they include Boucherie-Charcuterie Herrero (one of the town’s best) and Jérôme Lepoivre from Les Cochons Sont dans le Pré from Saint-Ouen-de-Sécherouvre. There is local cider to go along with it and, elsewhere at the fair, I was delighted to try a delicious pâté en croûte made by respected chef Emeline Aubry which incorporated boudin noir, chunks of pork and chicken, and pistachio and hazelnuts. That year, she won the gold medal for the category boudin noir in all its forms.

Later that evening I was keen to try it again, and at dinner at the Hotel Tribunal I spotted that chef Vincent Biset’s menu offered a main dish of boudin noir, potatoes, buckwheat and apples in a sauce studded with hazelnuts. It was a very rich but still a delicate dish that proved boudin noir can be elevated to high culinary status, without the need to shape anything into a pet dog.

[image: The exhibit presents a serving of cakes, cookies, and cheese.]


Normandy Cheeses

The lush, green landscape of Normandy was made for grazing cows: the brown and white mottled Normande cows can be fed on grass year-round, thanks to the frequent rainfall and humid climate. The region is proud of its four AOP-listed cheeses – Camembert, Livarot, Neufchâtel and Pont L’Évêque – but there are others to look out for such as the amusingly named herb-coated soft cheese Le Gratte-Cul (the ‘ass scratcher’) from Fromagerie Maître Pennac, near Pont L’Évêque. There are goat’s cheeses worth trying, too: the mechanical nut-shaped Écrou du Fromager from GAEC des Alpines farms in Moyon-Villages, delicious with apple cider jelly, as is the Trèfle de Perche, a small, shamrock-shaped, ash-coated goat’s cheese from the Perche area.




Camembert

To fully appreciate Camembert when you’re in France, you need to swerve the mass-produced, pasteurised versions that account for 95 per cent of the country’s Camemberts and instead seek out the farm-produced, unpasteurised version with earthy, fruity aromas. To find these, you need to look at those alluring, colourful labels carefully and find the words Camembert de Normandie; those two little words after ‘Camembert’ mean it is protected by the AOP, which it was awarded in 1983. The next thing to look for is au lait cru, which means it’s made from raw milk (not pasteurised) and moulé à la louche, which means the cheesemaker has ladled the curds into the mould by hand so that they don’t break up too much. This helps the cheese drain slowly and develop a better flavour. Different processes in the affinage (the treatment or ageing after initial production) result in different strengths of flavour, too, and part of the fun of getting to know Camembert is trying different versions. At the fromagerie Maison Jollit in Rouen’s Place du Vieux Marché, the fromager Daniel Bourgeois recommended Le Gaslonde for a stronger cheese, alongside a milder version (un fromage plus doux) from Fromagerie Jort. For a truly artisanal version, the small-scale producer Pierre Coulon set up his dairy in the village of Camembert itself using milk from carefully selected farms and sells at his shop Laiterie de Paris in the 18th arrondissement. To get the best from whatever you buy, make sure to take it out of the fridge at least an hour before you eat it to properly let the aromas ripen. Some gourmets bake it in the box – lacing it with Calvados, garlic or white wine – serving it bubbling from the oven with crusty bread or cornichons.

Camembert was invented after the French Revolution: a priest who escaped his homeland of Coulommiers in the Brie region east of Paris found refuge and a hiding place thanks to a family at their farm, Le Manoir de Beaumoncel. In return for their charity, he gave them the recipe for Brie as a thank-you gift. Farmworker Marie Harel then used Normandy’s rich creamy milk to improve upon it, and Camembert was born. Despite its global success, the tiny village from which Camembert takes its name is astonishingly small. There is simply a church, a few houses and the small museum, La Maison du Camembert.



Pont-L’Évêque

This square cheese, with a tender, salty, creamy interior, has a golden rind (or sometimes cream-coloured) and is aged for at least three weeks and washed with lightly salted water. It was created in the twelfth century by Cistercian monks and first sold in the marketplace in the town of Pont-l’Évêque from which it takes its name – worth admiring for its colourful, timber-framed buildings. These days the market is in Place Foch each Monday morning, but on Sundays in July and August the ‘old country market’ (Le Marché à l’Ancienne) in Place du Tribunal sees stallholders dress in traditional costume to sell cheese and other foods. Everyone is invited to join the traditional Normandy dances. Meanwhile, serious cheese fans will enjoy the Fête du Fromage in early May, when 100 vendors gather to showcase cheeses, wines and spirits. Pont-l’Évêque cheese comes in four sizes, the most common being around 300g, but those with a big appetite might want a ‘grand’ (up to 1.5kg) or for one or two, the petit (170g). Also try Pavé d’Auge, thought to be the ancestor of Pont-l’Évêque. It’s more dense and flavourful than Pont-l’Évêque, with a slightly bitter edge.



Neufchâtel

Prepare yourself for a cheesy love story: the heart-shaped Neufchâtel was given by local ladies to their brave knights fighting in the Hundred Years War. As such, it’s Normandy’s oldest cheese, and the white, velvety rind encases a soft, crumbly texture. Its gentle salty tang makes it a good partner for thirst-quenching cider, but it’s not ideal for cooking, as the salt can be overpowering. If you’re in its heartland in the Pays de Bray (northeast of Rouen), pick one up at Dieppe’s superb market (voted best in France in 2020). It is particularly good with an apple cider jelly.



Livarot

Livarot is one of Normandy’s older cheeses and was born in the seventeenth century in the Pays d’Auge as a way for farmers to use up their milk surplus in summer. It is nicknamed ‘The Colonel’ because of the three (or sometimes five) stripes of sedge, or bullrush raffia, around its circumference. Peeling them off one by one makes a satisfying start to tasting the Livarot, before slicing into the amber rind (washed with salted water) to get to the semi-firm cheese. Its ripe, pungent aroma makes it ideal in the lead role for salads, either for lunch or for an entrée, so throw it together with leaves of endive, walnuts and finely sliced red onion along with a creamy dressing, washed down with a glass of brut Normandy cider. The village of Livarot itself is a sleepy place, but worth the detour for the Fromagerie Graindorge, who first made Livarot in 1910 but also make Normandy’s other three signature cheeses. They offer tours of their production and it’s a good place to stock up.
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Chapter Three: Hauts-De-France

[image: The exhibit presents a platter filled with French cuisine.]
It is a shame that many visitors to Europe will speed through Hauts-de-France on their way to other places. Those who pause for longer will stroll along the superb beaches under wide skies, explore the charming villages of fine-bricked maisons and, closer to Paris, gaze upon the stately châteaux. The region’s cuisine offers up delicate sea vegetables and Chantilly cream, as well as hearty fare such as pungent cheeses and warming stews. The food in Nord and Pas-de-Calais is strongly influenced by the departments’ Belgian neighbours – especially in the estaminet taverns that have their own particular menus. The nickname for this northerly corner is the Pays des Ch’tis – made famous by the hilarious film Bienvenue Chez les Ch’tis – and it’s where beer is big news; the gin-like spirit genever is also popular. West of Flanders, you’ll find a wide variety of fish, from the Dover sole that is landed early in the year to the smoked herring that is celebrated with festivals all along the coast in November. Chips, or frites, seem to marry the best characteristics of both French fries and English chips; skinny and crispy but also a bit floppy: the gourmet symbol of the entente cordiale. There’s even a gourmet version of Le Fish and Chips to try.

Follow the coast further west, towards the Somme, and you can’t miss Montreuil-sur-Mer, a town with an excellent range of restaurants, gourmet food shops and an abundant Saturday market. Together, it means you can happily spend a couple of days devouring everything from humble dishes such as ‘Le Welsh’ (see page 72) to refined cuisine from chef Alexandre Gauthier at the Michelin-starred La Grenouillère and his other establishments, before stocking up on goodies to take home. From there, the Somme estuary isn’t far; a place to tuck into its sea vegetables, salt-marsh lamb and the gâteau battu, a big buttery brioche to fill a family for a couple of days. Fill your shopping basket, fill your plate, then fill your stomach, you won’t be disappointed. There are dozens of reasons to make Hauts-de-France the destination, rather than part of the journey.


Estaminets and Flemish Cuisine, Hauts-De-France

When you enter the restaurant Au Vieux de la Vieille in Lille’s old town you could be stepping back a hundred years. Its shelves abound with trinkets and bric-a-brac, dried hops adorn the ceiling and diners sit at wooden tables and chairs that have welcomed generations of bottoms. This is an estaminet. While Lyon has its bouchons and the Basque Country has its pintxos bars, these pub-like restaurants are unique to the Hauts-de-France region. They began as places where miners went after a day at the coalface, where they’d sit with their mates at big, shared tables, drink beer by the jugful or a few glasses of genever (a spirit and precursor to gin), smoke and play games. Sometimes they doubled as a shop or a blacksmith and, although they are still fairly commonplace, back in the 1900s there were whole streets lined with them.

While the coal industry in northern France is long gone, its estaminets are alive and well, serving food you’ll only find on their tables. They offer a cosy welcome to everyone – whether you’re stopping on a road trip, in need of a big meal after exploring the World War cemeteries and memorials, or even if you’ve been Christmas shopping in Lille. Each dish has a unique origin, although many of their backstories are a little hazy – as is often the case when a dish’s popularity far outweighs its heritage. The most exotic-sounding is the peculiarly and variously spelled potjevleesch, which is said to originate in Dunkirk and comprises four kinds of meat – chicken, rabbit, veal and pork – suspended in a cold vinegary jelly. It’s better than it sounds, with big hunks of good-quality meat that have first been marinated in white wine or beer. Served with the ubiquitous frites, the hot chips melt the aspic to create a kind of gravy, with its own vinegar hit. The other flagship dish is carbonnade de boeuf, a slowly cooked, rich beef stew made with beer and brown sugar and thickened with pain d’épices (spiced loaf or gingerbread), which gives it a sweet-sour flavour. Its name refers to the coal (charbon) over which the miners would cook the beef slowly, and it comes from over the border in Belgium. Another un-French-sounding dish is waterzooi, a Belgian stew from Ghent in which chicken or fish and vegetables are cooked in a vegetable, cream and egg yolk sauce. Flamiches and tarts are popular, such as the cheesy tarte au Maroilles. A cheese with a sourly pungent scent that belies its gentler flavour, Maroilles makes an appearance in many forms on estaminet menus: be it chicken cooked in Maroilles, Maroilles pané (coated in bread-crumbs and fried), or snails gratinés with Maroilles. Both Au Vieux de la Vieille and its sister estaminet La Vieille France serve a Maroilles sauce with the much-prized andouillette made by the top Boucherie-Charcuterie Teirlinck in Lille.

When it comes to dessert, beer is involved too. The tarte à la bière is a simple tart where beer is mixed with cream and eggs and baked in a shortcrust pastry case; meanwhile the tarte au sucre is an iconic northern dish made with brown sugar and yeast. The caramel-cinnamon Belgian biscuit speculoos is popular throughout France, most often served on the saucer of your coffee, but here you’ll find it in many desserts such as mousse au spéculoos. The coffee-like chicory (not endives – see page 82) also crops up to give flavour to desserts such as crème brûlée. Passing a few hours amid the wooden beams and brocante is one the very best ways to soak up the dining culture of Nord and Pas-de-Calais.



Le Welsh, Boulogne and Hauts-De-France

When you’re in Nord Pas-de-Calais, you don’t have to dig too deeply to find links to British cuisine – Calais was, after all, part of the medieval English kingdom for more than two centuries. They have chips, Piccalilli sauce, and during the festive season they even have ‘Le Pudding de Noël’, which they flambé like we do, and sing a song called ‘O Guénel’ which we do not do. But the one dish you will undoubtedly see everywhere is ‘Le Welsh’.

Closely related to Wales’s own rarebit, Le Welsh is a savoury cheese-on-toast dish with two possible origins – but the better-known tale is the one from Boulogne. Locals there will tell you it came with Henry VII’s Welsh garrison stationed at Baincthun during the siege of Boulogne in 1544. The other tale is that Welsh miners working in the coalfields around Lens in the nineteenth century brought with them the Welsh rarebit, which sounds altogether more plausible. Yet whatever happened in the cheese-on-toast annals of time, the result is a comforting dish that the locals are very proud of. They will happily reel off their recipes, as did the staff at Fromagerie Philippe Olivier in Boulogne, who emphasised the need for 200–250g of Cheddar cheese per person (though this really is a lot – 150g should be enough if you don’t confess to the locals) and Worcestershire sauce, which they might describe as ‘sauce anglaise’, such is the locals’ difficulty of pronouncing ‘Worcestershire’. Le Welsh is good soul food wherever you try it, whether in Boulogne after exploring its citadel or fantastic street art, or after a visit to Lens’s vast Mining History Centre. It’s also an indication of the affection people hold for their British neighbours, even if Le Welsh did come to Boulogne when the French were being held under siege.





Le Welsh

SERVES 4


	600g Cheddar cheese

	4 slices of bread

	4 slices of ham

	2–6 teaspoons blond beer (from Nord-Pas de Calais if you can get it)

	1 teaspoon Dijon mustard

	a few dashes of Worcestershire sauce

	4 eggs, if desired




	Grate the cheese.

	Cut off the crusts and toast the bread, then lay it on the plates with the ham on top.

	Pour enough beer into a heavy-based, non-stick pot just to cover the base, then bring it gently to the boil briefly.

	Add the grated cheese, stirring constantly so it doesn’t stick. Once it has melted, add the mustard and Worcestershire sauce.

	Pour the melted cheese over the toast and ham.

	Place the plates under the grill, one or two at a time, and grill until the surface is bubbling and slightly golden.

	If serving with an egg, fry the egg while the dish is under the grill and slide on top.







Frites, Hauts-De-France

Who doesn’t love les frites? For all the incredible cuisine on offer in France and the world-class gourmet experiences I’ve had, I confess that the times I have sat on Calais beachfront scoffing hot chips from a huge bag count among my best-ever food moments. Whether the sun is blazing or not, it is a treat to sit there looking across at Dover’s distant white cliffs, with Calais’s giant robotic dragon attraction stomping along the promenade. As the bag warms our laps, we shovel the hot frites, slightly floppy with golden crispy edges, into our mouths with a cursory dip in some sauce and it is bliss.

History points to Belgium for the origin of frites, with American soldiers discovering them there during the First World War (they gave them the moniker French fries thanks to the language, rather than the country). As northern France draws much of its culinary influences from Belgium, it’s little wonder the area is ideal for chip-lovers. More than a century before McDonald’s arrived on French soil with their stiff, vacuous fries, the friteries of this region of France had cracked the magic formula of offering quick and easy takeaway fodder from roadside trailers, and later fixed cabins. Back then, just as now, barquettes or bags of frites are just the food you need when finding a restaurant feels like too much faff, or you need to get something quick to fill hungry mouths. The joy of the friterie is also that you can find them everywhere in this region. There’s even an annual award for the best friterie run by the website Les-Friteries.com.

The different sauces bring some variety to the menu, and the choice goes way beyond ketchup or mayo. At Friterie des Nations, on Calais’s seafront, I held up the queue for a moment, in awe of such sauces as Provençale, Béarnaise, Poivre, Piccalilli and Algérienne. I finally plumped for the local-sounding Ch’timi, which turned out to be a tangy, onion-flavoured sauce that far eclipsed ketchup, even for our Heinz-loving son. You can add more to your frites than just sauce, too: try the regional speciality – fricadelle sausage, which is made with white meat (usually veal and/or pork), or a sausage that contains Maroilles cheese, as well as the more familiar hotdog, burger, brochette (kebab) or meatballs.

Each friterie or restaurant will have its own preferred oil and potato variety – although they will always use floury potatoes – and the thickness of the chip will determine whether they’re single- or double-fried. Star chef of the region Florent Ladeyn swears by double-frying his frites in beef dripping, pairing them with his signature sauces; at his canteen-style restaurant Bierbuik-Bloemeke I tried a delicious leek purée, which offered a pleasant sweetness against the salty frites. His own favourite, he told me, is a smoked hay mayonnaise.



Fish Dishes, Boulogne

There’s something enchanting about eating seafood in a harbour restaurant overlooking the very sea where it was caught. When you’re watching a colourful trawler potter across the bay in a fishing town such as Le Guilvinec in Brittany, Port-en-Bessin in Normandy or Saint-Jean-de-Luz in the Basque Country, it’s easy to be seduced by the romantic notion that you’re supporting a fishing tradition that harks back decades or centuries, generations of the same families taking after one another.

And then there’s Boulogne: France’s number one fishing port is a vast area of massive, brine-scented warehouses which welcomes its fleet twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Together the boats land 380,000 tons of fish and shellfish every year. If you’re eating fish at lunchtime in Paris, it is highly likely that it was landed at 4 a.m. in Boulogne, brought to Rungis (the capital’s wholesale market) a few hours later, delivered to restaurants and filleted by the chef before being served to you at 1 p.m.

Though it is of course more industrial than a harbour-side dinner in Brittany or the Basque Country, there is something fascinating about eating in a place that plays such a huge role in France’s food industry. It also gives you the chance to tune into a different kind of fishing community, one that employs a fifth of Boulogne’s population and handles a quarter of the fish eaten in Europe. You will find many of them at Le Chatillon, a bistro restaurant in the heart of the warehouse complex; it opens at 6.30 a.m. to feed those coming off the overnight shift and stays busy right through the day. Call ahead before visiting – when we arrived on a sunny Thursday in August there was a queue snaking out the door.

This busy bistro was established in 1950 to cater to dock workers and mariners and its decor is reminiscent of a ship, with lanterns and sails covering the ceiling and porthole-shaped mirrors on the walls. As I perused the menu, filled with turbot, herring, lisette, Dover sole, rope-grown mussels, oysters and langoustines, I started to wonder if the reason the British export so much of the fish we catch is because the English names are so unappetising compared to the French words: we have pollock, they have lieu jaune; we have cod, they have cabillaud; even la lotte sounds better than monkfish. Then there’s le flétan, which sounds way tastier than halibut; le loup de mer is sea bass; and la merlu is so much more elegant a word than hake.

To show off your command of such alluring French fish vocabulary, visit La Poissonnerie Gourmande, an upmarket fishmonger and épicerie fine around the corner from Le Chatillon (there’s a little restaurant there too). Or you can browse the artisan pêcheur stands on the Quai Gambetta, on the other side of the River Liane, where the line of stalls is run by families who catch and sell fish directly to the public. If you’re on a springtime jaunt and are self-catering, this is where you’ll find your evening meal; ask the fishmonger for a filleted Dover sole, and it doesn’t have to be complicated once you get to the kitchen. Just dredge it in flour (add a pinch of salt and cayenne or white pepper to the flour if you have some), fry it in butter and add a squeeze of lemon at the end, and serve it with veg and new potatoes. It makes an easy dinner after a day admiring Boulogne’s street art, wandering the cobbled streets of its Citadel or even after a visit to its immense aquarium Nausicaa, with its even more colourful and exotic poissons that are certainly not on the menu.



Smoked Herring, Côte D’opale (Hauts-De-France) and Alabaster Coast (Normandy)

Once upon a time in northern France, smoked herring fed everyone. These little silver darts thrived in the chilly waters of the Baltic and North Seas, coming closer to the Côte d’Opale in November, when they were caught and smoked to preserve them for eating throughout the rest of the year. In the 1960s, herring supplies began to decline due to overfishing, and while strict fishing quotas have allowed the stocks to replenish, it fell to artisanal smokeries to keep the tradition alive. Herring isn’t exclusively a northern French thing but rather a product of the North Sea, with Scandinavians, British and Germans all having bespoke methods for preparing them. In France, they are prized all along the northern coast, from Dunkirk to Dieppe, where herring has been salted and then smoked in traditional ovens known as les coresses since the Middle Ages. Even now they are celebrated with festivals in abundance.

The craziest of them all is the Carnaval de Dunkerque each February, when the whole town goes mad in fancy dress and drag, and crowds together in the Place Charles Valentin, outside Dunkirk’s Hôtel de Ville. The mayor and their entourage then throw the herrings from the balcony – in recent years wrapped in cling film – to the hungry revellers below. The tradition dates from the early seventeenth century, when the town’s ship-owners would host la foye, a leaving party for the fishermen before they set off for six months at sea. They’d eat a feast and the fishermen would receive half their wages to leave with their families in case they never returned.

In November, when the season begins, there are more festivals along the coast in Calais, Boulogne, Étaples-sur-Mer, Berck-sur-Mer, Cayeux-sur-Mer and Dieppe, when the herrings are grilled in the streets and locals scoff them hot from cones. If you’re there at other times of year, find them in fishmongers, where you’ll see them prepared either as kippers, opened out, salted for a couple of hours and then lightly smoked; or as hareng saur, fillets of bloater, which are heavily salted and smoked. Bouffi, meanwhile, is a whole herring salted for two days and then smoked, and a gendarme is even stronger, being salted for seventy-two hours and then smoked for ten to eighteen hours.

Herrings are packed full of nutrients and vitamins and are sustainable, too, but they’re not to everyone’s taste. I enjoyed them in a starter at Le Quai, set on the Quai Belu in Amiens, with cold new potatoes in a zingy mustard dressing, and, after that, I was hooked. It’s worth persisting by trying them in different ways and you might just be swayed in their favour. At La Matelote in Boulogne, chef Stellio Lestienne recognises that their flavour can be overpowering and uses them sparingly in his amuse-bouches: I tried a tiny strip of smoked herring on an apple purée from a china spoon and it was the perfect blend of umami, salt and sweet.



Crab, Audresselles

Follow the coast road south from Calais as it sweeps past cabbage and wheat fields, German battlements and the dramatic clifftop lookout at Cap Gris-Nez, and you’ll eventually come to Audresselles, France’s capital of crabs and lobster. Since the nineteenth century, fishermen have caught these crustaceans in the waters here from their flat-bottomed boats, named flobarts. The tradition is celebrated at the Fête du Crabe each June in Audresselles, a charming place of blue-shuttered cottages and clapboard houses. Whether you’re there for the festival or simply passing through, there’s nothing quite like getting stuck into eating a crab. First you don your paper bib, set out your implements, make sure to have your finger bowl or wipes ready, then you dive in. Start by twisting off the legs and gently breaking the small ones apart with the crackers – you can dig some skinny meat out of the legs with the pick tool. Then have a go at the main claws; it’s eminently satisfying to crack them open and to dip the juiciest chunks of meat in garlic mayo. The chef will usually split the carapace in two and remove the hard bottom part, which makes the main body a little easier to navigate. Prize off the top with a knife and carry on. Avoid the ‘dead man’s fingers’, those grey gills on the sides (I once ate them by accident and they are not recommended). Then scrape out the flaky white flesh with a fork or the pick on to your plate. Dollop some more garlic mayo on that and polish it off. If you’re a fan of the stronger pâté-like brown meat, you can dig that out of the shell cavity. If there’s still anything else left on the seafood platter, finish that off and then do your best to tidy your hands, face and chin with a wipe or two. What better way to experience the local delicacy than to get properly stuck in?



Belgian Endive/Chicory, Pas-De-Calais

When you’re talking about chicory or endive, it can get a little confusing: what we British call chicory is generally the white, bitter-leaf vegetable that grows in the ‘hungry gap’, early in the year after the last winter crops are finished but before the new season fruit and vegetables arrive. The Americans call this endive, and so do the French. What the French call chicorée (and the British also call chicory, just to really confuse things) is chic-ory root, from which the chicory plant grows, which is served as a coffee substitute and added as a flavour to pâtisserie and desserts. Brits also call a kind of curly bitter lettuce endive, but that’s not what I mean here. We really should have just adopted the brilliant Belgian word for it – witloof – and made our lives easier, but here we are.

To confuse things further, chicory – the bullet-shaped one – was actually discovered by accident in 1830 by a Belgian farmer, who, in growing chicory root as a coffee substitute in his cellar, noticed they had sprouted with a tight bulb of leaves, almost white in colour due to lack of sunlight. And, like all curious gastronomes before him, he tried it, liked it, and wolfing down witloof became a speciality.

Endives (the vegetable) are much loved across France and nowhere more so than around Saint-Omer, where they are still painstakingly grown by hand. First off, they’re planted in the fields, where they put down their roots. Historically, the roots were harvested for a coffee substitute, but for witloof chicory the roots are replanted in water in a dark industrial-size forcing room. After three weeks, you will have your distinctive white endive, or chicory, or to use yet another name, your pearl of the north. About 5 per cent of those produced, however, are grown the traditional way in the open air, which takes around two months and gives a more yellowy leaf that’s even more bitter in flavour.

With so much effort involved in growing endives, eating them deserves attention too. When I met Michel Théret, a diminutive, twinkle-eyed octogenarian who is both the Grand Master of the Brotherhood of the Saint-Omer Endive and the Grand Master of the Brotherhood of the Saint-Omer Cauliflower, he teased me that les anglais don’t like chicory because it’s too bitter, but I urge you to give them a try. As a lifelong restaurateur, one of the most popular dishes on his menu was mussels and endives, though the simplest way to use them is as canapés or to scoop up a dip. You could use Lyon’s cervelle de canut dip (see page 209, Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes) or even use them to hollow out an oozy baked Camembert. You can top the leaves like little boats with ingredients such as blue cheese, tuna mayo, rillettes – they go with almost anything, really. Monsieur Théret also reeled off the popular recipe for endive and ham gratin, which is good for a light lunch or supper.

Steam 4 whole chicories for 8–10 minutes, until they’re tender but not soggy. Meanwhile, make a béchamel sauce: melt a tablespoon of butter in a pan, then add a tablespoon of flour or cornflour to make a roux, before slowly adding 100ml of milk (whole or semi-skimmed), stirring gently until it thickens. Add salt, pepper and a pinch of nutmeg. Once the chicory is cooked, wrap each one in a large slice of good-quality ham (look for jambon de Paris if you’re in France) and place in a row in a small or medium-sized oven dish. Pour over the sauce until the ham and chicory parcels are covered, and sprinkle over 150g of Tomme de Savoie (or Gruyère, Emmental or Comté, or even Cheddar). Bake at 200°C for 20 minutes, or until the cheese has melted and turned golden. Serve with a fresh green salad.



Vegetables From the Audomarois Marshes, Saint Omer

There are many, many places in France where the conditions are ripe for vegetables to thrive, but in the extraordinary Audomarois marshes, close to Saint-Omer, the landscape has been completely transformed to make this possible. As a result, there are several renowned vegetables among the bounty, including the Saint-Omer summer cauliflower, the huge and very orange Tilques carrot, and the hardy Leblond leek. Back in the ninth century, monks were the first to cultivate the wetlands here, but it wasn’t until the seventeenth century when market gardens really took off that the hard work began. Dykes were dug out by hand to create raised plots on a huge area of 3,700 hectares, which is criss-crossed by more than 600km of waterways that irrigate and drain the tranches of cultivated land, the meadows, woods and reed-beds. Its incredible biodiversity has protected status and it is a temporary home to many migratory birds, such as the bluethroat. And if you do get a bird’s-eye view, the striped pattern of the fields below is like the layers of a giant millefeuille pastry.

The custom for market gardening is dwindling, however. Now there are just twenty-five households on the marshes themselves, but back in the 1970s there were 300 families working as market gardeners and living in long-houses, which are still standing today – one end used to shelter animals, the other end for the people.

Take a trip on a traditional raft-like bacôve or smaller escute boat, which you can hire from the Maison du Marais in Saint-Omer, to see the marshes as they would have been navigated by hundreds of residents a century ago. Even now, the tradition of growing vegetables is strong. If you drive or cycle along the Route de Saint-Momelin, next to the River Aa, you can see how much more of the wider community are allotmenteers. Along the Rue de Boulac, I admired the neat cottages, each with an ornate iron bridge across the canal and their own escute boats, gardens heaving with produce.

When it comes to buying ingredients for a plant-based feast, many households sell from outside their houses, but the place to bag a huge bounty is Saint-Omer’s Saturday market in Place Foch. The cauliflowers are worth cooking at your gîte or apartment, as they don’t travel well. They’re sweeter than cauliflowers from Brittany, and tasty eaten simply as a plate of crudités. The giant Tilques carrots are better eaten cooked, in stews such as pot-au-feu or the local beef carbonnade, or as carottes Vichy, so I’d leave them to the experts – there are some fantastic chefs in Saint-Omer. Among them is Camille Delcroix at Saint-Omer’s Michelin-starred restaurant Bacôve, who transforms the produce into sublime dishes that move with the seasons; and Claire Bluszcz works wonders with the local ingredients at her restaurant Claire’Marais.



Crème De Chantilly, Chantilly and Nationwide

The peaceful town of Chantilly, just outside Paris, is famous for breeding and racing horses as well as for lace-making, but food-lovers will most likely know it for its cream. The sprawling Château de Chantilly, with its grand moat, towers and turrets, is quite the wonder as you approach via its sweeping drive. While the whipped cream bears the name of the town and its château, its exact origins are a little harder to pinpoint. The most frequently told legend is from 1671, when the château’s chef, François Vatel, ran out of desserts on the second day of a huge three-day feast for 3,000 people, with the star guest King Louis XIV. The story, immortalised in the Gérard Depardieu film Vatel, had the chef nip down to the kitchen and whip up a confection of sugared cream to save the banquet. A more accurate, if less cheerful, version of the story comes from the letters of renowned literary figure Madame de Sévigné, who reported that Vatel was utterly humiliated at not being able to serve the King fish as part of the meal and ran himself through with his sword – only to be found dead after the fish did indeed arrive, and the banquet had been a great success.

At the café and cooking workshop L’Atelier de Chantilly, owner Bertrand Alaime told me that his the most substantial evidence for its link to Chantilly comes from the 1750 book La Science du Maître d’Hôtel, Confiseur by Joseph Menon, which explains the method for fromage à la Chantilly and mentions a frozen cream flavoured with orange flower water. This early version of ice cream had been made popular in Paris by Italian chef Procopio Cutò, who is known to have spent time at Château de Chantilly in 1790 in something resembling a ‘guest chef ’ arrangement. And, considering the area was famous for its Montmorency cherries, it stands to reason a great chef would have invented something marvellous to go with them. The château even had an ice-house, with an 11-metre pit, until 1863.

Bertrand’s own passion for Chantilly cream led him to quit a career in web engineering to open the atelier and join the – get ready for this – Brotherhood of the Knights of Chantilly Cream Whippers (Confrérie des Chevaliers Fouetteurs de la Crème Chantilly). Under his tutelage, you can have your own fouetté foray at one of his workshops. When my children and I took part, we first gathered our equipment: a huge balloon whisk with thick wires and a metal bowl (complete with brilliant name in French: cul de poule, hen’s bum) that had been chilled in the freezer for half an hour. Bertrand then explained that to count by law as Chantilly cream it must have at least 30 per cent fat content, with 15 per cent sugar and only natural flavouring. He told us that the best result is from cream that is 35 per cent fat (British cooks can achieve this by mixing equal parts single and double cream). Once we got whipping, it was a true test of our biceps and triceps to keep going for five minutes or until the cream thickened and the whisk marks began to show. We then added the icing sugar (4 tablespoons per 1 litre of cream), which mixes more easily than caster sugar, before Bertrand sprinkled in a pinch of powdered vanilla pods which he had gently dried in an oven for an hour and then grated. The smell that arose from the canister was incredible. We continued whipping the cream until the whisk could stand up in the bowl. Then it was time to taste it. We each took a spoonful, and I watched my young son’s eyes grow wide in wonder. We took away two glass jars that we ended up eating as part of car-boot picnics for the next two days: plastic bowls of raspberries and Mirabelle plums topped with huge dollops of Chantilly. It really was the best I’ve had. Although, for a truly authentic Chantilly experience, eat it at the café in the hameau (little hamlet) in the grounds of the chateau, where they use crème cru, raw milk cream, which is more tangy and must be served within a few hours of being made as it is unpasteurised.



Sea Vegetables, Bay of the Somme

Gaze out over the Bay of the Somme from Le Crotoy or at the Pointe de Hourdel over the estuary and you’ll likely spot cockle pickers out on the vast sand. Known as hénons in the local Picardy dialect, the shellfish have been picked on the vast sands of the Bay of the Somme for centuries. These days, there’s a more abundant crop that is also popular. On the Somme’s vast green banks there is a host of gourmet sea vegetables which can also be collected for human consumption – although you’ll have to share with the salt-marsh lambs that graze there. In the 1960s and 1970s, Dutch foragers started coming down the coast to the Bay of the Somme to reap the edible plants. The locals quickly caught on, and in 2010 strict limits were imposed to protect their sustainability. Among those gathering these plants to sell to markets, bakeries and restaurants is Reinette Michon, who began helping her family collect worms for fishing bait at the tender age of nine. Now in her sixties, she’s president of the Association of Samphire Collectors and is one of just 140 people licensed to pick these plants in the summer season. Reinette also offers foraging tours; I joined her on a breezy August day under those big skies of the Somme, squelching through the gloopy mud and the riverbank near La Pointe du Hourdel for a unique view of the bay. Samphire is in abundance here and it’s a familiar sight in restaurants alongside seafood, but Reinette introduced me to some new sea vegetables that were a revelation. They had excellent names, too: le pompon was a feathery, grey-green plant which Reinette cut into little clumps with her knife; it’s like samphire but lighter and finer. Reinette’s tip was to toss it in a frying pan with butter for a few minutes before stirring through warm new potatoes. Le pompon is especially good with les rattes, the local speciality of small potato, which has a firm, sweet flesh and hits the markets in late summer.

Reinette’s next crop was l’obione, a rounder, sage-coloured leaf, about 3cm long, that she told me can be eaten like crisps if you lay them out on a baking tray and dry the leaves in an 80°C oven for an hour. It’s the Somme’s very own aperitif snack, and some chefs make a velouté with it. Next to be placed in her big white bucket was oreilles de cochon (pigs’ ears), also known as l’aster maritime, which blooms into feathery purple flowers in September. The plant’s slender, oval leaves are best when they’re shorter than the palm of your hand: any longer and they’re stringy. Her suggestion was to cook them as you would spinach: fry in butter for 3–4 minutes, then lower the heat and add a finely chopped garlic clove (it stays raw-ish for piquancy) and some crème fraîche; warm for a couple of minutes and serve with meat or fish. The plants’ gentle saltiness cuts through the cream; with a pork chop from the butcher, this is a really tasty and easy dinner to prepare.

Local chef Pascal Lefebvre in Le Crotoy is a huge fan of these plants and has written a recipe book about them. In the bright dining room of his restaurant, L’Auberge de la Marine, in the charming seaside town where stately Belle Époque villas overlook a silky sand beach, I tasted an entrée of tiny, succulent cockles, in a light broth salted with crunchy samphire and decorated with tiny nasturtium leaves from the restaurant’s windowsill tubs. The main course, salt-marsh lamb, was so tender it fell apart on the fork. After lunch, we wandered through the town spotting the obione and the samphire on sale alongside fish and seafood, and I resolved to return to test out more of Reinette’s suggestions, or just to eat more of Chef Lefebvre’s dishes.



Méert Waffles, Lille

The French are good at ‘special occasions’, be it birthdays, anniversaries or breakfast on a Saturday, and in Lille the place to go for all those things is Méert. For 300 years, this upmarket confectioner-turned-pâtisserie has been welcoming wide-eyed cake lovers through its doors, where the curlicued Belle Époque façade is as much a feast for the eyes as the cakes. On Saturdays, the queue is usually out the door. Méert serves an astonishing array of pâtisserie, but they are most famous for la gaufre, a delicate oval waffle that is different to the fat waffles the Belgians do so well. They’re small – 15cm or so – stamped with a fine crosshatched grid and sandwiched together with a flavoured cream. The original is vanilla, but there are many other flavours, such as pistachio, caramel and chicorée (that coffee-like flavour so loved in this region, not the bitter-leafed vegetable). When you bite through the soft waffles into the sweet, butter-cream filling, you’ll swoon.

The boutique dates from 1671, and was ornately fashioned by two previous owners before Belgian Michael Paulus Gislinius Méert (try saying that after a shot of genever) took over and created the waffles in 1849. Méert spent years in Belgium’s colonies learning about sugar cane, cocoa, vanilla and coffee, alongside a few stints working with some of the best confectioners of Europe. After he took ownership of the boutique and started flogging his special waffles, it wasn’t long before the aristocracy, royals and several heads of state took a shine to them. Perhaps the most famous fan, though, is Lille native Charles de Gaulle, who was born in the city in 1890.



Soup and Street Food, Wazemmes, Lille

Lille has more than its fair share of cool districts: to the north of the city, there’s Wambrechies with its genever distillery and award-winning friterie, while in the south-west there’s the vibrant Wazemmes area. Apart from having a brilliant name (which means ‘the marshes’), the quartier is a real hub of diversity – nowhere more so than its Halles market, which is open Tuesday to Sunday and joined by a huge outdoor flea market on a Sunday morning. Inside, you’ll find Thai cuisine, South American food, Middle Eastern and that French favourite, pizza. When I wandered there from the city centre on a cold February morning, I followed dozens of both old ladies and bobos (bourgeois-bohemians) pulling their shoppers-on-wheels ready to fill with produce. Stalls were laden with bright clementines and huge bunches of parsley, and the stallholders were yelling their prices. Among the stalls, there was one selling falafel sandwiches; another with Chinese dim sum. Another offered warming mint tea, as well as Moroccan dishes such as vegetable-stuffed msemen square flatbreads, and fragrant harira soup, made from tomatoes, chickpeas, lentils, coriander and cinnamon.

Each spring, Wazemmes turns its culinary prowess to celebrating this melting pot of cultures with the Festival International de la Soupe. The event hosts sixty different stalls offering soups from around the world, made from recipes by families, charity associations and other groups – from Thai and Moroccan classics to others of their own invention. The best lifts the star prize, La Louche d’Or – the golden ladle. There is beer by the barrel-load and a range of music that reflects the variety of soup on offer – from Indian drums to Big Band brass.



Macarons D’amiens, Amiens

It never ceases to amaze me just how many small businesses in France – foodie or otherwise – are run by successive generations of the same family, with the third, fourth, even fifth grandchild taking the helm of the bakery, the madeleine factory or the fromagerie. At the Maison Jean Trogneux in Amiens, it’s the sixth grandson and namesake of the original owner, Jean-Baptiste Trogneux, who continues the family tradition of making Amiens’s version of the almond macaron. Meanwhile another member of the family – Brigitte – is part of the Macron line; she is married to Monsieur Le President.

Wrapped in gold foil paper, these moreish little treats are sticky and moist, made with Valencia almonds, egg whites, almond oil, sugar and a smidge of bitter almonds for a deeper flavour. These macarons are based on an Italian recipe that was invented to use up the egg whites left over from making pasta and was brought to France during the Renaissance. The recipe inspired more than a dozen different versions of macarons across the country (see page 160, Paris and Île-de-France), with the macaron d’Amiens first launching in 1872.

A visit to the Maison Jean Trogneux is a mouth-watering business – as well as macarons, they’re famous for their other signature product, chocolate tuiles (which look like chocolate Pringles flecked with tiny shards of almond). Though the current shop stands on the same site as the original from 1872, the town centre was entirely rebuilt in the post-war period by August Perret after it was flattened by bombs in 1943. Much of the business’s historic artefacts, old macaron boxes and framed photos were lost in the bombing, but Jean-Baptiste and his family are still on the look-out for old mementos, and if someone brings in an old-style box, found in an attic, brocante, vide-grenier sale for example, they’ll swap it for a new one full of macarons.

[image: The exhibit presents a serving of cakes, cookies, and cheese.]


Hauts-De-France Cheeses

The Alps are well known for their abundance of fromage, but the Hauts-de-France region beats all other French regions for its variety of cheese. Here you’ll find a bewildering array to choose from, and many of them are pretty stinky thanks to their salt-or beer-washed rinds. Here are the best known. All are cow’s milk cheeses.




Mimolette

The ball-shaped Mimolette, also known as the Boule de Lille, was created in the seventeenth century at the behest of Louis XIV’s First Minister, Jean-Baptiste Colbert, as part of a plan to prevent the import of its Dutch counterpart Edam to France. To prevent any confusion, Mimolette was coloured orange using annatto (roucou in French), a Brazilian spice made from tree bark, which also gives Britain’s Red Leicester and the US’s Colby their distinctive red hues. The name comes from mi-mou or demi-mollet, which means semi-soft, but in fact most fromageries will sell firmer, more aged versions (maturing over eighteen to twenty-four months) that are cracked and crumbly and with a fruitier and more nutty flavour. Other orange-hued cheeses include Le Ch’ti Roux aux Briques des Flandres, washed with beer and named in honour of the fine bricks of the region’s architecture, and the Boulet de Cassel, similar to Mimolette, which is smaller. The Pavé de Roubaix is similar to Mimolette, but much harder to find. It is shaped into a rectangle to resemble the paving stones on the cobbled streets of Roubaix, those same stones that give the cyclists a juddering ride in the Paris–Roubaix bike race.



MAROILLES

Ah, Maroilles, how the people of Nord Pas-de-Calais love you. Created in 960 by monks at the Abbaye de Maroilles, this king of fromages is adored throughout Hauts-de-France. It’s delicious, and equally pleasing to say the name, flicking over those Ls: ‘mah-walles’. It is stinky. Really stinky, especially the ones matured over 100 days. This is thanks to the salt-water-washed rind that ferments and develops bacteria, yet the flavour of its pâte (the inside bit) is much milder, which means it is pleasant to cook with, or create a sauce with. You’ll find it in tarts, over mussels, in a dipping sauce for frites – in fact any call for a cheese sauce in northern France and it’ll probably be Maroilles. It’s made with milk from cows that graze the abundant grass in the Thiérache area of the Aisne and Nord departments. You might also see it called by its old name, Craquegnon.



Vieux-Boulogne and Other Cheeses with Maroilles

There’s no greater a gauntlet to throw down for a cheese-lover than the chance to taste ‘The World’s Stinkiest Cheese’. For fourteen years on the trot, Vieux-Boulogne won this very accolade from a nineteen-strong team at the UK’s Cranfield University, beating off other high-honk achievers such as Époisses and Munster. I expected the fromagerie that makes it to be proud of the title, but at the Boulogne branch of Fromagerie Philippe Olivier I was met with a half-hearted shrug and the staff’s casual dismissal. ‘Oh, that was les Anglais,’ they explained. ‘It’s just a kind of Maroilles, but the rind is washed in beer, and so of course it’s smelly.’ Madame gave me a slice to try and, oh yes, it was pretty putrid, but – like Maroilles – its pâte was fairly mild and pleasant in comparison. If you really want a stinky cheese, she suggested, then try the Fort de Lens. She offered me a sniff of this cheese and I nearly fainted, so strong was its aroma. Fort de Lens is made by mashing together leftover soft and semi-soft cheeses, including the rind – i.e. the smelliest bit – of Maroilles and then mixing it all with spices, aromatic herbs, and either white wine and genever, or with beer. It is then sealed in a stoneware or porcelain pot to ferment, transforming its taste further. It was originally made to use up leftover cheese and was eaten by miners while at work; they must have been seriously tough to stand the whiff in the closed confines of a mine.

There are other derivatives of Maroilles, too. The Boulette d’Avesnes is also made with leftover Maroilles, and is mashed with herbs, pepper and cloves and formed into a cone shape. This is coated in paprika or annatto, which gives Boulette its distinct red colour, then washed with beer. Le Dauphin is made in a similar way, only it’s shaped like a dolphin and was first made in honour of Louis XIV and his son, known as Le Dauphin, on the occasion of their visit to the region after the treaties were signed at the Peace of Nijmegen.



Bergues

It’s not just herring that get thrown from the balconies of town halls in these parts, as they do at the Dunkirk carnival (see page 78, Hauts-de-France, Smoked herring). In Bergues, it’s the town’s eponymous local cheese that the mayor throws to the crowds at the start of the carnival. Bergues is a semi-soft cheese traditionally made with milk from the rouge flamand cow, and the rind is washed with beer, so it’s quite strong like Maroilles, though its interior is less pungent. Try melting it on rounds of baguette; and Fromagerie Philippe Olivier recommends it with sautéed mushrooms.


[image: The map illustrates Bar-le-Duc, Commercy, and Nancy in the central region, Strasbourg to the east, with the Meuse flowing from northwest to the south. It also includes Reims to the west, and Troyes to the southwest, along with the Seine.]





Chapter Four: Grand Est

[image: The exhibit presents a platter filled with French delicacies.]
When France’s new regional borders were rolled out in 2016, Champagne-Ardenne found itself bolted on to Alsace and Lorraine as part of the Grand Est region. Alsace and Lorraine were already close comrades, having been passed together between Germany and France four times between the Prussian War in 1871 and the end of the Second World War. All the three regions that became Grand Est have local cuisines to be proud of, though in Champagne-Ardenne it’s the world’s most famous sparkling wine that takes precedence. Alsace is also famous for its wine, and its food is equal reason to venture east, where the geography – the Vosges mountains to the west and the River Rhine to the east – created a local identity with its own distinct cuisine, costumes and dialect. When I was posted there as a student to work as an English language teaching assistant, I discovered how different Alsace feels to the rest of France and it grew a special place in my heart, as did the plentiful servings of tarte flambée.

Alsace’s wine tavern restaurants, winstubs, are the ideal place to get to know other delicious, hearty dishes with names that require a little Germanic flair to pronounce. Those in search of more delicate menus will be spoiled by fine dining options. The restaurant Au Crocodile in Strasbourg has its own fascinating story, while the Auberge de L’Ill, close to Sélestat, is an institution. It is owned by the Haeberlin culinary dynasty, and chef Marc Haeberlin is the family’s fourth generation.

Those with a sweet tooth will love neighbouring Lorraine; its confections vary from bergamot sweets to the iconic madeleine, which owes its widespread popularity to the railway that ran through Commercy, albeit with a reputational boost from Marcel Proust. Elsewhere, the tradition of making red- and whitecurrant jelly with the aid of a goose feather still survives after 700 years. Other fruits came to be planted in Lorraine when the phylloxera wine blight devastated the wine trade, and Lorraine’s plum and cherry orchards are renowned for growing the much-loved Mirabelles and cherries for kirsch. No wine is as famous as champagne, and so it stands to reason that the finest fizz should find its way into Champagne-Ardenne’s food – in Reims, they dip biscuits rose into a glass, and Troyes’s famously smelly andouillette requires a few glugs of wine to make properly.


Winstub Cuisine, Regionwide

When the wind is blowing in Strasbourg, there’s no better hideaway for a hearty meal and a bottle of plonk than a traditional winstub. Before you’ve even seen the menu and its curiously named dishes, the word winstub is enough to fox you: it comes from the Alsatian for wine and ‘stub’, which was the central room that was kept heated in winter. Most winstubs date from the end of the Prussian War in 1870, when Alsace was annexed to Germany. Once part of the same country, the wine-makers spotted how popular the German bierstubs were and copied the idea with winstubs, where they could sell their excess wine on their own premises. You’ll find them throughout Alsace in the bigger towns such as Strasbourg, Colmar and Mulhouse, but also in the smaller wine villages like Riquewihr and Turckheim.

In the colder months, their rustic wood-panelled decor, along with the traditional carved wooden chairs and red gingham curtains and tablecloths, offers a wonderfully cosy atmosphere. Unsurprisingly, wine-lovers are spoiled by the excellent local wines made with grapes of the region, such as Riesling, Gewürztraminer, Pinot Gris, and Sylvaner. They’re served in those green-glass-stemmed glasses you only get in Alsace (or in the sideboards of 1970s Britain, primed for a bottle of Blue Nun). It might also be served in stemless rutscherle glasses, which were traditionally slid across the table from host to guest.

The menus suit a session of heavy wine-quaffing; dishes are robust and filling, so strap yourself in for a feast. Among the starters, you might see presskopf, which is called fromage de tête in French – a little misleading, as there is no cheese, it’s a terrine made with pig’s head. Salade Alsacienne might have more protein than vegetables, as it comprises cervelas sau-sages and Emmental cheese. Diners may be surprised to see escargots, a dish better known for its Burgundy origins, but the Alsatian version are fatter and more often cooked in a beef or red wine reduction rather than butter, garlic and parsley. Foie gras d’oie (goose liver pâté) is also an Alsatian staple and dates from the sixteenth century; it was developed by the Jewish communities in the region (see page 252, Nouvelle Aquitaine, Foie gras).

When it comes to main courses, most people will be keen to try the choucroute garni, so revered a dish in Alsace it has its own story to tell (see page 101, this chapter). Almost as famous is the baeckeoffe. This stew was traditionally made with whatever meat offcuts the household had left, so you’ll see a mix of pork, beef and mutton, stewed with potatoes, juniper berries and local wine, and the pot sealed with bread dough. The name means ‘baker’s oven’ in the local dialect, and derives from the history of families taking their pot to the baker, who would place it in their oven to cook while they went to church. The tradition was first started by Jewish families observing Shabbat, which forbade using fire from Friday evening to Saturday evening, who asked the local non-Jewish baker to keep it in their still warm ovens overnight.

The Alsatian names can prompt further confusion where translations aren’t offered: le wädele is a pork knuckle slowly braised in white wine and may be served with grumbeerekiechle, which are like an Alsatian version of the Swiss rösti, grated potatoes formed into a patty. Another popular accompaniment is spaëtzle, a kind of German egg noodle, which is common across the Alps. And many dishes include the local trout.

Lewerknepfle are pork liver and bacon quenelles, a kind of dumpling. Vegetarians will be relieved to find le bibeleskäs, a fromage-blanc-based dip with garlic and fresh herbs, served with potatoes and Munster cheese. Its name means ‘chick’s feed’ because it was used to feed baby chickens when mixed with cereals.

Don’t assume things get lighter when it comes to desserts: fans of rum baba will enjoy the spiced, mini-kugelhopf brioches soaked in rum. There’s also the chestnut and meringue tart known as La torche aux marrons or Nid de cigognes as a tribute to the many stork nests throughout Alsace (it’s called a Mont Blanc elsewhere); in summer months, soft fruit from the Vosges will be made into plum or blueberry tarts.

While winstubs can be found across Alsace, a few of them are considered institutions. In Strasbourg, there is Chez Yvonne, where chef Serge Cutillo is a passionate advocate of the local cuisine. The restaurant was established in 1873, and was a favou-rite of President Jacques Chirac, who dined there several times, including with two German chancellors and one Russian president, Boris Yeltsin.

In Colmar, there is the Wistub (no ’n’) Brenner, an institution run by Agostino Di Foggia, who bought it from the legendary figure Gilbert Brenner a decade ago and has given it a modern touch with lampshades made from bowler hats. Around the corner is the cosy Wistub de la Petite Venise. In the diverse and multicultural town of Mulhouse, there is Winstub Henriette, run by chef Marie-Christine Fehr. In the many villages, famous for their vineyards, there are countless bonnes adresses, including the renowned Winstub Le Chambard in Kaysersberg, with chef and Meilleur Ouvrier de France (MOF) Olivier Nasti’s refined menus; and the Caveau Morakopf in Niedermorschwihr, where Austrian chef Lukas Edl offers a beef and white wine fondue and their own little Oktoberfest each autumn.



Choucroute Garni, Alsace

If there’s one dish that is a must-try in Alsace, then it is choucroute garni. This large plate of fermented cabbage and various cuts of pork has long sustained Alsatians during their freezing winters, and for visitors the dish provides a reason to just sit in a warm restaurant and feast.

In Strasbourg, Chez Yvonne serves one of the city’s best choucroute garnis from chef Serge Cutillo, whose choucroute platter includes a Montbéliard beef and pork sausage, a knack sausage, two hunks of bacon (one smoked) and a pork liver quenelle. He told me how the origins of choucroute are attributed to China, where fermented cabbage is said to have fuelled the workers building the Great Wall. Quite how it got from there to Alsace he couldn’t say, but fermenting has long been a preservation technique used by peasants. There is an art to elevating cabbage from poor man’s fodder. After it is picked and shredded, it is combined with salt, which causes the cabbage to release its water content to create a brine. Artisans then give it an individual flavour by adding spices like juniper berries, as well as bacon, white wine and sweet onions. It is then sealed and left to ferment for between two and eight weeks. Many of the best choucroute makers are based near Krautergersheim, which is surrounded by cabbage fields. It earned its name in the sixteenth century from this very practice and its inhabitants are called chouvilloises and chouvillois. There is one auberge in the tiny village, le Chou’Heim, if you want to try the dish in the ‘capital of choucroute’.

There are variations on choucroute too, such as those at Strasbourg’s Maison Kammerzell, an atmospheric restaurant that dates from the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and looks like something from a fairytale. Set next to the city’s cathedral, it has a façade of intricately carved wood, and circular-paned windows that twinkle at night. Inside, the menu offers seven different versions of choucroute, including one with confit de canard, and the traditional with eight different cuts of meat and charcuterie. The restaurant’s most famous choucroute, though, is made with hake, salmon and smoked haddock. This was the creation of their late chef Guy-Pierre Baumann, who returned from Paris to his native Alsace in 1986 after popularising the fish version of choucroute in Paris, where diners were more open to adaptations of the classic dish. When I came to eat it, I carefully worked my way through the plate of al dente cabbage in its white wine-infused buttery sauce, eating first the light and delicate white hake, then the richer salmon and then, to pack the final punch, the smoked haddock. A lighter kind of choucroute, it’s assembled so that as you eat each fish gets stronger in flavour and you find you’re still interested in what is, after all, a very large dish. It worked, I polished off the lot, but dessert would have been one step too far.



Tarte Flambée, Alsace

Back in 1998, it’s possible my flatmates and I broke records for how many tartes flambées (flammekueche in Alsatian) we ate. As a twenty-year-old student working as an ‘assistante Anglaise’, it was mine and my friends’ job to impart the glories of the English language to the unenthused teenage populace. Cheap and filling, warming in winter but light in summer, tarte flambée was our go-to dish. It’s similar to a pizza, only made with fromage blanc or crème fraîche, onions and lardons, and we loved the thin dough base, its crispy, blackened edges that cracked under the knife; we’d pinch each slice trying not to singe our fingers.

When my flatmates and I had exhausted the limited offerings of Mulhouse’s restaurants and were at risk of spending too much of our Inter-railing funds, we took to making tarte flambée ourselves, experimenting with cream cheese, crème fraîche and egg yolks for a richer base, and other toppings such as goat’s cheese, Munster or mushrooms. We relished them on nearly a daily basis; they were lighter than pizza, quicker and cheaper to make and so easy to share. Strangely, our passion for them never seemed to wane, even if coaxing English verb conjugations out of bored ‘Bac’ students doing le redoublement (i.e. retakes) did.

As a staple of the Alsatian diet, its Alsatian name flammekueche literally means ‘flame cake’ on account of being cooked in a wood-fired oven. Its popularity spans the border to German regions of Baden-Württemberg and Palatinate, too. The tarte flambée’s origins can be pinpointed north of Strasbourg, where it was created to test the temperature of the bread ovens; the optimum temperature for them is when the oven is hottest, and so while the bakers were scoffing the just-made tart, the oven would settle down to a better temperature for bread. The pizza revolution in the 1960s brought them back to menus and they’ve stayed ever since. On my most recent visit, it became clear that today’s twenty-somethings are fans just as we were. After a tiring day at the Christmas market, I headed out to a late table reservation, jumping over puddles reflecting the twinkling lights. On the edge of the Petite France district, the restaurant Mama Bubbele was filled with students, all speaking different languages and tucking into huge wooden platters of tarte flambée. With lactose- and gluten-free versions on the menu these days, as well as more sophisticated toppings than we ever had – such as truffled Brie and filet mignon – I could see why it was so popular a place. I took the waiter’s recommendation for a topping of Tomme with wild garlic. Minutes later, the huge wooden board was served to my table for one and it was the best thing I ate all weekend. Perhaps nostalgia adds its own special flavour.



Christmas Cuisine, Strasbourg and Alsatian Marchés De Noël

If ever there was a season to indulge, then it is Christmas, but in Strasbourg you must beware of the Büchmesser. Across the square from Strasbourg’s imposing cathedral, with its 142-metre, fifteenth-century spire, there’s an inconspicuous pillar set out slightly from the corner of Rue Mercière supporting a tiny archway. To the uninitiated, the pillar seems a simple architectural feature, but for food lovers it is much more significant. Büchmesser means ‘stomach measurer’, and since the Middle Ages visitors who have over-indulged in Strasbourg’s finest fayre have been sent here to measure their girth. For anyone but a supermodel, it is hard enough to shimmy through sideways, let alone walk through squarely as you’re supposed to. I took my inevitable failure of the Büchmesser test at the start of my trip as a sign I should wholeheartedly indulge in the city’s Christmas cuisine.

There’s been a Christmas market at Strasbourg since 1571, and there’s a host of seasonal treats well worth failing the Büchmesser test for. I started with manele, little brioche figures (about 10–15cm) that represent Saint Nicolas and are placed in pâtisserie and boulangerie windows during Advent. They might be studded with chocolate chips or filled with fondant icing, and to eat one in Strasbourg in December feels as though Saint Nick himself is taking you by the hand and showing you around. Rue des Orfèvres is a good place to buy one, before strolling past the twinkly shop windows and emerging into the Cathedral square, as the aroma of mulled wine and roasting chestnuts fills the winter air.

Other treats that come out for Christmas are bredele cookies: they come in all sorts of shapes and sizes, delicately iced or with jam fillings. At the various Marchés de Noël throughout Alsace, you can pick and choose from a selection of them. There is also the berawecka (or beerawecka), a dense fruit cake made with almonds and dried fruit soaked in Mirabelle or Quetsche plum eau-de-vie. It originated among Alsace’s Jewish communities for Passover, but it was adopted at Christmas by the wider populace.

Kougelhopf (or kugelhopf) is a brioche that’s eaten year-round in Alsace, but its similarities to Italian panettone make it a good thing to buy at Christmas. Made in a bundt tin, it is thought to originate in Austria and its popularity spread thanks to Marie Leszczynska, daughter of King Stanislas of Poland, who married King Louis XV.

Chocolate lovers can indulge at the Bistrot et Chocolat, which doubles as a vegetarian restaurant, and has delicious pastries and heavenly hot chocolate. And then there’s Au Crocodile, the city’s most revered fine dining restaurant, named after the taxidermied crocodile that hangs in its lobby. The beastly reptile was brought back to Strasbourg from Egypt in the early 1800s by a captain in Napoleon’s army, who bought and lived in the building where the tranquil restaurant now stands. For some years the restaurant was the pride of chef Emile Jung, who held three Michelin stars. Now, chef Romain Brillat’s Michelin-starred menus are delicate and refined and are a good counterpoint to Strasbourg’s heavier specialities. When my friend and I visited for Brillat’s Christmas menu it was a relief to leave the whirl of the Christmas market crowds outside. In this gastronomic cocoon, we dined on foie gras mousse with black cherries, then wild boar from the Vosges with quince. The mignardises (sweets and mini pastries) with the coffee comprised pain d’épices and pear jelly with Christmas spices. After lunch, I returned to the cathedral square and the Büchmesser. I breathed in, kept my arms tight by my sides, and just about managed to squeeze through.



Quiche Lorraine, Nationwide

The quiche Lorraine is such a well-known dish that, despite its roots being clear from its name, its origins seem largely forgotten. I wonder if many people might think it was invented by a lady called Lorraine. In fact, it’s the region’s Germanic influence that is at the root of the name ‘quiche’, which derives from the word ‘kuchen’ and developed from the flammekueche or the tarte flambée. It was first mentioned in records as long ago as the sixteenth century.

Unlike the tarte flambée, which must be eaten as soon as it’s out of the oven, the quiche Lorraine’s popularity spread beyond its eponymous borders because it’s quite literally easy to take away. You can buy a large one from a market stall and take it back to your gîte, shove some salad leaves next to it, and it becomes dinner. You can take two small quiches away from a boulangerie, still warm in the paper, and feed them in slices to your car-weary toddlers at the picnic bench. Been there, done that. Or, you can stare at the burnished topping as it’s delivered to your table at a Ferme Auberge table d’hôte by Madame, and wonder how you might eat a huge slice and still have room for the three courses that are still to follow.

More dedicated cooks will make their own buttery short-crust pastry, take care to find the tenderest lardons and the free-range eggs with the yellowest yolks to mix with the crème fraîche or cream, and then bake it, serving it with love for dinner. But you don’t need to do that when the local boulanger can go to all that trouble for you, and you can simply swan in and pick up the easiest picnic dish there is. In Nancy, pay a visit to Maison Gwizdak, where baker Fabrice Gwizdak has won awards for his quiche; while the Brotherhood of the Quiche Lorraine has its headquarters in Dombasle-sur-Meurthe, a few miles away, and holds the Fête de la Quiche each year at the end of June.



Bergamot Sweets, Nancy

Not only is the city of Nancy blessed with astounding architecture – a decadent platter of art nouveau curves, neo-classical pomp and medieval jumble – it also abounds with enticing confections. The list is long but includes its own kind of macarons, originally made by nuns; there’s the rum baba made with Tokaji wine; the vanilla cream-filled, meringue-based Gâteau Saint-Epvre; and many different riffs with Mirabelle plums from the nearby orchards.

Its most emblematic flavour comes via the bergamotte de Nancy, an orange-meets-lemon-flavoured boiled sweet. Local legend attributes the sweets’ creation to the palace of the exiled Polish King Stanislas, from whom madeleines and rum baba (see page 161, Paris and Île-de-France) are also said to derive. The original flavour, however, probably came to Lorraine thanks to Rene II, King Stanislas’s predecessor as Duke of Lorraine in the fifteenth century. He also happened to have a claim on the kingdom of Naples, a region well known for its citrus fruits, so it’s likely they came with his entourage. Only four confiseurs are allowed to make Nancy’s bergamot sweets, which have a protected origin status (IGP). The best known is perhaps Maison des Soeurs Macarons, who also make the city’s signature macarons and whose bijou little shop is just a few steps from the palatial Place Stanislas. Each sweet shop packages its sweets in beautiful tins, which make attractive collectors’ items and, it turns out, a prop in the film Amélie, its director Jean-Pierre Jeunet’s tribute to his childhood in Lorraine. Once you’re done with shopping and collecting, another fun way to indulge in the flavour is at the city’s restaurants and pâtisseries, which use bergamot in their desserts and cakes, be it crème brûlée, bergamot tart (like a tarte au citron), crêpes Suzette, the almond cake pain de Gênes (known as travellers’ cake) or simply as candied peel.



Madeleines, Commercy, Nationwide

For a long time now, nineteenth-century scribe Marcel Proust has cornered the market in madeleine-related musings. In his great work of literature À la Recherche du Temps Perdu, there’s a scene in which the taste of the buttery, shell-shaped cakes with their signature ‘bump’ transports the writer back to his childhood in one bite. Although early drafts of the seven-tome opus show that he originally wrote ‘stale bread’ instead, ‘Proust’s madeleine’ has become shorthand for the magical power of everyday events to stir up deeply held memories – and a cheat’s way of sounding terribly well-read. While the Normandy coastal town of Cabourg embraces its role as the location for Proust’s story (he wrote it in the Grand Hotel de Cabourg, which sports Proust exhibits throughout), the madeleine’s origins lie some 300 miles away in the town of Commercy, which has a much bigger claim to the cakes’ story.

Commercy’s legend tells how they were invented by a quick-thinking kitchen maid who was working in the palace of Polish King Stanislas while he was exiled in Lorraine in the mid-eighteenth century. When the baker fell ill during a ball, she is said to have whipped up her grandma’s recipe and served them as dessert. When the King asked what they were called and she had no name for them, he gratefully bestowed her own moniker – Madeleine – on the delicious confection. Other stories date from even earlier, with rumours of it being created in the Middle Ages for pilgrims on the route to Santiago de Compostela, using scallop shells as moulds; or in the seventeenth century when the Cardinal of Retz, the profligate rogue, had his cook Madeleine Simonin whip up a new kind of cake, which took her name.

However it happened, the wider cake-loving community across France may never have discovered madeleines without the railway. Commercy was on the route between Paris and Strasbourg, and trains had to stop at the town’s station to refill stocks of coal and water. The platform-side cake sellers had a captive audience among the train passengers, who no doubt bought more than they needed, shared them with friends at their destination, and so the wider world also discovered the madeleine. Today they’re sold in almost every food shop, station and airport in France to sate hungry travellers, but mass-produced madeleines sadly lack the je ne sais quoi to inspire Proustian levels of nostalgia. Visiting Commercy is well worth the detour for the real thing.

There are just two madeleine producers left in Commercy, where once there were fifteen. The first is À la Cloche Lorraine, whose madeleines are light and slightly lemony and are ideal for taking home to share (they keep for a month or two). The other is La Boîte à Madeleine, which is run by brothers Stéphane and Thierry Zins whose family business dates from 1951. When I visited their operation, set in a modern building next to a McDonald’s just outside the town centre, I was in awe of their painstaking baking process – not just because they don’t use any preservatives or colouring, but also for their dedication to what is essentially an incredibly repetitive task. Make the batter, fill the moulds, bake, over and over. I stood watching the glass-fronted ovens as the famous ‘bump’ began to rise. Their buttery madeleines have a hint of lemon and are light and fluffy. Eating them there and then is how it should be done.

The mark of a good madeleine is a good size ‘bump’, even if it’s hard to fathom how it happens – some say the shape of the pan makes the difference, others suggest it’s all in the recipe. Whatever the pan you buy, or the recipe you use, there’s nothing like biting into a warm madeleine, dusted with icing sugar, and tasting that buttery sponge with its delicate ridges. Purists say you shouldn’t add anything to them, though that rule is frequently broken with all sorts of enhancements such as lemon zest, orange flower water, chocolate, even olive oil in Provence. I say adapt them all you like: how else will you justify owning a fluted cake pan if you stick to just one recipe? You could even make a savoury version, as they serve alongside classical music recitals at the chambres d’hôtes Villa du Châtelet near Compiègne. The Villa was built by composer Léo Delibes, and the star of his opera Lakmé, Marie Van Zandt, just happened to be friends with Proust’s father and inspired the character Odette in À la Recherche du Temps Perdu.





Courgette and Cheese Madeleines

Makes Approx. 18


	1 large courgette (approx. 400g)

	100ml olive oil + 2 tablespoons for frying

	200g plain flour

	1 teaspoon baking powder

	3 eggs

	100ml milk

	80g grated cheese (e.g. Comté, Emmental, Gruyère)

	80g Parmesan

	50g feta cheese or goat’s cheese, crumbled

	2 tablespoons chopped fresh mint leaves

	salt and freshly ground black pepper




	Preheat the oven to 180°C.

	Grate the courgette and fry over a gentle heat in 2 tablespoons of olive oil, until the pieces gently soften but don’t colour. Leave to cool.

	In a bowl, mix the flour and baking powder, then whisk in the eggs, 100ml of olive oil and the milk.

	Add the cheeses, courgettes and mint, and season with salt and pepper.

	Spoon gently into the moulds (a muffin baking tray works too) and bake for 20–25 minutes. Serve warm.







 Confiture De Groseille, Bar-Le-Duc

There’s a jam in Bar-le-Duc that is unlike any other. Known as the caviar de Bar-le-Duc, this redcurrant and whitecurrant jam is produced using a technique that dates from 1344: the seeds of each individual berry are removed by hand, using the quill of a goose feather. This allows the currants to be kept intact with the illusion of not having been touched at all; they are then suspended in the jelly before being presented in a crystalline jar. The conserve has long graced the tables of nobility and its earliest known fan was Mary Queen of Scots, who is said to have enjoyed it as a child – her mother, Mary of Guise, was a noble-woman of the Duchy of Lorraine. Queen Mary called it ‘a sunbeam in a jar’. Later, Charles de Gaulle, Winston Churchill and Victor Hugo were fans, while Alfred Hitchcock is said to have consumed a full jar each morning at breakfast, and the late Queen Elizabeth II was also a customer.

Tucked away in the suburbs of the town, Maison Dutriez is the last remaining producer. It is run by Anne Dutriez, who continues the business she inherited from her father and grandparents. They rescued the ailing business in 1974 from a Monsieur René Amiable, whose name is still shown on the label. In 1900, there were five different producers, between them employing some 400 épépineuses (deseeders), but now Anne employs just five each summer, who are so skilled they can get through a kilo of currants in an hour and a half. An untrained hand would take fifteen hours, which was eminently believable once I’d had a go myself. With the goose wing feather in hand, Anne showed me how to gently pierce the currant on the other side to where the blossom has left a dot, and delicately lift out the six or seven seeds without damaging the flesh. Instead, I managed to mangle the berry’s interior and squash it at the same time. And with that, I realised why each jar costs around €24. Anne ships the confiture all over the world, particularly to the USA and Japan, and sells in France via épiceries fines. The white is best served alongside goat’s cheese or foie gras, where its tart sweetness complements the savoury. She suggested drizzling the redcurrant version over ice cream, with toasted slivered almonds; or spreading it in the centre of a madeleine sliced lengthways. I raided the travel budget coffers for a pot of each, and served it with cheese to my very favourite friends once we got home. It was like sunshine in a jar.



Mirabelle and Other Plums, Lorraine and Nationwide

When summer hits its peak, the small and sweet yellow Mirabelle plums are welcomed with enthusiasm in markets throughout France. Lorraine has the perfect climate for plums, cold at night and hot by day, and they thrive in its clay and mineral-rich soil. The region produces 70 per cent of the world’s plums and is home to 400,000 trees. In summer, it means you can have as many Mirabelles as you can eat, while cooks and chefs fashion them into everything from jam and compotes to tarts and liqueurs.

In the tiny village of Rozelieures, the Maison de la Mirabelle is a family-run distillery with twenty-five hectares of Mirabelle orchards. It’s a busy place, considering how out-of-the-way it is, with tours of the distillery, a large bar for tastings of their Mirabelle eau de vie and their own whisky, as well as many other associated products. There are jams, babas in Mirabelle liqueur, Mirabelle caramels and all kinds of other liqueurs.

With the freshest plums, you can make a super-easy tart, achievable even in the most basic of kitchens. The idea is that the plums are so sweet they need nothing else doing to them. Simply roll out some pre-bought shortcrust or puff pastry (la pâte brisée or la pâte feuilleté in French supermarkets) and press into a greased, fluted mould, or whatever you have to hand. Cut the Mirabelles into halves and take out the stones; this is the hardest bit. Place them cut side down in the pie mould and fill the whole space. Bake at 180°C until the pastry is golden and the plums slightly wrinkly, soft and burnished. Pour some cream on top, et voilà.

Mirabelles aren’t the only fruit to be found in these parts. Look out for the deep purple Quetsche plum, similar to the damson, which grows in the Vosges mountains. In summer you may see it in tarts at the pâtisserie, or used for jams, sorbets or liqueurs.



Biscuit Rose, Reims

Dunking biscuits in drinks has long been a pleasant pastime: in Britain it might be a digestive and a cup of tea; in Nord Pas-de-Calais it is Maroilles cheese on bread in coffee; elsewhere in France, you might tremper ton croissant in chocolat chaud. In Reims, the tradition is more decadent: here you dip a Fossier pink biscuit in champagne. These dry biscuits, similar to the ladies’ fingers that British cooks use in trifle, date from the late seventeenth century and were invented by bakers to make the most of the residual heat of the oven after making two batches of bread. They became known as ‘cooked twice’: bis-cuit. Their pink hue was added to camouflage the less appetising brown colour that came from the addition of vanilla. They became a favourite at Versailles and were served at the coronation of King Louis XVI. Fossier is proud to declare, ‘There is no king who hasn’t received them as a gift at his coronation.’ I suppose it was a shame for them that France ran out of kings; though you can at least see where many of the previous monarchs were crowned in the cathedral in Reims.

While it’s fun to tour the champagne houses in and around the city learning about such traditions as riddling and sabrage, the pink-biscuit-dipping does have a whiff of ‘marketing gimmick’ about it; after all, a glass of champagne is perfectly delightful on its own. So in the interests of research, we tried it during dinner with friends. With trepidation, we each dipped the biscuit in our fluted glasses for different durations and took a bite: the fizz intermingled with the sweet crumbs. It was tasty for sure, but timing was key. Three seconds was too quick, the biscuit stayed too dry, without enough fizz; thirty seconds risked too much sogginess. Ten seconds turned out to be the Goldilocks option. With the exception of one very enthusiastic dunker, we all agreed that whatever the duration of the dunk, the risk of crumbs being left in the glass posed too big a risk of ruining a decent glass of champagne. The promise of pleasingly fizzy biscuits, we decided, would work perfectly well with a cheaper bottle of fizz, such as crémant, and with that decision made, we opened another bottle; all in the name of research, of course.



Le Véritable Andouillette, Troyes

When you’re exploring France’s markets, you may have spied butchers’ counters selling offal. The presence of les abats in almost every market is testament to the French’s appetite for all parts of the animal, be it brains or lung, kidney or heart, liver or tongue. While the British and Americans are more picky when it comes to eating such parts, we should admire the French for their more sustainable approach, which sees nothing go to waste after they’ve taken the best cuts for Saturday dinner or Sunday lunch. That is not to say that dishes using, say, tête de veau or rognons (kidneys) as the star ingredient should be seen as inferior; plenty of France’s top chefs are as passionate about using offal as they are any other cut. In Lyon, the bouchon bistros’ menus are entirely based on using them all in robust, tasty and traditional dishes.

The andouillette de Troyes is a true icon of offal-led gastronomy. Those who are queasy about the ‘makings of’ should look away now, for its fabrication is not for the faint-hearted. Pork stomach is sliced in long strips, while the large intestines (which offer their own particular aroma of, how can I put this, poo) are thoroughly cleaned and arranged together with the stomach and seasoned with salt, pepper and spices, finely chopped onions, and often a few glugs of champagne. These ingredients are then stuffed inside another length of intestine by hand or looped together and pulled with a cord. The cord is released and the whole thing is tied at each end before being gently simmered in a bouillon (stock) for several hours, resulting in a fairly unappealing pale and lumpy sausage.

Despite its appearance, the andouillette is revered among charcuterie lovers, and to be sure of having the real thing, an andouillette must hold the AAAAA or 5As certification. All those As stand for the Association Amicale des Amateurs d’Authentique Andouillette, which was founded in the early 1960s by five food columnist friends to protect the technique and craftsman-ship required to make the real deal. To be admitted, its members must adhere to a strict code of quality and are awarded their membership after their andouillette is blind-judged by a jury made up of butchers, chefs, food critics and general andouillette lovers. Once admitted, their certificate attests that their product is the True Andouillette of Troyes and is valid for two years, after which time they must repeat the process.

When it arrives on your plate, l’andouillette de Troyes is usually pan-fried, often with a mustard sauce and potatoes, and maybe chips or seasonal produce. Unlike the many andouilles you find across France, where the texture can be quite dense, the contents of Troyes andouillette are fairly loosely held in their casing and they each keep their particular texture and flavour.

It’s an acquired taste, for sure, with a general scent and flavour that might be described as arome exotique de ferme to its fans, or honking pig-pen to those who say, ‘Non, merci.’ I’m afraid I fit in the latter category, but I am happy to give an A grade to Troyes itself, one of my favourite towns. Come for the colourful timber-framed architecture that glows in the evening light; come to wander its narrow lanes – slightly tipsy from champagne – to admire its incredible cathedral and stained-glass windows. Andouillette is entirely optional.

[image: The exhibit presents a serving of cakes, cookies, and cheese.]


Grand Est Cheeses

There aren’t many famous cheeses from the Grand Est region. Only three hold an AOC label – Langres, Munster and Chaource – but you will find many smaller artisan cheeses made on individual farms. For a local blue cheese, seek out Bleu des Vosges, made by the family-run Ferme des Schalandos in the Vosges village of Hachimette, near Colmar. There are a few farms that make goat’s cheese alongside their cow’s milk cheeses, such as Ferme de l’Hirondelle in Ribeauvillé and the Ferme du Londenbach.



Langres

The small, wrinkly, yellow Langres might not win any awards for its beauty, but its flavour is regal: soft, woozy cheese with a creamy and gentle farmyard flavour. It isn’t regularly turned by the affineur during its maturation process (perhaps only once), which gives it a slumping crater in the top known as la fontaine. This makes it the perfect receptacle into which to pour champagne or Marc de Bourgogne (brandy made from leftover grape skins, seeds and stems). You need to time it right, though, because once it’s out of the fridge it can collapse fairly swiftly depending on room temperature: plan to serve it about an hour later and pour on the champagne before serving. If there are any leftovers, these are even better, as the alcohol will have had longer to penetrate the cheese. It’s made with cow’s milk and its rind is washed with annatto colouring and Marc de Bourgogne and aged for two or three months. And although it’s widely sold across France, it is worth the detour to buy it in its home town, the fortified town of Langres. Walk or cycle the ramparts – the town sits high over the Haute-Marne landscape – and visit the House of Enlightenment, which is dedicated to its most famous son, Denis Diderot, who co-wrote the seminal work L’Encyclopédie. You can buy the eponymous cheese from La Maison des Fromages, at 18 bis rue Jean Roussat.



Chaource

These little white bloomy cylinders range from gentle and creamy in the younger cheeses, to aromas of mushroom and hazelnut when they’re ripened for longer. While it makes a tasty addition to any cheeseboard, you might also see Chaource included in a tarte de Troyes alongside the pongy andouillette de Troyes. It is named after a village in the Aube, but nobody quite knows the exact origins of this cow’s cheese. Local history says it was created by the Cistercian monks who first planted the Chablis vineyards near Pontigny in the twelfth century, and taught the technique to the farmers nearby. For this reason, it’s often listed as a Burgundy cheese. Apparently it was a favourite of the thirteenth-century duchess Marguerite de Bourgogne, who went on to marry Louis X of France. Presumably there was no more Chaource for the Duchess after she was caught in an act of adultery and kept imprisoned as punishment while her lover was executed. Should’ve just stuck to eating the cheese, Mags.



Munster and Munster-Géromé

Munster is the most renowned cheese of Alsace and the Vosges. It dates from the seventh century, when local farmers would bring their milk to the local monastery (Munster derives from the latin monasterium) for the monks to make the cheese. Its amber hue is the result of its rind being washed with brine and it carries a gentle whiff, getting stronger the riper it is, but its flavour is fairly mild and creamy. It’s made in copper cauldrons with the milk of Vosgienne cows, which produce high-quality milk and graze on the mountains that divide Alsace from Lorraine. On the east side, the cheese is simply known as Munster, whereas in Lorraine it’s known as Munster-Géromé, derived from the name Lake Gérardmer. They’re essentially the same cheese, and for both there is a plain version and a cumin version, with the seeds stirred into the cheese as it’s being made. The seeds are good for digestion, so even the plain version may be served with a portion of seeds on the side or with cumin-seed crackers. Another local custom is to flambé the Munster with cumin eau-de-vie (or Marc de Gerwürtztraminer), which Vincent Vigneron from Mon Oncle Malker fromagerie in Strasbourg assured me is sublime.


[image: The map displays Saulieu, Dijon, and Beaune in the central region, with the Seine flowing down from the north. It includes Fougerolles to the northwest, Morteau to the west, and Lons-le-Saunier to the southwest.]





Chapter Five: Burgundy-Franche-Comté

[image: The exhibit portrays a wine bottle and a glass filled with wine.]
Most gastronomes come to the region of Burgundy for its wines, which are among the world’s best. Yet just as the terroir varies for the region’s grapes, so too does the land create the conditions for myriad food specialities – many of which are a perfect match for your verre de vin. The Côte d’Or is best known for its Unesco-listed vineyards, but among those vines blackcur-rants thrive too, as do mustard seeds, counting as two of the region’s best-known products. Further to the west, the fertile soil of Yonne and Nièvre is ideal for raising cows for cheese and pigs for charcuterie, but also for growing mini-cucumbers for cornichons – the ideal companion to both.

Elsewhere, the foods tell you about the Romans and Gauls who once lived in these parts. In Flavigny-sur-Ozerain, an aniseed sweet tells how the Romans fought the Gauls; and in the Morvan Regional Park you can even taste a menu based on products from Asterix’s day. The town of Saulieu was a meeting point of two Roman routes through France and later became a gastronomic hotspot thanks to chefs Alexandre Dumaine and later Bernard Loiseau, whose family continue his legacy. Eating snails is also thought to originate in the Morvan. If your trip takes in a visit to Dijon, the dishes on its restaurants’ menus are a testament to its food-and-drink-loving mayors, while a visit to the Cité International de Gastronomie is a good place to start learning and eating its best products. In FrancheComté in the east, the department of Haute-Sâone nudges up against the Vosges. This is where you’ll find an abundance of cherry orchards that were planted to replace the vineyards in the nineteenth century. And in the Doubs and Jura, the vast, wild-flower prairies are home to the cows that help to make Comté cheese, where production is closely linked to the saucisse de Morteau. In the south lies the land of Bresse, where the landscape is perfect for rearing its famous chickens, and where the white Charolais cows chew the cud in the rolling hills.


Mustard, Dijon

For Marcel Proust, it was a bite of a madeleine that stirred up his deepest memories of childhood; in Disney’s Ratatouille the bitter restaurant critic Anton Ego was spirited away at the taste of a tian. For me, it is the nose-pinching blast that comes when I open a jar of Dijon that takes me back to my childhood and our family’s tradition of making proper French dressing. This oh-so-simple way to elevate a salad to gourmet standard was the legacy of my mother’s stint as an au pair in Paris aged eighteen. The mother, Madame Sautier, taught her how to whisk a teaspoon of strong Dijon mustard together with 6 tablespoons of oil, 2 tablespoons of white wine vinegar, ½ teaspoon of sugar, salt and pepper. By ten years old, I’d mastered it too and it is the first recipe I ever remember making. While the rest of 1980s Britain dolloped salad cream on their lettuce, my mum was using our family holidays as a chance to import her own ample supply so we could have properly dressed salads. I vividly remember the large, red-lidded jars of yellow Amora Dijon mustard rolling around in the footwell of our Vauxhall Nova.

French cooks have long known that it is the most useful jar they can have to hand. Add a smear to a jambon-beurre for a piquant punch; stir a teaspoon into a cheese sauce for added richness; or mix with mayonnaise for a Dijonnaise dip or dressing. The French will often have a little pot of it on their dining tables instead of salt and pepper, and its use in recipes is so broad, and France’s dependence on it so heavy, that there was a major outcry when a drought hit production of the seeds in 2022 and shop shelves lay empty of Dijon mustard for months. At the traiteur or boucherie at the markets, you might see it used in marinades for chicken or rabbit, on restaurant menus you might choose poulet Gaston Gérard (see page 134, this chapter) in which it plays a starring role.

Although Amora and its sister brand Maille are some of the most famous brands, they’ve long since been swallowed up by the multinational Unilever, who use mustard seeds from North America. Those visiting Burgundy in search of a more locally produced mustard will easily find products from Moutarderie Edmond Fallot. Its small museum in Beaune (there’s a shop in Dijon too) tells you its story of the family business, invites you to a little workshop where you make your own blend, and offers a shop with so many varieties – blackcurrant, pain d’épices, honey – that I could fill the footwell of our own trusty chariot a few times over.

The mustard shop Le Manège à Moutardes (‘the mustard merry-go-round’) in the Cité de la Gastronomie in Dijon has a huge variety of artisanal brands of moutarde de Bourgogne, for which the grains must be grown in Burgundy (it holds an IGP status), and brands include such as Reine de Dijon. There are also mustards from other places in France: Pommery (softer but spicier), Orléans (a bit richer), and honey mustard from the department of Eure-et-Loir (much sweeter).



Cornichons, Chemilly-Sur-Yonne and Nationwide

It’s easy to wax lyrical about how beloved these little pickled cucumbers are in French cuisine. In 1966, singer Nino Ferrer even released a pop song, ‘Les Cornichons’, about them, which spelled out their joys as part of a pique-nique to an upbeat Hammond organ soundtrack. They’re ideal on a charcuterie board, where their vinegary hit cuts through the fat of the saucisses, hams and terrines. They do the same job with creamy fromage; in the mountains, their pickly panache is a great match for fondue and raclette. And they’re particularly good with sticky pork rillettes. You can even use them in recipes, such as sauce gribiche or beef stroganoff. Yet for all their many uses across the nation’s cuisine, finding a truly French cornichon is harder than you think.

A whopping 95 per cent of these little pickles are grown in India, where is it thought the cornichon has its origins. Many producers in the Yonne, where they were traditionally grown in France, moved their production abroad for cheaper labour. Maison Marc in Chemilly-sur-Yonne, near Auxerre, is one of a few producers who grow them on French soil. For a long time they were the only cornichon producer in France, though more artisanal brands have launched in recent years. The trickiest part of producing cornichons for any farmer is timing: a cornichon can double in size overnight, so picking them at the right time for the right size is crucial. While the price tag is steep, Maison Marc’s cornichons are crunchy, piquant and very, very moreish, so they’re definitely worth buying for a special occasion. Whichever you buy, though, be sure to buy enough for all their deserved uses – my favourite being to eat them by night straight from the jar, lit by the fridge light.



Poulet De Bresse, Bresse and Nationwide

The Gallic Rooster, aka the Gauloise Dorée breed, has been a symbol of France since The Revolution. As Europe’s oldest breed, he has found stardom as the emblem for the nation’s sports teams. Yet it is the Poulet de Bresse (la Bresse Gauloise) that has perhaps a greater claim on being the ideal representative for La Belle France and its tricolore; its feet are blue, its feathers are white and its comb and wattle are bright red. Not only that, but it also has the audacity to hold the title for ‘best chicken in the world’ according to chefs across the globe.

Its superior flavour is a result of the unique way the birds are reared in a small area of France that straddles the Ain, Saône-et-Loire and Jura departments. The Poulet de Bresse label actually refers to three different types – the male or female Bresse Chicken, the female Bresse Poularde and the male Bresse Capon. In general they all spend a great deal of their short lives (four, five or eight months respectively) ranging free in the outdoors, being fed on a mixture of corn and dairy products and whatever insects they forage.

When I visited award-winning producer Rachel Roussel-Voisard at her farm deep in the countryside near Lons-le-Saunier, she explained how the land in Burgundy is ideal for rearing poultry. It has a clay subsoil topped with a layer of silt, which means it’s prone to standing water, but which makes it humid and green throughout the year. The ground isn’t very good for agriculture, but the little bushes are perfect for chickens to hide and forage in. Historically, farmers in this area would do a bit of everything to survive: a few cows, sheep, pigs, growing a few crops, with the duty of keeping chickens traditionally falling to the farmers’ wives.

Between them, they developed a savoir-faire for rearing a superior breed which, in the nineteenth century, gained popularity across France thanks to the railway network and a unique preservation technique called le roulage, which involves them being carefully wrapped and sewn into a cotton and linen cloth that keeps them fresh without refrigeration. After the Second World War, the farmers of Bresse looked to protect the product from imposters and applied for an AOC, which was awarded in 1957. Even with post-war food shortages, it was considered worth protecting and it’s still the only French poultry product to hold the protected origin status. These high standards were maintained in no small part thanks to the prestigious competition Les Glorieuses de Bresse, which was launched in 1862 and is still held each December. Held in four towns, Bourg-enBresse, Louhans, Montrevel-en-Bresse and Pont-de-Vaux, there are some 1,000 birds in the competition, with various prizes for birds both alive and dead. When chickens are this well cared for in life it shines through in their flavour.

In 2007, Rachel was the first woman to ever win the Glorieuses de Bresse’s top prize, which was awarded to one of her capons (a young, castrated male chicken, traditionally eaten at Christmas in France) and, to my delight, she won again in 2022. I never thought I’d find myself cheering on a chicken farmer, but then I’m not sure I fully appreciated how much love can go into chicken farming. I tasted one of her poulardes at the Lons-le-Saunier restaurant Le Grain de Sel, where renowned local chef Laurent Bassard cooks it long and slow for a classic dish with morel mushrooms. The tender meat just fell off the bone, rich and flavourful, and I scooped it up with a deeply flavoured wine sauce and umami morels, roasted new potatoes and squeaky green beans. All that was left on my plate were the bones and the little tricolore metal badge that each producer stamps into each chicken to show they’re the real deal.

There’s another chef, meanwhile, whose whole career has been about celebrating these special birds. George Blanc has held three Michelin stars at his eponymous restaurant since 1981, and Vonnas has evolved to become a gourmet village, nicknamed the ‘Village Blanc’. There’s a more casual restaurant set in his family’s original auberge, which dates from 1900, where you can try Bresse chicken cooked with cream to his mother’s recipe.

I have fond memories of a chicken dinner at La Ferme de Marie-Eugénie, an enchanting chambres d’hôtes set in an old farmhouse near Louhans, where ebullient host Marie-Eugénie served her superb coq au vin for our evening meal. She makes her sauce with the Pinot Noir of the Côtes de Nuits and her secret ingredient – a square of dark chocolate – adds a depth and richness. The other guests and I chatted long into the evening, putting the world to rights, and I often refer to her recipe (on the B&B’s website) when cooking my own coq au vin.



Nonettes De Dijon, Dijon

Hold up, Madeleine fans . . . there’s a contender in our midst, vying for the title of ‘best small, moreish cakes with a strong hint of nostalgia’. Nonettes de Dijon are a small cylinder of ginger-bread with a jam centre. They share a history with Proust’s favourite scallop-shaped cakes from Lorraine in that their popularity spread thanks to the railway and, before that, the stagecoach. They were historically made by nuns (‘nonnettes’ means little nuns) in Champagne and Burgundy. These days, the family-run company Mulot et Petitjean ply a fine trade in nonettes, making them alongside their famous pain d’épices, and it’s just as well they keep up their good work, because the twelve main gingerbread producers who existed before the Second World War have long since disappeared, pushed out by cheaper treats from abroad.

Pay a visit to Mulot et Petitjean’s red timber-framed shop on Dijon’s Place Bossuet and you’ll be following the footsteps of more than two centuries’ worth of customers. The company was founded in 1796 and moved into this genteel townhouse, the Hôtel Catin de Richemont, in 1805. Its astonishing interior dates from 1919, with its ornate ceiling, arched alcoves and intricate stucco details. Their museum is worth a visit, too, as it recreates their factory from the early twentieth century to tell the story of the company and offers a tasting at the end. There are several different varieties of pain d’épices and nonettes, and the marmalade-centred version is their best-seller, though the blackcurrant version proved a bigger hit in our household.



Snails, Region- and Nationwide

‘Name a food the French eat?’ could be a classic TV quiz show question and the answer ‘snails’ would be 100 per cent right. While some diners might be squeamish about eating snails, they are worth trying. And once you master using the little tongs to hold the shells, you can be deftly scooping them out with the skinny fork and devouring the succulent molluscs, bathed in parsley and garlic butter, as confidently as the next Bourguignon or Bourguignonne.

Snails were introduced in France by the Romans and by the Middle Ages they were eaten as an alternative to meat during Lent. In 1796, they became popular in Burgundy after an inn-keeper, Père Vallée, added them to the menu at his auberge in Bassou, near Auxerre. The inn was a stopover for the mail coaches travelling between Paris and Lyon, which spread the dish’s fame to the capital, and people there began to request the famous Bassou escargots which were then delivered by the coaches; you could say they were literally the first snail mail. If you visit the town these days, they’re still proud of this history, and Maison Billot still has a little shop there. If you’re really into your snails, you can even buy them direct from one of the many farms – fermes hélicole – across France where they raise the popular Burgundy, Gros-gris and Petit-gris varieties. For most of us, though, it’s easier to just leave it to the experts to work their magic, whether it is the traditional parsley and garlic butter or more sophisticated dishes. You won’t need to look far before you find escargots: they might be gracing the chef Yohann Chapuis’s menu at Le Bouchon Bourguignon in Tournus, or simply a stand in the incredible Les Halles de Dijon market, where I once watched a man in paint-splattered overalls down a glass of red wine alongside a dozen snails for lunch in mere minutes. Who knew snails could also be fast food?



Gougères, Regionwide

While sweet choux pastry comes in many guises, be it profiteroles, éclairs or moreish chouquettes, the only savoury use of choux is the gougère, a delicate puff of buttery pastry flavoured with Comté cheese. While they can be made with Emmental, Gruyère or even Cheddar, the real deal is best made with a young Comté, which has the right balance of flavour without being too overpowering. And, once you start on a plate of really good Comté gougères, it’s rather hard to stop. It’s just as well, then, that in restaurants you tend to only get two each with your apéro. Traditionally, this is how they come – as part of an aperitif – a custom for which les Bourguignons have flair. They might serve squares of jambon persillé too, tender parsleyed ham, which you can spear with a cocktail stick. The drink in these parts is a kir, crème de cassis topped up with white wine, or champagne for a kir royale. It was popularised by the post-war Mayor of Dijon, the Canon Felix Kir, from whom it takes its name. Though it is tempting to have a kir with gougères, given their shared Burgundian history, a better match is a dry white wine, such as a decent aligoté, as the acidity cuts through the buttery pastry.



Griottines, Fougerolles

In the late nineteenth century, a nasty aphid-like bug called phylloxera ran rampant among France’s vineyards and almost destroyed the wine trade. But necessity is the mother of invention and so, without their beloved grape juice, the French found other fruits to imbibe. Stone fruit orchards thrived in the departments of the Vosges and neighbouring Haute-Sâone, where Fougerolles is particularly famous for its cherries. Blazing with white blossom in spring, its 40,000 trees earn the area the name ‘Pays de la Cerise’ and the little Eco-Musée explains the area’s history and the culture of distilling. It tells how Fougerolles’s cherries end up being made into Kirsch de Fougerolles, which holds an AOC distinction, as well as another liqueur called Guignolet.

For those in search of something to eat, rather than drink, the product du choix is a jar of griottines. These kirsch-syrup-soaked cherries are made by the Grandes Distilleries Peureux (they are called griottes by other distilleries), which has 200 hectares of cherry orchards, but – here’s the clincher – the cherries themselves are grown in the Balkans, not in the HauteSaône. The Fougerolles cherries weren’t suitable, it turned out, because they don’t keep their shape when pitted. So after much research in the 1950s, including an epic road trip to Serbia, the distillery discovered the Oblacinska, a variety of Morello cherry. They were perfect, apart from the fact they wouldn’t grow in the soils of the Haute-Saône. So the distillery bought orchards there, and the Fougerolles cherries, meanwhile, are used for the kirsch.

Curious to try them, I carried a huge jar home and, aside from stealing a few straight from the pot (dangerously moreish), I followed some of the distillery’s suggestions. Skewered on cocktail sticks with a square of Comté cheese, they are an ambrosial version of the grape-and-Cheddar sticks of our childhoods. They make a decadent partnership with chocolate, as Black Forest gâteau attests; stir them into cakes or mousse, or simply add them to a bowl of chocolate or vanilla ice cream.

They work well in a cherry version of crêpes Suzette, too. To serve four people, have four crêpes ready-made and set them aside. Warm 200ml of the juice from a jar of griottines with 60g of caster sugar on a very low heat until the sugar dissolves. Then melt 40g of butter in a frying pan, fold the crêpes into quarters and warm them through in the pan. Gently pour on 30ml of Kirsch de Fougerolles and flambé (watch out for your eyebrows!). Once the flame has burned out, add the sugar and juice mixture to the pan. Turn the crêpes over several times so they soak it up. Serve on plates with knobs of butter, and a few extra griottines. So easy, yet so absolutely to-die-for delicious.



Anis De Flavigny, Flavigny-Sur-Ozerain

There’s a good, if temporary, cure for the children’s inevitable question on long car journeys, ‘Are we there yet?’ And it comes in a pretty tin with a drawing of a lovestruck shepherd and shepherdess on it: Les Anis de Flavigny. These little aniseed imperials deserve a place in every glovebox, because the meditative action of rolling one or two around in your mouth and clacking them against your teeth makes the hours fly by and quietens the kids’ whines, while you tell them the tale of Julius Caesar and the most famous leader of the Gauls: Vercingetorix. It’s thanks to the Romans that aniseeds came to France, arriving with the legions as a remedy for soldiers’ stomach problems. The Romans planted them on the hilltop that is home to the charming little village of Flavigny-sur-Ozerain, in a lesser-known part of Burgundy, north-west of Dijon.

Julius Caesar and his legionnaires set up camp there in 52bc and were preparing to make yet another region of France their own. Meanwhile, in the Morvan hills nearby, Vercingetorix had united the Gallic tribes behind him, making him Caesar’s enemy number one. Unfortunately, his unifying tactics came too late and in the Battle of Alesia, the story of which is told in brilliant detail at the Muséo Parc Alésia at nearby Alise-Sainte-Reine, Vercingetorix and the Gauls were crushed by the Romans. Caesar rewarded his favourite general, Flavinius, with the village on the hilltop, which took his name (Flavigny). Vercingetorix was taken as a prisoner to Rome. The sweets and the village’s name play testament to the fact that history is told by the victors, but at least there’s a huge statue of an impressively moustached Vercingetorix in Alise-Sainte-Reine.

The tale takes a sweeter turn a few centuries later, thanks to the monks who founded L’Abbaye Saint Joseph de Clairval and are thought to have started making the sweets in the ninth century. Though the monks themselves fled during the French Revolution, eight villagers kept up their manufacture within the abbey and for the next few centuries the sweet factory passed from them through two different families; it is now run by Catherine Troubat, the third generation of the Troubat family. It’s really thanks to this family’s business acumen that you find the little tins and boxes of the sweets on shop counter-tops all over France. But don’t confine your tastings of Anis de Flavigny to the glovebox. A visit to the village and its abbey is a joy. The sweet smell of aniseed lingers in the air as you wander the flower-bedecked streets to admire ancient fortifications and gateways (so pretty, in fact, that it was used as a backdrop for the movie of Joanne Harris’s novel Chocolat). Venturing inside the abbey you’ll see the sweet-making workshops where the imperials clatter around in copper pans as they harden. See the abbey’s Carolingian crypt, with its ornate pillars and arches, before exiting through the gift shop where all the different varieties of sweets made at the abbey are there to be tasted from enticing glass jars: original aniseed, rose, blackcurrant, lemon (my favourite), mint, coffee, orange blossom, cinnamon and orange, ginger, violet, eucalyptus and liquorice. There is certainly enough to placate travel-weary junior passengers or – to make Vercingetorix proud – lead a sugar-fuelled insurgence from the back seat.



Gaul Cuisine, Bibracte

Literature reveals some great gastronomic journeys around France, whether in the travels of Elizabeth David or M. F. K. Fisher, but the one with the most exciting plot is Asterix and the Banquet. In René Goscinny and Albert Uderzo’s classic comic strip, Asterix and Obelix hare around France picking up the specialities from each city to assemble a feast and win a bet with the Romans who are holding their village siege. As I read their adventure to my daughter, I started thinking about what the Gauls really would have eaten in their day, given that most of Asterix and Obelix’s haul hadn’t been invented in 50bc.

The answer lies at Bibracte, an archaeology museum and oppidum in the south of the Morvan national park. Bibracte was home to between 5,000 and 10,000 of the Aedui people, and it was an important trade centre where tools, coins and enamel ornaments were made. It was also here in 52bc that Vercingetorix was proclaimed head of the Gallic coalition, which – sadly for the Gauls – was defeated by Julius Caesar.

The restaurant on site is called Le Chaudron, ‘The Cauldron’, and it serves a menu inspired by the diet in 52bc. Using fragments of crockery and food remains, archaeologists have managed to piece together an idea of what Gaulish diets were like and the ingredients they used. These included ancient grains such as einkorn, emmer wheat and spelt. They used barley, which they milled to make cervoise, a kind of beer, and they cultivated bees to make honey for mead and to sweeten their foods. Their meat was largely poultry: ducks, geese and hens, as well as beef and pork, rather than wild boar (sorry, Obelix).

When we visited as a family, we took our seats at low wooden benches on tartan-cloth-covered cushions. There were no forks, they hadn’t been invented in 52bc, so we tackled our aromatic poached chicken breast and a grain salad with a small wooden spoon and steel knife. The cheese course brought a soft goat’s cheese, and the dessert was a tasty dough with honey and poppy seeds. It was an enchanting experience, one that has stuck in the memory. I’ll be sure to recommend it to Asterix, if our paths ever cross.



Poulet Gaston Gérard, Dijon

Dijon has form when it comes to its mayors giving their names to gastronomic specialities. The most famous is the aperitif kir, named after the post-war Mayor of Dijon, the Canon Felix Kir; a couple of decades before this, it was a chicken dish that immortalised the name of the mayor who held office between 1919 and 1935. The poulet Gaston Gérard is still served today and is a rich and creamy dish that was unintentionally pepped up by an overdose of mustard (though some say it was paprika). It was ‘invented’, so to speak, when Monsieur le Maire’s wife, Reine Geneviève Bourgogne, accidentally knocked a pot of mustard into the dish she was cooking. This might not have been such a big deal normally, but that night she happened to be cooking for France’s most famous food critic – Maurice Edmond Sailland, aka Curnonsky, the Prince of Gastronomes (see page 3, introduction). Oh là là, quelle catastrophe! Well maybe not such a catastrophe if you’re a good cook, which she evidently was. To rescue the dish, she added some Burgundy white wine, some cream and grated Comté. She served it to Curnonsky, who was so impressed he named it after … her husband.

Which is a bit tough on Reine, really. Thankfully, there are a few restaurant menus in Dijon that return the credit to Madame. The dish has had a bit of a resurgence in recent years, perhaps as a way to celebrate Curnonsky’s legacy. I missed out on trying a good version when I was last in Dijon on account of it being a Sunday night in August – the worst time to try and find a decent restaurant – but chef Alexandre Hulin, who has it on his menu at his restaurant L’Épicerie & Cie, kindly gave me his recipe to cook at home.





Poulet Gaston Gérard

SERVES 6


	6 chicken supremes (a particular cut where the breast is attached to a part of the wing, but the breast will do)

	salt and freshly ground black pepper

	olive oil

	200ml white wine

	300ml single cream (30 per cent fat)

	1 tablespoon Dijon mustard

	1 tablespoon wholegrain Dijon mustard

	75g grated Comté




	Preheat the oven to 180°C.

	Season the chicken fillets, then sauté them in a frying pan in a tablespoon of olive oil.

	Meanwhile, boil the white wine in a saucepan for around 5 minutes, then add the cream and mustards.

	Place the sautéed chicken in an ovenproof dish, cover with the cream and wine sauce, and sprinkle the grated Comté over each piece of chicken.

	Bake in the oven for 15 minutes, or until the cheese is golden brown around the edges.







Blackcurrants, Côte D’Or

The patchwork of vineyards on the Côte d’Or, known as les Climats de Bourgogne, are known for their top-class wines – but there’s another fruit that is as much a part of the local gastronomy as the wine: blackcurrants. Varieties such as the Noir de Bourgogne and Royal de Naples have been grown in the cooler climes of the Côte de Nuits since the sixteenth century, but their cultivation particularly took off after the phylloxera blight that destroyed so many vineyards in the 1860s. Tending the blackcurrants traditionally fell to the wives of vineyard owners, and even now many families still hold dear their Recette de Grandmère for crème de cassis.

This liqueur is ubiquitous; there are several big-name distilleries, among them Vedrenne, which even has a museum on site, Cassissium. Here you can learn all you ever wanted to know about blackcurrants and their liqueur, with interactive displays, collections of antique distilling equipment and a tasting session.

Buying fresh blackcurrants is less practical while you’re on your hols, though it can’t hurt to pick up a punnet at the market to toss over ice cream. Better, though, to look out for products that are more easily transported home: blackcurrant vinegar works well in meat marinades or in a simple dressing with a more neutral-flavoured oil than olive, such as grapeseed (I leave out the mustard, it’s a bit of an overkill). One product I’ve become a huge fan of is blackcurrant ketchup, made by the producers Sylvain and Isabelle Olivier, aka Ferme Fruirouge. Their small shop and workshop is found in the hamlet of Concoeur in the hills above Nuits-Saint-Georges, where they make their jams in traditional copper pans. Their products can be found in épiceries fines across the region and their blackcur-rant ketchup is inspired – in a roundabout way – by the work of seventeenth-century English cook Hannah Glasse. I bought a large jar and took it home, where we’ve enjoyed dolloping it on venison burgers, alongside pink duck breast and added to a marinade in lieu of sugar and vinegar. Isabelle suggests adding it to a burger – one made with Charolais beef, bien sûr, and a slice of creamy organic Brillat-Savarin cheese, a smear of wholegrain Dijon mustard and a dollop of their blackcurrant ketchup. Tomato sauce who?

For those with a sweet tooth, a bottle of crème de cassis needn’t just be for making a kir; it’s nice drizzled in the centre of a cantaloupe melon after taking the seeds out; you can pour it over a mixture of berries and top with some crème fraîche or mascarpone. And the beauty of all these products is that they are available in all seasons.



Boeuf Bourguignon, Regionwide (and Paris)

As beef Bourguignon is one of the most popular French dishes to be served in Britain, be it in French restaurants or in home kitchens, you hardly need visit Burgundy for its signature beef stew cooked in red wine. Those in search of something new will more likely choose dishes that are hard to find elsewhere, such as oeufs en meurettes or poulet Gaston Gérard. Historical sources claim that boeuf Bourguignon was invented and served in Parisian bistros in the nineteenth century, yet it is hard to believe that locals in Burgundy weren’t marrying their two best products – wine and beef – for years before anyone thought to write it down. Certainly, wherever you are, it is hard to resist the slow-cooked chunks of beef that fall apart on the fork and a sauce that is enhanced with brandy, herbs and vegetables. In Burgundy, you are more likely to find a dish that contains authentic ingredients such as Charolais beef, and the all-important Pinot Noir.

As it’s one of the most-cooked French dishes in our household, I’ve long been keen to pick up some tips from chefs in the region; at La Cimentelle, a peaceful chambres d’hôtes at Vassy-les-Avallons, chefs Stéphane and Nathalie Oudot insisted that Pinot Noir was essential to the sauce and that some wines really don’t work – Shiraz turns it purple and is too acidic, for example. Chef Cécile Riotte from Le Vaudésir in the village of Thizy once told me she never tosses the beef in flour because that requires more oil to brown it; instead she browns the beef without it, then later purées the vegetables that have been stewing in the sauce. She then puts the purée back in to thicken the sauce; much more flavourful than flour. At The Cook’s Atelier, a refined cookery school and culinary boutique in Beaune, Burgundy food experts and mother and daughter duo Marjorie Taylor and Kendall Smith Franchini advise to always use homemade beef stock and beef tenderloin, rather than other cuts, as it speeds up the cooking process and ensures a very flavourful and tender stew. Finally, Marie-Eugénie Dupuy, who offers a warm welcome at her chambres d’hôtes La Ferme d’Eugénie, first insists on using paleron, chuck steak, before giving the most unusual tip I’ve heard: a shot of crème de cassis added fifteen minutes before the end of cooking; she tells me it cuts through the acidity of the wine and gives it that special je ne sais quoi.



Oeufs En Meurette, Regionwide

If there were ever a dish worth risking your table manners for, then it is boeuf Bourguignon. The act of mopping up the sauce with your bread even has its own word in French – saucer – and it is that little bonus at the end of the main meal. It will be music to the ears of avid plate-moppers that there’s another Burgundian dish that gives you the same opportunity: oeufs en meurette. Back in the days when a decent boeuf Bourguignon took three days to make – a long stewing time was required when was using up the tougher cuts of beef – much sauce was required; an easy task in a region where wine is plentiful. This would then be left over on the Monday (after the big Sunday dinner), so to make it go further, cooks would poach eggs in the sauce. It has become a staple as a starter on menus throughout the region, with chefs adding further enhancements such as mushrooms and crispy lardons. What joy there is to be found in leftovers.



Cramaillotte, Franche-Comté

Do you know the French word for dandelion? The answer, pissenlits, is an amusing snippet of French trivia because it literally means ‘wet the bed’, due to the plant’s diuretic properties. The leaves turn up in the salade Lyonnaise now and again but the only other place I’ve heard locals making use of it was in Franche-Comté, where the meadows come alive in spring and abound with yellow dandelions. The flowers are used in cramaillotte, a jelly with a heavenly flavour. It is something of an elusive product, but I finally tracked down a jar of gelée de fleurs de pissenlit in an organic shop. It was made by Aux P’tits Bonheurs, who are based in Chaux-des-Crotenay and make jams, jellies, cordials and juices with herbs and fruits grown and foraged locally. The flowers are picked in their prime, before they reach that mystical stage of dandelion clock; if you’ve ever seen a meadow filled with them – lit by the low afternoon sun – it’s as if they’re filled with bubbles. The recipe advises that the flowers are lightly dried in the sunshine and then boiled with sugar and slices of orange and lemon. It’s ideal alongside cheese, and particularly good with Comté. Or you can simply spread it on toast, or drizzle it in Greek yoghurt or on a buttery crêpe. For vegans, it can work as a substitute for honey – it tastes very similar. Serve it with a side order of more French trivia: the word ‘dandelion’ is also French in origin, from ‘dents de lion’ (lion’s teeth), thanks to the jagged edge of the leaves.



Saucisse De Morceau, Doubs

There aren’t many French food stories that you can hear via a moving waxwork model voiced by a long-deceased sausage producer, nor are many food businesses based in a self-declared independent nation with its own national anthem. I would venture that there is just one place in the world that fits this description: Le Tuyé du Papy Gaby in the village of Gilley. This sausage smokery sits high on a hill that overlooks the vast landscape of the Doubs: a tapestry of green and gold in summer, a blanket of white in winter, that stretches out towards the Swiss border. The smokery or tuyé was built by Emile-Gabriel-Félicien Marguet, who was known as Papy Gaby; he started out as a charcutier-butcher after the Second World War when he would drive around the farms in the area where his customers smoked his Morteau sausages in their own chimneys, for every home had their own. You can still spot a few tuyés in the area; they’re set on the top or the side of the farmhouse roofs, short and pyramid-shaped with their own little pitched roofs.

However, as central heating became more fashionable in the 1970s these chimneys fell out of use, leaving Gaby without anywhere to smoke his sausages. To solve the problem, he built his own smokehouse, and a giant one at that. He died in 1997, but the tuyé is still going strong – so strong, in fact, that the day I visited the burning sawdust, spruce and fir smoke from the chimney made my eyes stream.

The site also has a little museum dedicated to the saucisse de Morteau and its homeland: the Republic of Saugeais, a micro-republic that comprises eleven villages in this corner of Franche-Comté. It has its own flag, dialect and stamps, and in the car park of Le Tuyé de Papy Gaby there’s even a customs booth (complete with waxwork border officials).

I found out more about its origins from its former president, the white-haired Madame Georgette Bertin-Pourchet. Or, to be more precise, her talking waxwork in the museum. In 1947, the prefect for the Doubs department – a Monsieur Louis Ottaviani – attended a function at the Hôtel de l’Abbaye in Montbenoît, owned by George Pourchet, who teased the official by asking if he had a permit to visit the Republic of Saugeais. In reply, the prefect proclaimed that a republic requires a president and declared Pourchet head of state. From that moment on, the joke became fact and the Republic of Saugeais was born. Seven decades and three presidents later, the Republic of Saugeais shows no sign of disappearing.

After hearing waxwork Papy Gaby sing the Saugeais national anthem, I ventured into the shop to get what I really came for: saucisse de Morteau. These smoked sausages predate any notion of the republic, as the locals have relied on them for a millennium to make it through the very harsh winters of the Jura Mountains. They form part of the same food chain as Comté cheese, as farmers traditionally feed their pigs on the leftover whey from the cheesemaking process; the pigs’ dung fertilises the grass for the cows.

The pork meat is coarse-cut and seasoned, with each producer adding their own blend of spices that typically include nutmeg, cumin and coriander. The sign of a true saucisse de Morteau is that the end of the casing is tied with a small wooden peg. They’re easy to cook, too. One will easily feed four people, and you simply place it in a large saucepan of water (don’t prick it), bring to the boil and let the sausage simmer for 40 minutes. You can also bake them in the oven, wrapped in foil, for around 45 minutes at 190°C. They’re traditionally served with potatoes, be it boiled, sautéed or as a hot potato salad, and they’re also good with Puy lentils. Even better are saucisse de Morteau leftovers: they’re delicious sliced cold and are ideal for a picnic – where the leftover potato salad comes in handy too.

[image: The exhibit presents a serving of cakes, cookies, and cheese.]


Burgundy Cheeses

Burgundy has a wide range of cheeses that vary in their whiffiness: those with the most pungent aromas have had their rinds washed with brine and Marc de Bourgogne (pomace brandy, made from the skins, seeds and stems left over from wine-making). There are gentler fromages too; Comté varies in its range of flavour notes; and Morbier is popular throughout France. There’s even a child-friendly cheese for the little stinkers in our lives, La Vache Qui Rit.



Comté

Strictly speaking, Comté is made in little cheese farms called fruitières, but when you’re exploring the Doubs and Jura hills you’ll learn that it’s the landscape, the vast prairies where the Montbéliarde and Simmental cows graze, that plays a vital part in making Comté such a well-loved cheese. Comté requires 400 litres of milk – that’s the daily total from twenty cows – to produce just one of its 45kg wheels. To make that milk, the cows must consume huge quantities of grass and wildflowers every day, and it’s this variety – they eat thirty different species of flora, from daisies to meadow sage – that gives this firm cheese its special flavour.

The amazing production process is explained at La Maison du Comté in Poligny, a whole visitor centre dedicated to explaining Comté’s history, production and flavour profiles, complete with a tasting at the end. The amazing thing about Comté, especially in an age of homogeneity and mass production, is that no two wheels will ever be the same. Just as the rain, the sun, the fields, the flowers and the grass and hay the cows eat can never be consistent, it follows that the cheese isn’t either.

The making and grading of Comté is a highly skilled profession. You can see it in action at the Fromageries Marcel Petite, which is set in the Fort Saint Antoine, a post-Prussian War fortress set high in the hills above the Lac de Saint Point. In the cool, dark, arched chambers that were once soldiers’ barracks, there is now a cathedral of Comté, where around 100,000 wheels are stacked on shelves thirty wheels high, with robots turning them to control a regular ageing process that ranges between four and fourteen months.

As part of the guided tour, I watched as the white-coated, white-hat-clad cheesemakers pulled out the individual wheels from the shelves and tapped them with a little hammer. From the vibrations they feel in their hand and wrist, they can detect deformities in the cheese and will skewer out a narrow sample to check if it matches the criteria for its AOP status; the cheese then ‘heals’ around this hole. On each wheel’s rind, an assessment is branded according to their scores for quality; a green label is for the best, with marks from 15–20 (out of 20); while those with a score of 12–15 have red labels. Other markings are part of a secret code that only the cheesemakers understand. Meanwhile, those that don’t quite pass muster and score less than 12 are sold as Gruyère. And as anyone who has been to the mountains knows, snowy winters are made for fondue, and in the Jura mountains, this means it’s made with Comté, which I discovered at the Restaurant du Fromage, near the Lac Saint-Point. Served with new potatoes for dipping and slices of cured ham on the side for some saltiness, it was one of the best fondues I’ve ever had.

If you’re buying a slice of Comté from a cheesemonger or market stall, ask to try some before you buy, because they vary so much; their flavour profiles are categorised as lactic, fruity, roasted, vegetal, animal and spicy notes. Personally, I love the younger, fruity Comtés. That said, I’m willing to keep searching until I find my perfect slice.



ÉPoisses

Époisses takes its name from a village in the Auxois countryside, and it’s made from the milk of Montbéliarde, Brune and Simmental cows, while the rind is washed with a mixture of brine and Marc de Bourgogne. This helps the rind go wrinkly and orange (or even red), thanks to the bacteria it develops. Its fruity, farmyardy whiff isn’t for the faint-hearted but, as I discovered eating lunch at shop-cum-restaurant Délices du Terroir in the village, its pong is pared down when it is mixed and warmed with single cream to make a sauce. Indeed, it was the ideal accompaniment to gammon, Puy lentils and gratin dauphinois, a lunch of real soul food eaten before taking a stroll around the Château d’Époisses (group visits can organise cheese tastings there) to admire its handsome turrets, neatly grassed moat and parquet gardens.

The cheese nearly died out after the Second World War, but it was brought back from the brink by two farmers and is now protected by the Association for the Defence of Époisses. If you want to buy the cheese in the village, it’s made by Fromagerie Berhaut, though this is now owned by a large multinational. If you love your cheeses very strong, seek out Fromagerie Gaugry, south of Dijon at Brochon, which is the only remaining cheesemaker producing a raw milk version, though they do a pasteurised Époisses too. Fans of oozy cheese might also enjoy Soumaintrain, which has a whiff that is more farmyardy than stinky feet.



Cancoillotte

This runny cheese is made from ‘metton’, the curdled skimmed milk left over in the making of Comté and Gruyère, and mixed with water and butter. It’s hard to believe from its silky, creamy texture that it’s very low in fat (its 8–12 per cent fat content is almost all from the added butter). This meant it wasn’t limited by rationing in the Second World War, which did its popularity no harm. It’s usually served in a small pot alongside saucisse de Morteau, or just with bread to dip.



Charolais

The name of this goat’s cheese might be confusing for those who think it comes from the milk of the handsome, white-coated breed of cow. In fact, the goats share a common history with those Charolais in the region that gave the cows their name. The goats were kept as ‘poor man’s cows’ but didn’t do too badly out of grazing the meadows and bocage (the little wooded areas) alongside their bovine friends within a 60km radius of Charolles in Saône-et-Loire. It means their milk encapsulates the flavours of the grass and straw, or earthy notes in more mature cheeses, in their 6cm wide, 7cm tall cylinders. More mature Charolais cheeses might develop a blue-greyish mould too.



Morbier

You’ll know Morbier from its signature blue-grey stripe across the middle. This light buttery cheese was made by Comtois cheesemakers for their own consumption alongside their Comté. The legend goes that it got its stripe when they sprinkled ash on the surface of the leftover cheese to prevent it from attracting insects; the next day they would add the leftover cheese from that day and sandwich the ash in the middle. These days, it’s made with fresh milk top and bottom, with a line of charcoal in the middle, as this doesn’t affect the flavour. The wheels are around 40cm across, so you can buy it in a nice big chunk for lunch.



Mont D’Or

There’s a giddiness that takes hold of cheese fans when Mont d’Or season arrives; this unctuous fromage is only available from mid-August to mid-March, so it’s the ideal companion for winter nights by the fire. Bake it in its spruce-wood box and dip potatoes or garlic bread into its oozing centre, but be sure you get into the corners of the box, where the taste of the spruce is strongest. Its origins are a little foggy: King Louis XV is said to have been a fan, but it was Jura’s farmers who developed it high in the Haut-Doubs mountains, where the Montbéliarde and Simmental cows’ yields at the end of the summer on the pastures would be insufficient for Comté or Gruyère, but enough for making smaller cheeses. You might see it labelled Vacherin de Joux or Vacherin du Haut-Doubs, as well.



La Vache Qui Rit

Like millions of other children raised on French camping holidays, La Vache Qui Rit was a regular feature at picnic and tea-time in the 1980s, and eating it proved the most fun when you ripped off the tip of the triangle and squeezed the cheese into your mouth. Today’s children are not only spoiled with all sorts of different child-friendly cheeses with debatable nutritional content, but they also get to enjoy a whole museum dedicated to the Laughing Cow in Lons-le-Saunier: La Maison de la Vache Qui Rit. As well as the children’s activity area with walls decorated with boxes, and a wall mural covered in cheese-inspired comic strips, les bande-dessinées, the museum’s exhibits tell the cheese’s story. In the late nineteenth century, local affineur Jules Bel passed the business to his sons, who moved it to Lons-le-Saunier to take advantage of its railway line and its salt mines. When the First World War hit, Léon Bel had the role of transporting the meat rations to the soldiers on the front line on buses that each had a ‘badge’ by which they could be identified. One of the badges was a picture of a smiling ox which was later used as the famous logo on their boxes of cheeses, after they developed a processing machine to squeeze them into foil triangles. By 1924, when they rolled out the technique, they were producing 12,000 boxes a day; by 1926 it was 120,000 boxes a day. The Great Depression in the 1930s saw them launch new brands, such as Bonbel and Babybel, and later came Boursin, Kiri, Apericube. I came away from the visit with the image of the red cow imprinted on my brain, but also in awe of how the brand has become a global icon.


[image: The first map features Seine, Paris, Meaux, Fontainebleau, and Moret-sur-Loing. The second map highlights Château-Rouge, Le Marais, Les Halles, Eiffel Tower, Saint-Germain-des-Prés, and various locations along the Seine.]





Chapter Six Paris and Île-De-France

[image: The exhibit features an illustration of a wine glass used as a decorative element.]
Step out on to the streets of Paris and there’s always a frisson of excitement at the first glimpse of the Eiffel Tower as it sparkles above the Paris rooftops at night, or as you gaze in wonder at the Louvre, the Arc de Triomphe or Notre-Dame. And there’s no better way to build an appetite than admiring the art, browsing the boutiques or exploring the museums. You can reward yourself with a croque-monsieur and pression on a café terrace, or a delicate macaron or a buttery croissant as you stroll around. Though it’s tempting to be a flâneur, serious food-lovers will be keen to pin down reservations for the best food experiences, whether it’s a three-hour lunch from a star chef, or dinner at a cosy bistro, or hunting down the city’s best street-food. For my own visits, I often spend hours scouring Time Out Paris or seeking the opinions of those who know the city inside out, such as the excellent Paris by Mouth, which runs tours as well as an indispensable website and newsletter.

Even alongside the discovery of new places to go, a visit to Paris must include traditional favourites, such as steak-frites or a Paris-Brest or a decent baguette. There are also the classic places which I have enjoyed time and again, where the setting is as much part of the experience as the food. A personal favourite is Le Train Bleu, established in 1900 as the buffet restaurant at the Gare de Lyon; I will always be in awe of its glorious gilt-edged frescoes and arches. Certainly, there is something special about being in a setting that has been enjoyed by fellow diners for over a century, whether it’s a famous restaurant or a discreet bistro, where a meal of oeufs mayonnaise, steak-frites and crème brûlée warms your soul to its very core.

When it comes to seeking out the stories behind the dishes, it is less a case of understanding the terroir as you would elsewhere in France, and more about tuning in to the communities of people who have arrived in the city and brought their cuisine with them. In the nineteenth century, this included Auvergnats, who brought frog’s legs to the menus, or Alsatians, who brought their beer and choucroute. More recently, Chinese, South East Asian and Japanese communities have all established themselves in the city, and North African restaurants share their delicious dishes, such as couscous. Sub-Saharan African cuisine is finally finding the spotlight in the 2020s, some six decades after the communities first settled in the city.


Bistros, Bouillons and Brasseries, Paris

Sit down at the chequered red tablecloth of a Parisian bistro and the chalkboard menu reads like the Greatest Hits of French Cuisine. Perhaps you’ll kick off with escargots, leek vinaigrette, French onion soup or pâté en croûte? The glorious gluttony continues with such mains as steak tartare or steak-frites, blanquette de veau, sole meunière or gigot d’agneau (lamb shank) with gratin dauphinoise. Then, as if you have room (but you will order one anyway), the desserts come parading in with all their allure; crème brûlée, soufflés in various guises, île flottante, mousse au chocolat and profiteroles. Somehow that tiny espresso just isn’t enough of a digestif, and so you may as well order a Cognac. Next on the menu is a nap that lasts all afternoon.

Paris’s bistros are so entrenched in the city’s dining culture that it’s hard to believe there was a time they didn’t exist. Many evolved out of cafés established in the mid-nineteenth century by Auvergnats, who had come to Paris in the hope that city life would be a little gentler than trying to carve out an existence in the harsh conditions of the Massif Central. It’s thanks to this link that you’ll see many dishes, such as Puy lentils, frog’s legs or meat or fish dishes described as à l’Auvergnat.

The origin of the word bistro (or bistrot in French) is a little foggy; some believe it derives from bistraud, the word for servant in Poitevin dialect, others say it’s linked to bistouille, which refers to a Nord Pas-de-Calais coffee mixed with eau-de-vie. The most commonly told story is that ‘bistro’ derives from the Russian soldiers stationed in the capital after the fall of Napoleon Bonaparte, who would shout ‘Bystro! Bystro!’ to servers, meaning ‘Hurry! Hurry!’ Whether or not it’s true, the irony is that you really don’t want to hurry over a bistro meal – it is an experience to savour. And where you go is as much part of the experience as the food, whether you dine at Paul Bert or Bistrot de Tournelles, Cinq-Mars or Pharamond. While the bistros are cosy and characterful, similar menus exist in two other kinds of restaurant too: brasseries and bouillons.

Bouillons are loud and lively dining halls, often with deafening banter and a whirlwind service. These restaurants have had a renaissance in recent years, with such places as Bouillon Pigalle and its sister restaurants giving these lively dining rooms a trendy vibe. The first opened in 1855, when butcher Baptiste-Adolphe Duval began serving a cut of beef in a broth to workers in a hall that could seat 500. Later came Bouillon Chartier, established in 1896, which was the first restaurant to brew its own beer. Chartier is still going strong now, serving a menu that is akin to Le Grand Tour, from north coast herring, via boeuf Bouguignon and andouillette, to destination Coupe Mont Blanc.

The beer-brewing bouillons led to the establishment of brasseries (brasser meaning ‘to brew’), many of which – such as Bofinger – were established by Alsatians who brought their native brewery skills with them to Paris. Many of Paris’s bras-series evolved to be more sophisticated establishments – white table linen, seafood platters – and they still provide plenty of wow factor thanks to their decor. So as you slurp your Marennes oysters at Le Grand Colbert, you can be staring starry-eyed at the brass lamps set high on their pillars; or you can slowly devour your choucroute garnie at Brasserie Lipp, surrounded by ornate tiles, reflected in dozens of mirrors.

Whichever one of the bistros, bouillons or brasseries you choose, there’s something special about enjoying the ‘restaurant’ in the city in which the concept was born. The first one of its kind was opened by Mathurin Roze de Chantoiseau on what is now part of the Rue de Louvre in 1765 or 1766. His broths or ‘princely consommés’ were restorative – from the French verb restaurer – which led to the word restaurant: a place to restore oneself.



Pied De Cochon Grillé, Les Halles

Whenever I’ve stood under the wavy steel and glass canopy of Les Halles’ twenty-first-century incarnation, which shelters a vast subterranean collection of multinational shops and fast-food joints, I can’t help to wonder what the butchers of nineteenth-century Paris would make of its slick lines and almost total absence of food aromas. In 1873, Émile Zola called his novel The Belly of Paris, Le Ventre de Paris, after the original produce market. It covered a huge area of some thirty-three hectares, with twelve ornate glass and steel pavilions, one for every sector of product, including vegetables, fruit, cheese, fish, bread and, of course, meat. It was the heart of the city, and bistros thrived on its periphery. They fed the market workers with their own produce, which they’d bring in for cooking and would be charged only for the wine. They ate French onion soup, nicknamed la gratinée des Halles, as well as dishes made with the cheapest cuts of meat – pig’s trotters, veal’s head, kidneys and tripe.

Then, in the late 1960s and 70s, the market was moved out to Rungis – a wholesale market the size of a small country – in Paris’s southern suburbs and Les Halles was demolished. With the market gone, only a few of these restaurants survived and thankfully you can still step into their hallowed dining rooms. There is Le Cochon à l’Oreille, which dates from 1890, while Chez Denise (aka À la Tour de Montlhéry) is equally legendary with its timber-framed façade that stands out from the Haussmann architecture around it. The bistro with the biggest presence is Au Pied de Cochon, with its neon signs and giant awning. It dates from 1947, and was famous for being open twenty-four hours, seven days a week (though it now closes in the early morning). It has long attracted the world’s gastronomes, who seek out the offal-based star dish of its name: the pig’s trotter. Venture inside, and before you’ve even tasted a morsel, its art nouveau interior is a feast for the eyes. Ornate lampshades, gilt-framed mirrors and elegant painted panels adorn each section of the vast restaurant. While the pig’s trotter may look fairly unappetising, it’s very good; you will just need to concentrate on navigating your fork inside the trotter to find the long slivers of meat, then dip them in béarnaise sauce, just as you can with the crunchy frites. A glass or two of wine will go down nicely too, and after dessert, you can leave with the satisfaction that a little part of Les Halles still lives on.




Duck Parmentier, Paris And Nationwide

If there’s one dish that always proves comforting and filling on a cold day’s sightseeing, then it is a duck Parmentier. A mashed potato topping hides a combination of shredded duck, softly sautéed carrot and shallot, and it is always a welcome sight on a bistro menu. The name Parmentier pops up a lot in French cuisine: from a variety of soups, to those little cubed potatoes pan-fried with garlic and sprinkled with herbs, and, of course, there’s the classic beef Parmentier, similar to cottage pie. It’s all to do with potatoes, as it was Antoine-Augustin Parmentier, the eighteenth-century pharmacist and nutritionist, who first suggested the French might themselves like to eat the tuber they were more intent on feeding their animals, and that eating them would not give them leprosy.

He’s something of a hero in Paris, and when travelling on the Paris Metro, en route to Père Lachaise cemetery or the cool little restaurants and shops of Oberkampf, you might alight the train at Parmentier station, where the display boards on the platform pay tribute to his life and potatoes. And, if you’d like to pay your respects, you can take a train from that Metro station to Père Lachaise and visit his tomb, where spud-lovers leave potatoes in his honour.



The Best Baguette, Paris

If you had to pick one product to represent the whole of French gastronomy, it would be the baguette. The sound of it being sawn into slices is as much the soundtrack to a bistro lunch as the tunes of Django Reinhardt. In 2022 it was inscribed into Unesco’s list of Intangible Cultural Heritage, and was declared by its director general Audrey Asoulay as a daily ritual, synonymous with sharing and conviviality.

While it’s part of daily life to the French, for visitors to France it’s a rarer treat. There’s nothing better than taking that initial bite over your first petit-dejeuner: the crack of the crust gives way and then comes the effort to spread the still-cold, salt-studded butter on its soft fluffy centre. Then you add the gloopy strawberry jam, which coats your lips as you bite into this holy breakfast trinity.

Most bread-lovers will know that the baguette de tradition is the one you should order to be sure of a good loaf. It contains only four ingredients: flour, yeast, water and salt – no preservatives – but this also means it’s quick to get stale (and so, for dedicated baguetteers, two daily trips to the boulangerie are required).

The sign of a good baguette is good sizeable holes in the dough – this shows it’s been properly risen. Another is if the crust crackles when you squeeze it – bakers say it ‘sings’. There are usually five knife marks or grignes on the top of each loaf, to let carbon dioxide escape during baking; each baker leaves their ‘signature’ in the pattern of the marks they make.

But how to find the best? The trick is to seek out the winners and runners-up of the annual Grand Prix de la Baguette de Tradition Française de la Ville de Paris. This annual competition was established in 1994 and sees a jury of experts and members of the public spend an intense day blind-tasting more than 100 baguettes.

Eventually, they choose a winner whose prize is €4,000 and the chance to supply the Elysée Palace for a year; so if you track down the current winner you can get a taste of what Le President is eating for his petit-dej. The winner is celebrated at the annual Fête du Pain, which takes place in front of Notre-Dame cathedral on the nearest weekend to 16 May, the day of Saint Honoré, the patron saint of bakers, millers and pastry chefs, and which features demonstrations, tastings and pop-up bakeries.

I’ve interviewed a couple of the competition’s proud winners in the past, who’ve each told me how their sales skyrocketed, and their achievement is proudly displayed in their window stickers. When I met the 2016 winner, Mickaël Reydellet, of La Parisienne bakery – who first worked as a baker for a university holiday job and never looked back – he credited his win to the superior flour blend he uses, with twenty-one types of wheat in it. In 2019, former SNCF project manager Fabrice Leroy, at Boulangerie Leroy Monti, won the prize, having become a baker only three years before. His secret to a bon pain, he told me when I interviewed him soon after, was his slow fermentation of the dough that he made the night before, which ensured a good crust, as well as a thorough kneading that worked the flavours together.

The baking part of the process is relatively short but it is key to the existence of the baguette. In 1919, a law was passed that forbade bakeries from operating between 10 p.m. and 4 a.m., and this gave rise (boom-boom) to a quick-to-bake bread that could be ready in time for breakfast. In its early days, the baguette was something of a luxury because it didn’t stay fresh very long, but these days some 32 million baguettes are sold every day in France.

For those new to France, the use of the simple sentence, ‘Bonjour, une baguette, s’il vous plaît’ at the boulangerie should seem sufficient, but in fact there is more choice than beginners’ French lessons suggest. A ficelle is a very skinny loaf, ideally suited to sandwiches such as the jambon-beurre – you can just about get your mouth around its circumference – while the flûte is thicker, with a higher dough to crust (aka ‘la mie’ or ‘la croûte’) ratio. While some bakers will make their flûtes a bit pointy at each end, this rather robs the hungry bread-fetcher of the quignon (the bit at the end, also called the croûton) on the way home; some bakeries even split the ends of their baguettes into two quignons so that there are more nobbles to nibble.

Then there is the colour of the crust, which shows how long it has been baked. Just like a steak, some customers want their baguette somewhat ‘rare’ and ask for bien blanche, others want it ‘medium rare’, pas trop cuite, and others want it well done, une baguette bien cuite, which is said to be best for digestion. There is so much to know about the baguette, before you even start on the pain à l’ancienne (a fat, oval loaf ), the pain de campagne (round loaf with a gentler crust), or the boule (good for toasting), the couronne (the ‘crown’, like a pile of rolls that have been baked together) or the fougasse from the Mediterranean, made with olive oil. And then there’s the newer trend for sourdough loaves, championed by the likes of acclaimed bakery Poilâne.

Thankfully, once you’ve made your choice of which loaf to buy, eating it can be straightforward: on its own, with butter and jam, or in the classic jambon-beurre (there’s an art to that – see below). If you want to have it with an Asian twist, with piquant herbs and sriracha mayo for example, search out a Vietnamese banh-mi sandwich – Nonette Banh Mi (71 Rue Jean-Pierre Timbaud).

Finally, there is the question of how to use up the leftover stale bread. Do you feed it to the birds? Turn it to breadcrumbs, la chapelure, for topping a dish? Or simply dip it in egg and milk and fry it in butter for the simple yet delicious ‘le pain perdu’?



Jambon De Paris, City-Wide

Once you’ve bagged your baguette, the most Parisian way to use it is as a jambon-beurre. A simple meal that sees a 30cm section of a ficelle (the skinny baguette), spread with salted butter and filled with top-quality ham. This sandwich is the most consumed in France and pre-dates any other notion of street-food by decades; it is affectionately nicknamed Le Parisien. While baguettes have upped their game, thanks partly to the Grand Prix competition, the ham component can be a win or lose situation. To be a winner, look for the best of the best: Le Prince de Paris made by Yves Le Guel, who rescued jambon de Paris from the mass-produced slices packed in plastic trays in the hypermarkets (which we buy on almost every trip to France – needs must). He bought the company, called Doumbéa, in 2005, and was intent on producing the best jambon de Paris he could, making sure it was boiled in a stock that included fresh vegetables, sel de Guérande and spices. When I bought a few delicate slices of Le Prince de Paris at Bon Marché’s La Grande Épicerie (7th arrondissement), a food shop paradise in which you could lose yourself for days, I could hardly stop myself ripping open the brown paper to taste it. When back at my friend Annalee’s apartment, I loaded up the bread with the butter studded with salt crystals (the ham isn’t as salty as its mass-produced counterparts) and the fine chiffons of the pure-tasting ham. It made a very fine jambon-beurre indeed and, for once, I didn’t add my usual garnish of salty, crinkle-cut crisps.



Pâtisserie, Paris and Nationwide

It’s the smell that hits you first – that warm, buttery aroma that envelops you in its love, that tugs you closer to the counter, and there they all are: every colour, every texture, every design lined up precisely, all begging for your attention. In some, the layers of millefeuille are punctuated by buttons of cream, in others, crowns of Carmen Miranda fruits catch the lights, beside which the chocolate feathers and curls decorate the desserts as if they were gourmet millinery. Will you succumb to the raspberry charlotte, its crown of red jewels hiding a cool, creamy tower beneath? Or how about the chocolate éclair: its glossy, dark stripe along its neat cylindrical choux that hides the sweet crème diplomate inside? Or perhaps the Opéra, its many layers of almond sponge, ganache and buttercream inspired by Paris’s Opera Garnier.

They look too pretty to eat, these perfect structures, but once you do, that lightness, that mousse, that crunch of the base is why we come back again and again to try the next one. But it wasn’t always so. Before the 1950s, French pâtisserie was in danger of becoming stodgy, weighed down by flour and sugar, its heavy crème patissière fillings only adding to the density. Then came Gaston Lenôtre: it is Lenôtre you have to thank for that buttery croissant, for it was he who first insisted on using the best butter for his pastry. It was Lenôtre who introduced a rainbow of fresh fruit flavours, whipped air into his creams to make them as light as clouds, and developed techniques with gelatines and flash-freezing to make mousses hold steady. Among his signature creations was La Bagatelle, with its layers of Génoise sponge soaked in kirsch, vanilla mousseline and fresh strawberries; and it was Lenôtre who started the trend for those colourful little macarons that have now taken on a career of their own thanks to one of his protégés, Pierre Hermé.

Lenôtre was born in Normandy in 1920, the son of two cooks, and showed a talent at a young age for the art of baking. He opened his first bakery in 1947 in Normandy, another followed in Paris ten years later and, by the 1960s, his masterpieces were served at most glamorous events in Paris and beyond. In 1971 came the cookery school in the aptly named town Plaisir, outside Paris, where legions of pâtissiers still learn, even today, his precious techniques that adorn pâtisserie counters all over France, even in the smallest of towns. Soon after came restaurants and Michelin stars, all part of Lenôtre’s empire. For his eightieth birthday in 2000, an army of trained chefs built a 10-metre-high cake in the shape of a pyramid. Never was a pièce montée, in echoes of those made by first great pâtissier Marie-Antonin Carême (see page 198, in Centre-Val de Loire and Pays de la Loire, Chouquettes), more deserved.

For twenty-first-century Paris, there is a new generation of pâtissiers who have taken their craft to jaw-dropping levels of creativity. Those with a sweet tooth and a desire for Cake of the Gods can plan a Paris trip around touring the best: Yann Couvreur, Philippe Conticini, Christophe Michalak, Cyril Lignac, who all have several outlets across the city. There are now pâtisseries that specialise in gluten-free pastries, such as Noglu and Chambelland; and others for vegans, such as Land&Monkeys and VG Patisserie.

And then there is Cédric Grolet. As the pastry chef of the luxury hotel Le Meurice, Grolet first garnered attention in the mid-2010s when his trompe l’oeil fruit and flowers pastries became a hit on Instagram. So realistic were his orange or Granny Smith apples, only revealed to be a dessert when you cut into their light-as-a-feather mousse interior, that the world became hooked. Now, with more than 8 million Instagram followers, two pâtisseries in Paris – which see queues around the block – and another in London, his name is as famous to Millennials now as Lenôtre’s was in the Swinging Sixties. When I interviewed him, he told me how each creation takes a week to perfect before it is copied hundreds of times for customers in the restaurant and pâtisseries, who prefer quality over quantity (they cost more than €20 each). As we talked, I admired the gourmet artworks lined up in the kitchens of Le Meurice before he offered me a try. Cutting through the dotted peel of an orange confection, I took a spoonful of delicate mousse with a mandarin and timut pepper compote centre, and quickly noted it on my wish-list for ‘last meal on earth’.



Rum Baba, Paris and Nationwide

When the exiled King Stanislas of Poland wasn’t hosting balls and naming cakes Madeleine (see page 108, Madeleines, Commercy in Grand Est chapter), he was – it is said – dreaming of his childhood and the raisin brioche soaked in Tokaji wine he so enjoyed. He charged his chef Nicolas Stohrer with creating a similar dessert, and the rum baba was born. Stohrer named it after the King’s favourite childhood stories of Ali Baba from the 1001 Tales of Arabian Nights, and he was able to spread the rum baba joy to the masses when, on the marriage of Stanislas’s daughter Marie to King Louis XV, he moved to Paris and opened his own pâtisserie on 51 rue Montorgueil. It’s still there (now one of six Stohrer boutiques) and is said to be the oldest pâtisserie in Paris, dating from 1730.

Meanwhile, the popularity of the rum baba has boomed in recent years and it’s found on menus everywhere from the humble bistro to high-end restaurants. Here, waiters make a show of serving it at the table, pouring the rum from a silver pot or ornate bottle on to glazed brioche cut lengthways before carefully spooning vanilla cream on top. Chefs throughout France offer their spin or declinaison on the baba as it works with all kinds of spirits, especially armagnac, whisky and Cointreau. It is also conceivable to have ‘babas’ for a picnic if you buy a jar of them from an épicerie fine or pâtisserie. These enticing jars contain smaller brioche globes suspended in all kinds of alcohol including limoncello and vodka, and while I’d say they were better served with Chantilly cream from a bowl, or with fresh pineapple, there is really nothing stopping you popping one of those booze-infused babas into your mouth as you sit, woozy-headed, in the Jardin du Luxembourg or Les Tuileries.



Paris-Brest, Paris and Nationwide

Of all the delightful forms of French pâtisserie, the Paris-Brest boasts a great story. It was created in 1910 when pâtissier Louis Durand decided to pay homage in pastry – always the best kind of homage – to the Paris–Brest bike race. The race was first held in 1891 and was organised by the journalist Pierre Giffard to promote both his newspaper Le Petit Journal and a new form of bicycle which was quickly replacing Le Grand Bi (i.e. the penny-farthing). It was then held as a professional race every ten years until it became an amateur event in 1951.

It’s a long way from Paris to Brest and back again, so what better way to fuel up after hours of furious pedalling than with a decadent wheel-shaped cake? Its craquelin-topped choux pastry circle is carefully cut in half and filled with piped praline-flavoured crème diplomate. It is one of the most popular French pastries there is, and you’ll find hundreds of variations at local pâtisseries. Paul Durand, Louis’s son, tried and failed to patent the original recipe in 1930 – it was a case of closing the stable door after the horse had bolted. The family still own the Maison Durand in Maisons-Lafitte, a small town tucked in a meander of the River Seine west of Paris with an impressive Baroque château. The pâtisserie is now run by Louis’s great-grandson Stéphane Durand and his wife Dorothy.



Macarons, Paris and Nationwide

It used to be the ice cream flavours that had me stand in wonder at a counter, but since the early 2000s, France’s pâtisseries have had another alluring and colourful array to make mouths water: macarons. Somehow choosing them is even more difficult than choosing ice cream, because they’re gone in two bites so there’s no room for mistakes, especially when the likes of Pierre Hermé and Ladurée offer an ever-changing roster of flavour combinations that you might never find again (and that cost more than €3 a pop).

Macarons were supposedly introduced to the French by the Italians in the Renaissance era, and although there are countless versions across France, such as the macarons de Boulay in Lorraine and the macarons d’Amiens (see page 91, Hauts-de-France), the Parisian version is the best known, despite being the newest invention. These brightly coloured confections are said to have been invented at La Maison Durée in 1930 when their pastry chef Pierre Desfontaines – the younger cousin of the pâtisserie’s founder, Louis Ernest Ladurée – thought to sandwich two delicate macaron shells together with ganache. A few decades later, macarons had captured the imagination of pastry chef Pierre Hermé, who, having worked at Fauchon and Ladurée after training under Gaston Lenôtre, would set up his own pâtisserie in 1998. Hermé took the art of the macaron to another level, experimenting with a vivid range of bright colours and flavours; when I visited his workshop, there were macarons flavoured with Corsican honey, under the name Jardin de l’Atlas; as well as rose, lychee and raspberry – called the ‘Ispahan’.

If you’ve ever tried to make macarons yourself, you may have found that they have many pitfalls for the home cook – cracks, flat or misshapen shells. To ogle the perfect versions, add a couple of pâtisseries to your Parisian itinerary. Other favourite outlets include Hugo & Victor, Dalloyau and Carette, where you can gobble them under the stately arches of the Place des Vosges.



Frog’s Legs, Nationwide

When there are thousands of delicious French foods, it remains a mystery to me that there is still such a high demand for les cuisses de grenouilles, or frog’s thighs. Chefs and diners have an ernormous affection for them – which should come as no surprise when a whole nation’s nickname is ‘frogs’. The meat is delicate, but the flavour is most often described as ‘like chicken’. Some 4,000 tons of frog’s legs are said to be eaten in France every year. They’re found on menus throughout France and are often sought out in Parisian bistros. However, there are many ethical and sustainability concerns around their consumption that you might want to consider before jumping into the experience.

My first encounter with them was aged seventeen when the French family with whom I was staying in Annecy thought it would be hilarious to serve L’Anglaise frog’s legs, and I vividly remember them watching for my reaction as they plonked down a big bag of frozen cuisses in front of me. When it came to eating them, my vocabulary was at least able to extend to: ‘C’est un goût de poulet.’

Evidence for frog-eating dates back to the tenth century, when monks reclassified them as ‘fish’ and ate them on fast days, but they were known for centuries as the food of the poor. They became a staple in the Auvergne and Dombes Lakes, north-east of Lyon. Later, Alexandre Dumas’s Grand Dictionnaire de Cuisine mentioned them being served in Paris. Then in 1908 the renowned Auguste Escoffier put them on the menu under the highfalutin title Les Cuisses de Nymphe à l’Aurore, or The Thighs of the Dawn Nymphs, at London’s Savoy hotel as part of a grand dinner for the Prince of Wales. And so, once the most famous French chef of the Belle Époque made them all the rage, their future was secure.

Today they’re served all over the country, and there’s even a festival for them in Vittel in Lorraine, when an astonishing seven tonnes of frog’s legs are consumed over the weekend of La Foire aux Grenouilles each April. But in recent years, the French have questioned whether they should be eating them at all. Ninety-eight per cent of frog’s legs come from abroad and, according to the environmental protection campaign group Robin des Bois, many of the frogs imported into the European Union are from wild populations in Indonesia, Turkey and Albania, where they are now endangered and their removal upsets the biodiversity of their natural habitat.

This ethical dilemma is clearly a challenge for those top chefs who adore them. They won’t be seen to import them alive from Turkey or frozen from Asia. They demand the best for their recipes, where the delicate meat is traditionally enhanced with butter, herbs and garlic.

Step up, then, the French frog producers. The first to become established as a raniculteur (frog farmer) was former fishmonger Patrice François in Pierrelatte, Drôme, who worked for years to develop his French élevage with little profit but who now produces between 100,000 and 150,000 frogs a year as his main business. He supplies such high-end restaurants as Le Taillevent in Paris and Jean-François Piège’s restaurant La Poule au Pot, as well as restaurants outside Paris such as Georges Blanc in Burgundy and Paul Bocuse in Lyon. There are other farmers in Normandy and Franche-Comté and the market is growing; wild frogs can be caught in small quantities in Burgundy-Franche-Comté, where they often appear on menus in spring. So perhaps this is the solution for those who wish to reconcile one’s desire to eat them with the environmental concerns: seek them out at a top-end restaurant supplied by a French farm, or a smaller bistro in Franche-Comté where the supply from wild populations is sustainable. There is just one element to bear in mind: in a nation where nose-to-tail eating has also come full circle to the luxury market, it seems bad form that, for the sake of two little legs, the rest of the poor creature goes to waste. For my part, I’m happy to stick to chicken.



Rooftop Farm Produce, 15th Arrondissement

The twenty-first century has seen France’s capital take strides in its eco-friendly initiatives; in the early 2000s, Paris-Plages reclaimed the banks of the River Seine from its choked-up traffic, then the Vélib bike-share scheme set the city on two wheels. Over the last decade, Paris has become ever greener: even the Eiffel Tower has a few discreet wind turbines.

As much as these schemes have been transformative in moving the city to a greener future, for a capital city to produce its own food is a challenge. One of the first steps in this direction is the creation of Nature Urbaine in 2020. This urban farm is the size of two football pitches and is set on part of the roof of the Salon des Expositions at the Porte de Versailles (15th arrondissement), where, in summer, it abounds with strawberries, tomatoes and other produce, and supplies the neighbouring rooftop restaurant Le Perchoir and a few other restaurants in the area. The farm sells its produce at weekend sales on site, and via organisations such as La Ruche Qui Dit Oui (laruchequiditoui.fr), which connects producers to the public.

The farm also manages not to waste any of those glossy strawberries and tomatoes by working with Rebelle, an anti-waste (anti-gaspi) organisation that takes the unused, ugly or rejected produce and makes them into jams and chutneys. You can find these in shops all across Paris. So, whether you book a summer-time supper at Le Perchoir and have the chance to eat the produce just metres from where it was grown, or you simply pick up a jar of strawberry jam to spread on your breakfast baguette, you can have a taste of what is hoped for the future of food in Paris.

[image: The exhibit showcases a decorative illustration of a wine glass.]



Global Cuisines and Streetfood, Le Marché Des Enfants Rouges

For a huge choice of different cuisines, add Paris’s oldest market, le Marché des Enfants Rouges, to the must-visit list. It is set on the site of a sixteenth-century orphanage, and is so called because the children had to wear red. Although the orphanage closed before the Revolution, the site has been a market for centuries and makes a great stop if: a) you’re in the mood for something different but you’re not sure what; b) you’ve had your fill of the formal restaurant experience; c) everyone in your party fancies something different for lunch.

First whet your appetite by wandering up and down its bustling lanes to get a feel for what’s there. The most famous counter there is Les Enfants du Marché, where the stools are in high demand for its refined, modern European dishes. Elsewhere, you can satisfy any vegan and gluten-free diners with soups and salads; there are Moroccan dishes to sate your appetite, such as couscous and tagines; and Lebanese with mixed mezze plates, falafel and kebabs. There’s no shortage of Italian food, be it risotto, pasta and pizza; and of course there are burgers, because you can’t escape a gourmet burger in Paris. Stop at the Cajun and Creole stand Corossol for accras de morue (salt cod fritters), or try bokit, a Guadeloupian sandwich made with a roll that has been deep-fried in sunflower oil. And then make your choice: order whatever takes your fancy, sit back and enjoy the hubbub.



Couscous, Paris and Nationwide

National polls to find France’s favourite dishes might often feature its classics, such as blanquette de veau or moules-frites, but you can bet your bottom euro that couscous will rank in the top five, such is the nation’s affection for this dish.

Yet France’s best couscous isn’t found in restaurants. Although there are many couscous restaurants, anyone from a North African background will tell you the best couscous dishes are served around their own families’ tables. This is further proved by the absence of people from this background in even in the best North African restaurants. So why bother, if you don’t have a friend of Maghrebin origin to invite you to their house? I found the answer at Le Caroubier, an atmospheric Moroccan restaurant on the very outskirts of Paris, in the 15th arrondissement. It has an old-school feel about it, with colourful tiled tables, pictures of Morocco on the walls and ambient Arabic music. As I tucked into a giant portion for one (that could have served three), owner Karim Ben Rhaiem explained that couscous is a dish for sharing, just as you would at a friend’s home, and so Parisians come to his restaurant for a long, communal lunch. They take their time over the huge pile of fluffy couscous, which comes with a big pot of vegetables in a spicy broth that can be spooned on top, along with a plate of meat or fish of your choice. If you want to try all the different meats – merguez sausage, lamb on a skewer (brochettes d’agneau), chicken thigh, boulettes (meatballs), order Le Royal. This is a Parisian invention, where the meats are cooked separately, unlike the traditional Moroccan way of cooking the meat and vegetables in the same broth before pouring over couscous. On the side, various pickles and sauces (you will get harissa in a Tunisian restaurant) to add a hot and spicy hit that is so rare in French cuisine.

As you work your way through the food, many hours will pass, much chat will be had, and there is a possibility that all the food on the table might be eaten. For this is a group effort and it is not, as I discovered, the ideal food when you’re a solo diner – I left bursting at the seams in trying to tackle a version of Le Royal by myself.

Although it was mentioned in Francois Rabelais’s Gargantua and Pantagruel in the sixteenth century, couscous became well known in France due to the French rule of Algeria between 1848 and 1962, during which time Algeria was a ‘department’, just as Guadeloupe and Martinique still are today. The French also established protectorates in neighbouring countries Morocco and Tunisia (which gained independence in 1956) and so the history of France and these three North African countries has long been entwined. After the brutal and complex Algerian War, which was bitterly fought for eight years, Algeria won its independence in 1962, and since then there has been a growing North African population in Paris and the rest of France.

To forge better understanding of Arab culture, philosophy and art, Paris’s Institut du Monde Arabe opened in 1987 and has a museum, a library and hosts regular exhibitions. It also has a luxurious rooftop restaurant, Dar Mima, which opened in 2023. The building was completely redesigned in 2012 and its façade is an extraordinary geometric pattern of 240 mashrabiyas (traditional latticed windows), which are made from photoelectric cells and mobile apertures that control the amount of sunlight coming into the building. Dar Mima serves a menu of North African dishes such as couscous and tajines, with delicious batata harra potatoes. The restaurant has a sophisticated air, with mustard-coloured banquettes and delicate crockery and glassware. Its windows look over the Parisian skyline and across to Notre-Dame cathedral and, like Le Caroubier, it’s a laid-back place to just relax and take time over the meal – this time I took a friend and was better for it.

As much as their desserts are delicious, you could save your sweet tooth for the pastries at La Grande Mosquée de Paris, as it’s just a fifteen-minute stroll away. The mosque was built in 1926 and is a tranquil space with ornate arches and intricate mosaics; its garden teems with plants and birdsong, and there are ponds and a fountain. In one corner of the complex is a little courtyard café serving mint tea and decadent pastries, all pistachio green and golden yellow. Just sit in the warm sun and take your time to embrace France’s North African influence. Even without an invite to a friend’s table, the chance to enjoy this side of Paris is a joy.



French-African Cuisine, Chateau-Rouge and Goutte D’or Districts, Paris

There’s a different kind of Paris waiting to be explored in the 18th and 19th arrondissements, with a cuisine that is full of punchy, exciting flavours. It has come thanks to the Sub-Saharan African communities that make the Chateau Rouge and Goutte d’Or districts so lively and interesting. There are cool little restaurants such as Mama Kossa, food stores such as Au Marché de la Côte d’Ivoire, as well as artisanal shops such as Little Africa Village, which celebrates the African diaspora in all its creative forms. Many of the food shops are found on the appropriately named Rue des Poissonniers and Rue Poulet, where the shops spill out on to the street with stalls that brim with plantain and cassava, mad fruit and safou, aka bush plum.

To better understand the various dishes and their ingredients, I called on the expertise of chef Anto Cocagne, who kindly agreed to show me around. Having grown up in Gabon, Anto went to culinary school in Paris before working in a handful of top restaurants, then becoming a consultant, writer and TV presenter. As she developed her own style of cooking, she became fascinated with the origins of Gabonese dishes; she discovered, through her research, that many dishes and ingredients were found beyond the country’s borders and that, although dishes in the neighbouring countries were essentially the same as those in Gabon, they had different names according to local dialects. Where there were differences, it was because they had been adapted according to the culture of the country that had colonised them; the cuisine of French Guinea had slight differences to that of Guinea-Bissau, which had Portuguese influences. This insight led her to renaming her cuisine as ‘Pan African’, which she developed into a recipe book called Goûts d’Afrique (Saka Saka in the English-language edition).

Over lunch at Mama Kossa, Anto explained that there are three dishes you most often see on menus. The best-known is mafé, a peanut stew, which I’ve tried in several vegetarian restaurants. There is also thiep bou dien (or thieboudienne), a fish and rice dish made with tomatoes; and the third is poulet yassa, where the chicken is marinated with onions, lemon or mustard. On the menu at Mama Kossa was a Cameroonian fish dish called ndolé, where the main ingredient is a bitter leaf of the same name, similar to spinach, which contains quinine and must be washed several times to tone down its bitterness. For our lunch, it was chopped finely, wilted, mixed with peanuts and served with gently spiced rice sprinkled with pomegranate seeds, alongside a lightly sautéed white fish and chunks of sweet plantain. Anto dared me to try the fiery garlic, onion and chilli paste that was served on the side; it was eye-wateringly hot, yet complemented the ndolé perfectly. As we ate, Anto explained that French chefs of African origin have adapted the original African recipes for French tastes, making them lighter, with less oil and presenting dishes with different elements on the plate, rather than mixed together in a less attractive stew. Meanwhile, chefs have had to use their imagination to create desserts, because they don’t traditionally exist in West African or Sub-Saharan cuisine. Mama Kossa’s dessert menu was a perfect example of the fusion of African and European, and included a tangy baobab panna cotta with bissap coulis; and a mango feuilleté pastry with mango cream.

France has a growing appetite for this genre of cuisine, and chefs of African origin are finally making headlines. In 2021, chef Mory Sacko’s restaurant MoSuke won France’s first ever Michelin star for west and central African cuisine; he uses influences from Japanese food, combined with his Malian heritage and his haute cuisine training under Thierry Marx. In Nîmes, meanwhile, down in the sun-drenched department of Gard, Benin-born chef Georgiana Viou won a Michelin star for her restaurant Rouge in 2023. Viou blends the best of Mediterranean ingredients with flavours from her home country. So many decades after these communities settled in France, and Paris in particular, it’s exciting that these dishes and flavours are starting to find the spotlight.



Sucres D’orge, Moret-Sur-Loing

There are many products in the great repertoire of French cuisine for which we must thank the nuns and monks of ye olde France, from cheeses to liqueurs. In Moret-sur-Loing, east of Paris, they produced a barley sugar sweet that was nearly lost in time. These sucres d’orge are tetrahedron-shaped sweets which were created in 1638 by the Benedictine Sisters of Notre-Dame-des-Anges and became a favourite in the Royal Court after King Louis XIII took a fancy to them. Then came the French Revolution and, in all the upheaval, the convent closed and production came to a standstill. Decades later, just when the recipe was given up as lost, one of the ailing nuns confided in another sister on her deathbed on the proviso she too would keep it secret. After the congregation was re-established in 1853, production resumed and they became the darling of French society again; Sarah Bernhardt even insisted on having one to warm up her voice before her performances. They’re also a pleasant excuse to make a detour to the pretty town in Seine-et-Marne, not far from Fontainebleau. There’s much to see as you seek out the Boutique Sucre d’Orge for some sweets in their pretty tins, including the imposing fifteenth-century turreted gatehouse, the Porte de Samois, and the attractive Renaissance and medieval timber-framed architecture. There is also the mighty twelfth-century keep, the Porte de Bourgogne, and you can follow a bridge to the Moulin Provencher on a little island on the river; this is the Sucre-d’Orge museum (the Nazis blew up the original mill during the war). Before you go in, admire the river as it rushes over its weir, and you’ll see why artist Alfred Sisley fell for the place.

[image: The exhibit presents a serving of cakes, cookies, and cheese.]


Île-De-France Cheeses

To find where Île-de-France’s cheeses are made, you need to venture beyond the Périphérique and into the smaller towns around the capital. Here you’ll find unctuous Bries, mousse-like Crème de Fontainebleau and triple cream cheeses aplenty, including Brillat-Savarin and the similar Boursault. For true cheese fans, however, it would be remiss to try only local cheeses when in Paris, for its fromageries bring together all the best cheeses from around France. Their selections can be extraordinary, especially in such famous fromageries as Androuet, which dates from 1909, and Barthélémy, which supplies the Elysée Palace. A stay in Paris also gives you the chance to tap into specialists in regional cheeses, such as Emmanuel Carbonne at Au Lait Cru (18th arrondissement), who knows all about Breton cheeses; Fromagerie Goncourt (11th arrondissement), where Clément Brossault can show you the delights of Corsican cheeses, and Frescolet (9th arrondissement), which specialises in cheeses from Occitanie thanks to its native owners Jean Chimisanas and Hadrien Senegas. When confronted by their mind-boggling selections the best thing is to tell the fromager what you like and what they recommend along those lines; they take pride in knowing their stuff, so will do their best. If you like super-stinky cheeses, reassure them so; they will often expect visitors to have a less adventurous appetite. Another way to get your head around them all is to book a tour with an expert such as Jennifer Greco, who leads cheese tours through Paris by Mouth and her own via her website chezlouloufrance.blogspot.com. I loved her wine and cheese tour in the Marais, where she selected some exceptional cheeses from all over France from Fromagerie Laurent Dubois, complete with wine pairings.



Brillat-Savarin

When it comes to this decadently creamy cheese, there are two stories to tell. First, the cheese: it was created by father and son Pierre and Henri Androuet, of their eponymous fromagerie fame, in the 1930s and was based on a recipe for L’Excelsior that was made in the 1890s as a ‘triple-cream’ style, soft, cow’s milk cheese, but made even more decadent. It is one of France’s most luxurious fromages, with a slight tang and saltiness to its soft yet dense texture. It has a white, fluffy rind that develops from the penicillium candidum and is sold in squat cylinders in either large (around 12cm) or smaller (around 8cm) sizes. While it was invented, or improved upon, by the Androuets in Paris, it is also made in Burgundy and Normandy.

Now the name: as much as it’s one of France’s most delicious cheeses, it seems a low-key homage to a man whose legacy in French gastronomy looms large. Jean-Anthelme Brillat-Savarin was born in the Bugey region of France in 1755 and went on to be a man of many talents: he was a linguist, a lawyer, an archaeologist, judge, politician, virtuoso violinist and writer. His 1825 tome The Physiology of Taste changed the idea of eating from merely a mode of survival to a joyful philosophy of life and remains one of the most important books in French gastronomy. It is a collection of a lifetime of consuming and considering food and is famous for its aphorisms, such as ‘The pleasure of the table belongs to every age, every social station, every land and every day; it blends with every other pleasure and remains to console us when all the others are eventually lost.’



Brie De Meaux

Brie is a well-known cheese, but the Brie you’ll find in the supermarket isn’t the same as a proper AOP-awarded Brie de Meaux. When you get a slice of this gently oozing fromage, with its mushroomy, nutty aromas, there’s no going back to the rubbery, thin-skinned pretender. It was declared ‘King of Cheeses’ at the 1815 Congress of Vienna, a European peace summit held after the fall of Napoleon. As an aside from the main negotiations about where each nation’s powers should lie, a competition was organised by the diplomatic mastermind the foreign minister Charles-Maurice de Talleyrand, who decided to hold a contest to decide which of sixty European cheeses was the best. Of course each representative championed their own country’s cheese, until the Brie de Meaux was served last and eclipsed the rest to win the crown. Although the congress saw France have all the Napoleonic conquests reversed, Talleyrand saw an opportunity to use food to show that France remained a cultural and gastronomic powerhouse.

Meaux itself is tucked in a tight meander of the River Marne and is a pleasant town in which to buy your cheese from its very source. There are a couple of fromageries in town. Meanwhile, next to its imposing Gothic cathedral there is the tourist office, which has a little Brie museum on its first floor. As well as explaining how Brie is made, there’s an exhibit on the Confrérie des Compagnons du Brie de Meaux, whose crushed velvet robes are an appropriate shade of cream and their hats are topped by a marvellous hat: it’s a large, velvet-covered balsa-wood box, usually used for transporting the cheese. There are other Bries to try, too. Brie de Melun is 10cm smaller than the Meaux, at 27cm diameter, and has mushroomy and vegetal notes such as cauliflower. It’s left to ripen for four to five weeks. If it’s left longer, up to a year in fact, it becomes a Brie Noir – a harder, honkier cheese that locals dip in their coffee. Even smaller is the Brie de Coulommiers, just 15cm across, which was invented as it was easier to transport than the larger wheels of Brie de Meaux and Melun. If you manage to find a Coulommiers made from raw milk, you’ll find its flavours even more pronounced, with aromas of mushroom, butter and shallot.



Crème De Fontainebleau, Fontainebleau

For all the bombast of Fontainebleau’s magnificent château, which sits at the heart of this chic town an hour from Paris, the local speciality seems rather discreet in comparison, appearing on few menus these days and offered by fromageries alongside a huge selection of other cheeses. This cheese-cum-dessert is wrapped in a fine gauze muslin, which keeps in its moisture for its very limited (two days max) shelf life. Every fromagerie has its own recipe, which is basically a riff on crème fraîche, and/or fromage blanc topped with whipped cream; most add a tiny bit of sugar and some add vanilla. The Fromagerie Barthélémy (on Grand Rue) keeps their recipe a fiercely guarded secret, while the lady in Les Terroirs de France (Rue Sablons) checked I intended to put mine in a fridge or cool-box quickly so it wouldn’t sink. When I had some a little while later, I found it quite plain, but it’s an excellent vehicle for drizzling on a brightly tart, red fruit coulis, and sprinkling with caramelised slivered almonds. Its story goes that at the end of the nineteenth century, the milk was being transported to the town on a horse and cart and got jiggled around in the back, Madame Bovary-style, over the course of the long journey and gained a mousse-like consistency that some bright spark decided to adapt into a dessert.
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Chapter Seven Centre-Val De Loire and Pays De La Loire

[image: The exhibit presents a platter filled with French delicacy.]
From its source in the Massif Central, the River Loire snakes its way north and has already completed more than half its journey by the time it reaches Orléans. Yet it is the stretch from there to Saint-Nazaire on the Atlantic Coast that we know best as ‘the Loire’, whether that be as the region Centre-Val de Loire, or neighbouring Pays de la Loire. Both regions boast châteaux galore, many of which took their current forms in the Renaissance, which also brought with it many of France’s most classic foods, such as choux pastry and dried fruit. Orléans itself became famous for its vinegar from the Middle Ages onwards; wines were transported along the river and were quality tested at Orleans before being transported to Paris. Those that had gone bad were sold to vinegar-makers, which sealed Orléans’s reputation as the vinegar capital of France. Trading opportunities offered by the river also helped the development of such specialities as tapped apples, a curious way of dehydrating apples and pears to preserve their nutrients for sailors at sea. These were made in the caves near Saumur, where a number of ‘trogolodyte’ restaurants give you the chance to dine in a cave, with menus that include the mushrooms grown in other caves nearby. The more fertile banks of the Loire are ideal for growing grapes for the region’s excellent wines, as well as fruit and vegetables, while other areas of rougher terrain are ideal for grazing goats. As such, goat’s cheese reigns supreme in the Loire, and the regions’ five AOC cheeses are all made from their milk.

The river widens at Nantes, where the city’s shipbuilding industry boomed and played a key role in the slave trade. The gâteau Nantais – made with sugar and rum from the Caribbean – is not the only testament to this history, and the city has reinvented itself into a centre for arts and creativity. From there, the river passes St Nazaire and enters the Atlantic. Just to the south, the Île de Noirmoutier is particularly welcoming for food lovers; local chef Alexandre Couillon gained three Michelin stars for his menus which celebrate the extraordinary effect that the sea and the soil have on the island’s produce. The region has other star chefs, too, who also source their produce from as near to their restaurants as possible. For Christophe Hay, this is his own garden at his Fleur de Loire restaurant, set in a grand château. He joins in with the long-held tradition of potager gardens at many châteaux, such as Villandry, Chenonceau and Rivau, and the incredible tomato garden at Château de la Bourdaisière. If there is one product that every chef will have in their larder, it is fleur de sel, surely the most peacefully produced speciality in France.


Fleur De Sel, Gros Sel, Guérande

There’s something meditative about the role of the paludiers – the salt harvesters – in Guérande’s vast salt marshes. Under a bright cyan sky, I stood and watched paludier Simon Pereon gently sweep his long T-bar tool, un las, across the rectangular pond, moving the shallow seawater so it rippled across the pink-hued basin. With the help of the sun and the impenetrable clay soil, Simon produces the precious salt crystals that are treasured by chefs around the world.

Like 220 of his paludier colleagues in Guérande, who are classified as ‘farmers’ by the state, Pereon’s role is a true vocation. He is the third generation in his family to pursue it and his young son has ambitions to follow suit. When he told me how tranquil it is when he arrives to start work at 6 a.m. on a summer day, when the sun peeps over the horizon and the silence is broken only by the terns and spoonbills, I was ready to sign up too. My visit to this extraordinary place gave new meaning to a product I regularly sprinkle on food with wilful abandon. It’s especially good in Breton butter (see page 27, Brittany chapter) where the crystals twinkle on your taste buds.

Salt has been prized in this area since Roman times, when soldiers were sometimes paid in salt rather than money – hence the origins of the word salaire or salary. Its harvest in these ponds came later, but still more than 1,000 years ago. Though the area of salt pans and marshes is smaller than it once was, they still span some fifty square kilometres between the medieval walled town of Guérande itself and the enchanting Le Croisic peninsula (you’ll see pans like this on the Île de Ré and Île de Noirmoutier, too). The salt pans have a pink hue, thanks to a certain kind of algae, and are linked together like a labyrinth, the salt content becoming more concentrated as the paludier moves the water through each pan. At the end of a summer’s day (the season is mid-April to mid-September), the salt is raked into neat piles on the clay dykes between the pans, and if you’re there towards sunset, the sight of the salt in silhouette against a nectarine sky, reflected in dozens of mirror-like ponds, is awesome. We found the same idyllic experience on the Île de Noirmoutier, and the Île de Ré, where they call their salt harvesters ‘sauniers’.

The cooperative’s shop sells big bags to take home but it’s worth knowing that fleur de sel is best added to dishes after they have been prepared (hence why you’ll find it mixed with other flavours, such as herbes de Provence or piment d’Espelette, which would also deteriorate with cooking). To season during cooking, use the sister product gros sel, chunky greyish crystals. Gros sel is the one chefs hurl into giant pots by the handful, or indeed use as a salt crust when baking a succulent sea bass or juicy tenderloin to ensure it cooks evenly. I will never forget my first encounter with a salt crust, presented to me on a silver platter at L’Arpège, Alain Passard’s three-star Michelin restaurant in Paris back in 2007. As the waiter sliced through that salt crust, I expected to see a prize fish or joint of meat, but this was just after Passard had pioneered the idea of putting vegetables centre stage on his menus. Inside that grey salt mountain was a giant beetroot, complete with whiskery roots. Though it was a magnificent beetroot (organic, grown in Passard’s own potager garden), I am in no doubt that the salt played a significant supporting role.



Les Bonnottes Potatoes, Île De Noirmoutier

You know that little moan that comes when you get your first taste of something utterly delicious? I’d never had that for a potato, until I went to the Île de Noirmoutier. Just off the Atlantic coast, this idyllic island is a patchwork of salt pans, whitewashed villages bedecked with hollyhocks, and has oyster-quaffing opportunities galore. Among its many excellent products, Noirmoutier is most proud of the La Bonnotte potato; it is small and golden with a fine, papery skin, but with a floury texture, unlike the new potatoes we’re used to. They’re nutty, a tiny bit lemony, and have a whisper of the sea.

The island basks in a gentle microclimate that almost never drops below freezing, the sea air is rich with the smell of ozone, and the farmers fertilise their soil with seaweed from the beaches.

In 1945, after years of being ripped off by merchants from ‘Le Continent’ (as the locals call the mainland), the farmers formed a cooperative, which has always been pretty savvy. Between them, the island’s farmers grow six varieties of potato harvested throughout the year, with charming names such as La Sirtema, Lady Christl and Annalisa. But the one that holds most anticipation is La Bonnotte – said to be the world’s most expensive potato. Only 100 tonnes are grown each year, and as well as being very fragile, La Bonnotte is in season for just two or three weeks in May. Unlike other potatoes that grow from the seed potato and then separate in the soil, La Bonnotte remains on the stalk so can only be picked by hand, and so for a long time they were grown only in islanders’ gardens for their own consumption.

Then, in 1995, the cooperative wanted to celebrate its fiftieth anniversary by doing something special and they decided to reintroduce La Bonnotte to their farms; it would require being harvested by hand, but why not, if the crop was kept small? Then came a stroke of creative genius: they took a basket of 3kg of Bonnottes to Paris’s most famous auction house, Drouot, and it sold for 15,000F (about £1,500, which was even more substantial a sum in 1995), earning it its moniker of the ‘most expensive potato in the world’. From then on, a carefully chosen list of VVIP chefs in Paris receive a box courtesy of the cooperative each year, which helps guard their reputation.

On the island itself, their arrival is celebrated at the Fête de la Bonnotte in early May, which sees locals and visitors take part in bike rides, join in with the harvest and sit down for the evening feast at long tables in the courtyard of the cooperative’s main building. Some 3,000 people tuck into two tonnes of Bonnottes, boiled and drenched in butter and sprinkled with Noirmoutier’s fleur de sel. They’re served with grilled sardines from Saint-Gilles-Croix-de-Vie, just over the bridge on the mainland, and a lot of wine.

You’ll find all the island’s potatoes on restaurant menus as they come into season. At L’Étier, chef Patrice Millasseau uses all the island’s potatoes in astonishing ways, from his signature potato stuffed with a snail in herb butter, even to a little glass of his signature potato milkshake flavoured with the island’s own saffron. If you’re self-catering, the market at Noirmoutier-enÎle is the place to buy a wooden box of your own Bonnottes and they cost around €8 for 1.5kg; expensive, but not unreasonable. With so many options for cooking them, I asked the president of the cooperative, Jessica Tessier, for tips. She recommended tossing them, still warm from being steamed, into salad dressing with finely chopped shallots; their starchy texture collapses just enough to soak up the glossy vinaigrette. Jessica’s best tip was to make pommes de terres tapées, where you steam them and then toss them into a baking tray with extra virgin olive oil, sprinkling them with salt before bashing them with the back of the spoon. You then bake them for about 20–30 minutes so they crisp up, and all the loose bits turn golden and crunchy. With a whole box of Bonnottes to polish off in the few remaining days of our holiday, we did as we were told and made all of Jessica’s serving suggestions, starting of course with the classic: boiled, buttered, salted, and with that first bite came that little moan.



Fion Vendéen, Flan Maraîchin, Vendée

Custard tart lovers will know they come in all shapes and sizes. In Britain, it is a nutmeg-sprinkled teatime treat, its cold custard filling wobbling over a buttery shortcrust pastry. In Portugal, the pastel de nata is the thing to search out in Lisbon, biting through its sweet cinnamon-sprinkled filling to a sweet flaky puff pastry. And in France, the flan vanille or the flan Parisien can take many forms: from a custard triangle over a fine shortcrust, as uniformly neat as haute couture, to a decadently filled, fluted puff pastry case as frilly as Molière’s cuffs.

In the north of the Vendée, south of Nantes, there’s none of this indulgent frippery. The fion Vendéen, aka le flan Maraîchin, is a beast of a custard tart. For starters, fion translates as slang for arsehole (although the word actually derives from the patois for flan) and it came about as an Easter treat, when there was a glut of egg yolks thanks to it being peak laying season.

Its biscuity pastry is rolled and pressed into a deep terracotta mould and then boiled, yes boiled, in water before being baked and left for a few days to properly set. This creates a substantial crust that’s strong enough to support an immensely deep, yet creamy and perfectly wobbly custard filling.

Its sturdiness makes the fion Vendéen a good one to buy to take back to your gîte, or indeed on a picnic, but keep it cool because that custard is sublime when chilled. We discovered it on a holiday to the Île de Noirmoutier, where the Maison Chaplais has them piled high in their counter at the market, and we took home a big vanilla tart and another flavoured with bay. But they didn’t last long – within minutes of being placed on the table at teatime, they had been demolished by my family with their beastly appetites.



Préfou, Vendée

There are few things better than l’heure de l’apéro when you’re on holiday in France. The sun has dipped and is casting long shadows on the garden or terrace, and there’s usually a local aperitif to glug into your glass, which you clink with a toast of ‘Santé’. It’s a moment to savour, and so for that you need some decent nibbles. In Vendée, this must be le préfou Vendéen, ideally accompanied by Troussepinette, the local aperitif.

This butter-laden garlic bread, sometimes filled with such local specialities as mogette beans, or sardine butter, is thought to originate in Fontenay le Comte, where bakers, in the days before the invention of the thermostat, placed a plain dough ball in their oven to see how fast it would rise. This gave it the name ‘pré-four’ (the pre-oven) which was shortened to ‘pré-fou’, though, depending on how much booze you intend to drink with it, it could also mean ‘pre-madness’. Rather than chuck it out when the real loaves went in, the bakers topped this pale, fairly undercooked dough with salted butter and garlic and scoffed it.

Traditionally the bread is flatter and more resembles a ciabatta than a baguette. You could make it yourself, but really, buy it at the boulangerie to cook at home and preserve your energies for chatting, drinking, pouring others’ drinks, and tearing another piece from the loaf. If you buy the other stuffed versions, they are so filling they could be served for an ‘apéro dinatoire’, whereby the nibbles are the dinner, followed by char-cuterie platters, cheeseboards and crudités.



Tarte Des Noces (Or Tarte Aux Pruneaux), Île D’yeu

Prunes aren’t often associated with romance, but thankfully their starring role in the Île d’Yeu’s ‘honeymoon tart’ comes more as a result of the island’s seafaring heritage than any desire to keep newlyweds’ digestion in check. In the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, prunes were taken to sea by sailors to ward off scurvy, and locals tell how, in the seventeenth century, a ship carrying prunes as well as spices such as orange flower water, rum and cinnamon – exotic treasures at the time – was wrecked on the island’s rocky coast and the islanders had a field day helping themselves. They took the ingredients home and cooked them up and the tarte aux pruneaux or tarte des noces was born.

The honeymoon link seems harder to explain, other than a simple assumption that these exotic ingredients were kept for special occasions. But, as I sat on the Plage des Sabias, a pretty little cove of golden sand, backed by a row of shabby-chic fisherman’s huts, it struck me that the Île d’Yeu is a perfect honeymoon destination with or without a tart. Above me, vapour trails criss-crossed the azure sky left by planes carrying honeymooners to more exotic climes; I thought how they need not have gone so far to find an idyllic and romantic island. Many of the villages reminded me of Greece, with terracot-ta-roofed, whitewashed houses with powder blue shutters – in Saint-Sauveur, the shutters are painted turquoise, yellow and red – and stone-walled gardens that brimmed with holly-hocks, agapanthus and even the odd palm tree. It almost felt Caribbean. The Pâtisserie Mousnier, the island’s bakery that specialises in the tarte aux pruneaux, is found in Saint-Sauveur, and the lady in the shop was happy to explain that the pâtisserie was a family affair, now run by Alain Mousnier, the son of the original owners. I bought two tarts to share with the whole family back at our gîte, where we devoured the sticky, jammy tart, licking fingers with every narrow slice.

While the tart’s more exotic ingredients would have been saved ‘for best’ in times gone by, modern life sees many of them lurking in our store cupboards. It occurred to me, then, that it was quite an easy tart to whip up when you don’t have much else in. It’s even a good one for vegans if you use vegan pastry and miss out the egg wash.





Tarte Des Noces

SERVES 4


	250g prunes

	1 Earl Grey teabag

	2 tablespoons dark rum

	½ teaspoon ground cinnamon

	1 tablespoon orange flower water

	250g ready-made puff pastry

	1 egg




	Place the prunes in a bowl and cover with boiling water, then add the Earl Grey teabag and let them steep for 30–40 minutes.

	Preheat the oven to 180°C.

	Drain the prunes, but keep the cold tea aside. Put the prunes into a saucepan with the dark rum, cinnamon and orange flower water, and warm over a gentle heat, stirring and mashing up the prunes with a wooden spoon. If it starts to stick or boil dry, add a couple of spoonfuls of the tea you’ve set aside.

	After about 20 minutes, it should be sticky and cling to the spoon. Set aside to cool slightly.

	Roll out the puff pastry and press into a 20cm fluted tart tin. Then spread the prune mixture on to the pastry base and place narrow strips of pastry on top to create a lattice.

	Separate an egg, whisk the yolk and paint over the lattice and edges. Bake in an oven for about 25 minutes, or until the pastry is golden.

	Serve warm, with crème fraîche.








Gâteau Nantais, Nantes

Sink your teeth into the gâteau Nantais, with its woozy, rum-infused icing and light, almondy sponge, and you’ll probably think nothing of how its ingredients came to Europe. And so the sweetness you taste as you lick your fingers and lips rather jars with the knowledge that its ingredients, such as rum and sugar, came to France as a result of the slave trade. While Nantes has reinvented itself as a centre for innovation and the arts, the city has long acknowledged its part in one of the world’s darkest periods. As the city that built the boats that sailed to Africa and then on to the Caribbean filled with human cargo, Nantes offers many opportunities to learn about how its wealth was built on the sugar, coffee and cocoa that was returned to its port on those same ships

In 2011, the city opened its Memorial to the Abolition of Slavery. Set next to the bridge to the Île de Nantes, the pavement is embedded with 2,000 glass bricks. Each one bears either the name of a slave ship that was built and launched from Nantes, or the name of a slave trading post in Africa, or one of the ports of call for selling slaves in the French Caribbean. The memorial itself is found underneath the quayside, and resembles the sloped hull of a ship, with glass panels showing testimonials from the period and a timeline of events. Meanwhile, the Château des Ducs de Bretagne has its own fascinating exhibition of the town’s part in the trade; diagrams show how many people were crammed on to these ships, while portraits of mer-chants, such as Pierre Grégoire de Roulhac, painted in 1757, who is shown feeding a sugar cube to his dog, demonstrate the lavishness of the merchants’ lifestyle. There are also exhibits about France’s much-loved Petit-Beurre biscuit, which was invented in the city by the Lefevre-Utile family (their company went on to be LU biscuits, as we know it today), who are also credited with inventing the gâteau Nantais.

However, stronger evidence points to master baker, Monsieur Rouleau as its earlier inventor in 1820 when the trade was still in progress (having been reinstated by Napoleon Bonaparte). Despite the trade’s final abolition in 1848, it continued to be a much-loved cake throughout the city, with its appeal enduring even now. Among the city’s many bakers who are proud of their gâteau Nantais is MOF Franck Dépériers, whose popular bakery La Petite Boulangerie often has queues out the door. He has taught his recipe to people all over the world and, like many others, recognises that Nantes will continue to acknowledge its part in the history of slavery.



Rillettes, Le Mans

Of the many enticing foods you can assemble for a picnic, rillettes must surely rate among the greatest. Made from pork that has been cooked so long and slowly that it falls apart into shreds, and preserved in its own fat, it can be spread on bread or crackers or simply dolloped on the side of a salad. It dates from the fifteenth century, and it even gets a mention by Rabelais in Le Tiers Livre, published in 1546, though it went by the rather unappetising name ‘brown pig jam’ (la brune confiture de cochon). Although you’ll find rillettes all over France – made with duck or different kinds of fish – the town that is most proud of the product is Le Mans.

The town in the Western Loire is best known for its motor-racing, but it is equally appealing for its medieval houses, cobbled streets and cathedral. Since first trying rillettes there, on the terrace of a restaurant in the old town, twenty years ago, it has been a must-buy for our many picnics across France, whether at a scenic table overlooking a rippling stream, or out of the boot in a supermarket car park.

Le Printemps des Rillettes festival (‘rillettes in springtime’) also brings with it concerts, art exhibitions, competitions for producers and ambitions to create the largest rillettes dish in the world, whether in a record-breaking sandwich or a giant cooking pot; while the Brotherhood of the Knights of the Rillettes Sarthoises holds a national competition in February in Mamers. Meanwhile, you may be offered rillauds or the similar rillons, cubes of confit belly of pork. Different, but no less tasty, and another hero product to add to the picnic basket.



Beurre Blanc, Western Loire and Nationwide

Anyone familiar with classic French cuisine will know that the sauces are everything. As the great Paul Bocuse once said: ‘If an architect makes a mistake, he grows ivy to cover it. If a doctor makes a mistake, he covers it with soil. If a cook makes a mistake, he covers it with some sauce and says it is a new recipe.’ It wasn’t a mistake chef Clémence Lefeuvre wanted to cover up when she created beurre blanc, it was instead the unappetising fish of the river Loire such as carp and pike. Its rumoured history is that Lefeuvre was making beurre Béarnaise and forgot to add the egg yolks. The ‘new’ sauce was a hit with diners in a village near Nantes, and Beurre Blanc was born. The only niggle with the story is that beurre blanc is a tricky sauce to make; without egg yolks to emulsify the butter and wine, it can easily split, so it seems unlikely that it was a result of any accident and more a case of dedicated experimentation on Clémence’s part, and make Bocuse’s words more fitting.

On menus, you’ll find this creamy yet slightly tart sauce served over tender fillets of pike perch, or other white fish, or else with chicken or as a starter over asparagus. You may see it called beurre Nantaise, if the cook uses wine exclusively from the Pays Nantaise area. It’s crucial that any dish with beurre blanc be served to diners as quickly as possible, lest it turn to a gluey mess if left too long. It’s a firm favourite when I’m in the region, especially at favourite places such as the elegant Château des Briottières at Champigné and the more laid-back La Cabane du Chat Qui Pêche, at Cantenay-Épinard, one of Angers’s excellent ‘guinguettes’, the twenty-first-century incarnation of the outdoor riverside bars and music venues that are immortalised in many an Impressionist painting. The service was excellent, the food better still. I tucked into delicate pike-perch topped with moreish beurre blanc, mopping up the very last of it with the tender new potatoes. In front of me was the River Mayenne, gently flowing by.



Crêmets D’anjou, Angers

Angers is famous for a dessert that is so simple and so delicious, it’s a wonder it hasn’t been adopted as a classic throughout France, especially after legendary food writer Curnonsky declared it to be like ‘eating a cloud’. Its story goes that in 1890 Marie Renéaume, an inventive young cook working in service, didn’t have anything prepared for an evening meal and so whipped together egg whites, fromage blanc and cream to serve after dinner, much to her employers’ delight. A few years later she opened a small épicerie with her husband and began selling the dessert there, which led to it becoming a regional speciality.

It’s popular with chefs because you can easily add your own individual flair, such is its simplicity. The obvious addition is Cointreau whipped into the mix, the orangey spirit being another speciality of Angers, or you can serve it with a fruit compote – the Western Loire and Loire Valley regions are also known for their soft fruit harvests.

Crêmets d’Anjou is a good one to make at home, especially in summer. One time I served it with a gooseberry purée, which worked perfectly drizzled on top. If I was a deeply considerate cook, the idea of pairing this most English of fruits with an Anjou speciality could have been a tribute to the Plantagenet history of Angers, when the English and French royal families were so entwined in the fifteenth century. The truth is I was just using up the glut from our garden.

If I can’t find fromage blanc I use mascarpone instead, which makes it creamier, though it lacks the tanginess you get in the real thing. You’ll find crêmets d’Anjou on menus all over Angers, but a good place to try it is in one of the many guinguettes on the riverbanks, such as Le Noé in the village of Bouchemaine, where the rivers Loire and Maine meet. Here, you can sit under their red umbrellas, slowly devouring each spoonful of ‘cloud’ as the Maine quietly glides by.

To make it, whip 300ml of double cream with 1 teaspoon of icing sugar until it forms soft peaks, then chill it for half an hour. Mix together 200g of fromage blanc (drain the liquid first) or mascarpone and a teaspoon of honey (and 30ml of Cointreau, if using), then set aside. In another bowl, whisk 6 egg whites with a pinch of salt until they form stiff peaks. Once the cream has chilled, mix it with the fromage blanc/mascarpone mixture, then fold the egg whites in gently. Once it has all fully combined, spoon the mixture into six ramekins or glass bowls.



Champignons De Paris, Saumur

Above ground, the town of Saumur and the area around it are a joy to explore: there is Saumur’s stately château standing high above the River Loire. Not far away is the Abbaye de Fontevraud where Eleanor of Aquitaine and Henry II were laid to rest; there are villages built in attractive tuffeau stone, where holly-hocks sway in the summer breeze, and vineyards galore. There is so much to explore, it would be easy never to consider what lies beneath. But go underground and there’s a whole other world to see: wineries, troglodyte villages, hotels, restaurants and mushroom farms.

Underground living began as early as the tenth century, when locals realised the sandstone was easy to carve out; it was taken for building and later, when the kings of France set up home in the Loire, for the magnificent châteaux. They left behind numerous inhabitable caves; in the case of Louresse-Rochemenier there was a whole village across 250 rooms that was inhabited until the mid-twentieth century. Though the caves were a little chilly, as far as real estate goes it wasn’t a bad choice: new baby? Dig an extra room for free!

Meanwhile in Paris, small button mushrooms had been grown at Versailles in autumn and spring and popularised by Louis XIV; a century later growers discovered that the quarries around Paris offered perfect conditions for champignons de Paris to be grown year-round. But in the late nineteenth century Paris Métro needed those quarries for tunnels and kicked the mushroom-growers out. The Western Loire had the perfect solution, empty caves and – a bonus – manure from the horses at the equestrian academy that could be added to the compost. Although there are now mushroom farmers with temperature-controlled cultivation houses all over France, there still remain producers who grow mushrooms in the caves. One of them is Jacky Roulleau, whose father set up production in 1950. With his son and five employees, they grow two tons a week, all year round, in a 5km network of caves that are at a constant temperature of 14°C; 95 per cent of their production is champignons de Paris, but they also grow shiitakes and oyster mushrooms, and supply local restaurants within a 30km radius. When I visited his eccentric museum La Cave Vivante du Champignon, just outside Le Puy-Notre-Dame, we saw huge, compost-filled trays dotted with thousands of burgeoning button mushrooms; behind the scenes we saw caves that stretch back some 40 to 50 metres, lit only by Jacky’s head torch. I asked him what it was like to essentially live underground and he joked that life was normal there in the caves; it was up above that things got bizarre.

You don’t need to resurface for long before you find an opportunity to eat Saumur’s mushrooms; there are ‘troglodyte’ restaurants too. At Les Caves de la Genevraie, the dining room is set in a very cosy network of small caves. It’s part of the excellent Hôtel Rocaminori, where you can sleep in a cave too. At Le Caveau in Doué-la-Fontaine, meanwhile, the dining room is vast, but no less exciting. Menus tend to be similar at all ‘troglo’ restaurants and, for the starter, serve large mushrooms called galipettes; the word for somersault, because they’re said to tumble out of their soil trays when they grow too big and heavy to hold on. They’re filled with garlic and herb butter. Also on the menu are small breads called fouaces, similar to pitta, that puff up in the wood-fired oven as they cook, which are served with a smorgasbord of different dishes: mushroom duxelles (finely chopped and cooked with cream), rillettes, butter, cornichons, mogette white beans with rillauds (like large lardons), goat’s cheese and a green salad. If you have room, dessert might be a baked apple doused with pommeau, or crêmets d’Anjou.



Tomatoes, Château De La Bourdaisière

Nothing beats the taste of a home-grown, sun-ripened tomato, plucked fresh from the garden, and the tomatoes at Château de la Bourdaisière, near Tours, must be seen – and tasted – to be believed. In the red-brick-walled garden of the nineteenth-century castle, 700 different varieties of tomato grow in the Loire Valley sunshine. They come in a rainbow of colours – red, orange, yellow, purple. They’re all sorts of shapes and sizes, too: ribbed, oval, small, large. But best of all, their names are like something from a Roald Dahl book: there’s Black Zebra Cherry, Livingston’s Golden Ball and Pink Ping-Pong. They’re here because they form part of the National Tomato Conserva-tory, an incredible project in biodiversity led by the château’s owner and aristocrat Louis Albert de Broglie. Established in 1995, it aims to showcase the varieties, as well as study them for their medicinal, cosmetic and scientific characteristics. Should you wish to conduct your own gastronomic study, then take a seat at the rustic tables in the garden’s small ‘Bar de Tomates’, which serves simple lunchtime recipes such as gazpacho and tomato salad. It’s on the edge of the adjoining dahlia garden, which makes a dazzling display in summer. Meanwhile the château hotel has a gourmet restaurant that makes the most of the other fresh produce grown on site. To truly celebrate the diversity of these tomatoes, join in with the Festival de la Tomate et des Saveurs, which they host each September. There are cooking demonstrations, tastings, recipe competitions and a tomato market.



Nougat De Tours, Loire Valley

Not to be confused with the nougat we know and love from Provence, Corsica and Montélimar (see page 228, AuvergneRhône-Alpes), the nougat de Tours is a tart. Made with a shortcrust pastry base and filled with apricot jam, it contains dried fruit soaked in rum or kirsch, and is topped with a macaronade (different to the macaroni and beef dish from Sète) which is made with ground almonds, sugar and egg whites, then baked. The key ingredient in its story is the dried fruit which came to France during the Renaissance from the late fifteenth century to the seventeenth century, when the region’s forts were transformed into ornate châteaux, with all their turrets and towers, as residences for successive kings and queens. Artists were made welcome too, among them a certain Leonardo Da Vinci, who was invited by François I to be his Premier Painter, Engineer and Architect and arrived by donkey, having crossed the Alps. The food scene improved with the next generation, when Henri II’s spouse Queen Catherine de’ Medici brought such gastronomic game-changers as the fork, the macaron and dried and candied fruit. These became very popular, especially as fresh fruit was considered bad for one’s health; presumably the confit variety weren’t so beneficial to the population’s teeth.

As time went on, they were incorporated into nougat as we know it from Provence, Corsica and Montélimar, but they were also used in the nougat de Tours, which is now one of the region’s most loved desserts. There’s a brotherhood, the Confrérie du Véritable Nougat de Tours, that holds competitions to find the best tarts. You can buy it in pâtisseries all over Tours, and it’s worth visiting some of the region’s impressive châteaux: Amboise, Loches, Azay-le-Rideau. Because its ingredients don’t go off quickly, the nougat de Tours is known as ‘un gâteau de voyage’, so it’s a good one to buy to take home as it’ll keep a good one or two weeks. That said, it can be quite fragile, so probably not one to take over the Alps on a donkey.



Chouquettes and Choux Pastry, Nationwide

If you’ve ever been in possession of a bag of chouqettes, you will know how quickly you will be in the possession of an empty bag of chouquettes. These little choux puffs adorned with sugar crystals are quite possibly the most moreish of French pastries. Like the dried fruit of the nougat de Tours, they’re thought to have come thanks to Catherine de’ Medici, who brought her entire court with her, including the chef Panterelli, who is credited with inventing this ‘hot’ pastry, which is cooked both in its preparation and its baking.

Some years later, choux pastry became the speciality of Marie-Antonin Carême, who is widely regarded as the founder of haute cuisine. He famously stated that there existed five fine arts, including architecture – ‘the principal branch of which is pastry-making’. In 1815, he published the first of many books about pâtisserie in which he drew elaborate illustrations of desserts and pâtisseries that used sugar, marzipan and pastry. His showstoppers were inspired by palaces, temples and châteaux from all over the world. They were called pièces montées, and were the main draw at the parties of high society, especially for French diplomat Charles Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord, for whom Carême worked. His atelier for this period of his life was the kitchens at the Château de Valençay, whose huge domes set it apart from other châteaux in the area. After touring the rooms in which Talleyrand brokered many an international agreement, you can go down to the kitchens to watch an excellent sound and light show in the very place in which Carême worked.

The best-known legacy from these creations is the croquembouche, a towering cone of choux pastry puffs filled with crème patissière that stands on a nougatine base often shaped like a crown. The whole thing is expertly woven together with caramel sugar art and is served at special occasions, such as weddings. Lucky you if you’re a guest at such an event, but if not, you can still get a choux fix by setting your sights on less ambitious, but equally delicious, creations, be they éclairs, profiteroles or the Burgundian savoury pastry gougères (see page 127, Burgundy-Franche-Comté) and of course chouquettes.

[image: The exhibit displays a bowl containing a meal prepared in the French style presentation.]



Pithivier, Pithiviers and Nationwide

When you drive to Pithiviers through miles and miles of wheat fields, it seems obvious that the speciality of the town should be a pastry when flour supply is so bounteous in these parts. Chefs the world over have embraced the sleepy town’s namesake – an upside-down pie, with its crust domed over the delicious ingredients, usually layers of meat and vegetables, inside. In France, the most famous version is the northern French version of the galette des Rois, served to mark Epiphany on 6 January across the north of the country. When families serve up the frangi-pane-filled flaky pastry, everyone hopes to be given the slice containing ‘le fève’, the little china charm that will result in them being named ‘king’ and awarded the crown to wear. The youngest child is charged with sitting under the table to call out the names of each family member as the galette is served, to ensure each slice is randomly distributed. It’s a charming tradition that lightens the post-Christmas gloom, and sees pâtisserie windows brim with galettes of all different sizes and spins on the traditional recipe.

While France has embraced the galette des Rois, the town itself has another version of Pithivier with which to entice visitors to its environs: le fondant de Pithiviers. It is quite similar to the gâteau Nantais in that it’s made with ground almonds and only a tiny bit of flour, though it has a boozy touch thanks to an added shot of triple sec, rather than rum. To make it even more enticing, it has a thick, sweet almond fondant icing. The town’s pâtisseries all serve it, and those who have won the annual contest proudly display that they hold a medaille d’or or medaille d’argent on their windows. Le fondant de Pithiviers is better, it has to be said, than the speciality for which the town of Pithiviers was known in the sixteenth century: pâté d’alouette, or lark pie.




Tarte Tatin, Lamotte-Beuvron and Nationwide

At the end of the nineteenth century, two sisters, Stéphanie and Caroline Tatin, were running their family’s hotel, the Hôtel Tatin, in the town of Lamotte-Beuvron, in the deeply forested Sologne area west of Orléans. Stéphanie’s speciality was the apple pie. The most frequently told version of the story behind tarte Tatin goes that one evening she forgot to line her pie dish with pastry and instead laid the pastry over the top to bake before then turning it back up the right way to serve.

According to the brotherhood that promotes the dish, the tart proved a hit with the Tatins’ customers. It caught the attention of the much-adored food critic Curnonsky, who spread news of a tart in which the apples were so slowly caramelised that they melted in the mouth. Being a famous storyteller, Curnonsky embellished his tale by saying it was invented through an even more dramatic accident – that Stéphanie tripped and turned it upside down. It shot to fame, with the recipe apparently pinched for the menu at Maxim’s in Paris (it’s said one of their chefs pretended to apply for a job as a gardener and spied on the sisters in the kitchen for the recipe), and the rest is history. As protectors of the ‘true recipe’, La Confrérie des Lichonneux de la Tarte Tatin also say that the ‘reversed’ apple or pear tart was in fact already an old Solognote speciality that was served in many restaurants in Orléans.

The brotherhood are proud of their Solognote heritage: their hats are based on the region’s traditional hunting head-wear, complete with game bird feathers around the brim. This is complemented by a blue robe with red neckerchief and the all-important tarte Tatin ceramic medal around their necks. Lichonneux, meanwhile, roughly translates as ‘finger-licking’, making them the ‘Brotherhood of finger-licking lovers of the tarte Tatin’. While today’s owners of the renovated Hôtel Tatin guard their recipe with the utmost secrecy, the brotherhood have spent many years promoting theirs everywhere they can, at festivals, gastronomic salons and further afield. And, like all brotherhoods, they bring together people from the community with an interest in the dish (or ingredient/product elsewhere). In Britain or other countries, retirees might join the golf club or the Rotary Club to combat loneliness, but in France, it is often the brotherhoods that provide such companionship. However, in recent years, the Tarte Tatin Brotherhood’s members’ advancing years have meant their activities have slowed while they find some new, younger members to revive its activities – a task that has proved harder than expected, and its future is at risk. That made it an even greater privilege to have been welcomed a few years ago at the house of the Grand Master, Jean-Paul Cousin-Martin, where he and eight members of the brotherhood showed me how to properly make the ‘veritable’ tarte Tatin.

In the small kitchen, they got to work peeling the four large Jonagold apples (Royal Gala and Golden Delicious work too); they even had one of those little contraptions that peel them at the turn of the handle. Then they cut them into quarters and took out the cores, while someone else preheated the oven to 200°C. For the next part, Jean-Paul explained that you need a pan (cast iron works best) that can go both on the hob and in the oven. Into that you melt 80g of butter, then sprinkle over 120g of caster sugar to cover the base of the pan evenly and remove from the heat. Arranging the apples came next, and this, he said, was crucial in how they all sink in together as they softly caramelise. He placed a circle of quartered apples, core side up, around the outside of the pan. Then, inside that, he put another circle of apples core side down. Then he said to just fill in the gaps with smaller pieces, so it’s all tightly packed together. This then goes into the hot oven for 30 minutes, which starts to soften the apples. After this, you bring it back to the hob for another 35 to 40 minutes. This was the crucial part, said Jean-Paul, and all the other members in the kitchen chimed in and nodded in agreement. As it cooks on the hob on a medium heat, you must watch it very carefully, because the liquid eventually turns to a gloopy caramel. If you time it correctly, all the water and apple juice will eventually evaporate and the caramel will stop bubbling. This, he said, is the moment you whisk it off the heat; any longer and it will burn. One of the ladies in the brotherhood had rolled out the pastry on a floured surface (they admitted that day that the bought stuff was just as good as homemade) and she laid it over the top of the apples, trimmed around the sides to make it all neat, and pierced it a few times with a fork. Jean-Martin then put it back into the oven for 25 minutes, after which it was taken out and cooled. Then came the moment of truth – the flip. Jean-Paul put a plate over the top of the pastry, and then, with the deftness of a man who had done this hundreds of times, turned it over quickly to reveal the veritable tarte Tatin in all its golden, unctuous glory. Everybody clapped as he placed it on the counter, the forks descended and the ‘hmms’ of approval came with everyone’s first bite.

[image: The exhibit displays a bowl containing a meal prepared in the French style presentation.]
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Loire Valley Cheeses

Lovers of goat’s cheese are spoiled for choice in the Loire Valley and Western Loire. Goats graze on the patchwork of moor and heathland alongside the Loire, Cher and Vienne rivers, where the soil is not suitable terroir for other products. These five cheeses all hold an AOC, all work well grilled on toasts for an aperitif, sprinkled with walnuts or dried fruit, or baked in puff pastry as little tarts.



Sainte-Maure-De-Touraine

Just south of Tours, the quiet village of Sainte-Maure-de-Touraine near the banks of the River Vienne is home to a much-loved goat’s cheese that is said to date from the Moorish invasions in the ninth century. Legend tells how Muslim women passed the recipe on to locals, who passed it from mothers to daughters through the centuries. It’s easy to spot on market cheese counters, with a grey-blue, bloomy rind, and it keeps its long cylindrical shape thanks to the rye straw that goes through the centre. When you cut it, you need to be careful to cut around the stick and not through it.



Selles-Sur-Cher

This delicious goat’s cheese is made with whole milk and is therefore nicely creamy, with a slight tang along with notes of hazelnut and fruit. Round, with a diameter of about 10cm, it has bevelled edges and became known as ‘Selles’ in the nineteenth century when faisselles basket-type moulds were used to make it. You can eat the blue-grey rind, which is made with vegetable carbon ash and salt, and which helps its ten-day (at least) maturation. It hails from the Sologne region, to the east of the Loire, where the village of Selles-sur-Cher itself boasts a 1,000-year-old château complete with its own winery and dinosaur park, which undoubtedly draws more visitors than cheese.



Crottin De Chavignol

Depending on your level of French, the name of this cheese might not sound very appealing (crottin means ‘dung’ or droppings), but rest assured this use of the word is thought to come from the local dialect word for ‘watering hole’ in the Sancerre region (east of Bourges). The clay around these ponds was used to make oil lamps, the bases of which were used as moulds to make this cheese. It seems a convoluted story but, whatever the origin, Crottin itself is much more pleasant than its namesake. That said, when you choose a mature version (affiné), its aroma is fairly powerful. It also comes as a young cheese (jeune/ mi-sec), blue-ish (bleuté) and blue (bleu). Its strongest incarnation is called repassé, which is so strong in flavour it has to be kept in a ceramic pot.



Valençay

Unlike royal gourmand Louis XIV, Napoleon Bonaparte doesn’t get as many mentions in the gastronomic annals of time, but one story that does feature Napoleon concerns Valençay cheese. It was originally pyramid-shaped, until the emperor’s foreign minister Talleyrand thought best to lop off the top to soothe Bonaparte’s ego after he failed to conquer Egypt. Apparently, they told him it was so named because it was shaped like the bell tower at the church in the village near his château. If you’ve ever seen Valençay’s skinny church tower, with four pointy turrets, you would assume they hoped Napoleon would never pass through and spot it, as the cheese doesn’t really look like it at all. The cheese itself has a light grey ash coating, and its white interior has a pleasantly firm texture with grassy, nutty aromas.



Pouligny-Saint-Pierre

This 200-year-old cheese is also a truncated pyramid shape, but is said to be actually based on the shape of the bell tower in its eponymous village, a tiny little place set in La Brenne regional, natural park. The goats here, strictly the Alpine breed, graze on a small area that abounds with heathland, cherry trees and the nourishing grass or hay from the meadows nearby. The cheese comes in two different types: the red label is made at a dairy using milk from several different farms, while a green label denotes that it is made with raw goat’s milk at individual farms. In Pouligny-Saint-Pierre itself, the Maison du Fromage sells cheeses from various surrounding producers, and there’s a brotherhood that promotes it, too; and of course there’s a festival. To slice it, cut from the top all the way down into quarters or eighths.

[image: The map shows Clermont-Ferrand located to the west, Aurillac to the southwest, Lyon situated along the Rhône river, Annecy to the east of Lyon, Chamonix Mont-Blanc situated further east near the border with Switzerland, Chambery located to the southeast, and Grenoble situated to the south.]





Chapter Eight AUVERGNE-RHÔNE-ALPES

[image: The exhibit showcases a plate filled with French cuisine.]
Of all France’s regions, nowhere has such varied landscapes as Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes, nor as wide a range of foods it brings to the plate. It is no surprise that the most food-loving figure in French history, Jean-Anthelme Brillat-Savarin, was born here, in 1755 in the appropriately named Belley, east of Lyon.

At the heart of the region is Lyon, the world capital of gastronomy, as declared in 1935 by Curnonsky – the food critic nicknamed Prince of Gastronomes. The city’s position at a crossroads of Europe allowed its silk trade to flourish; after the French Revolution, the best ingredients, techniques and cooks were well placed to cater to the city’s thriving industry. When the early twentieth century saw more people exploring in their motor cars, helped by Curnonsky’s guides and the Michelin Guide, the Rhône Valley became a hall of gastronomic fame. The route south to the Côte d’Azur was punctuated by Michelin-starred stopovers. Even now, a century later, the same restaurants draw diners thanks to the newer generations of chefs from the same families, such as Anne-Sophie Pic in Valence, or Michel, César and Léo Troisgros near Roanne. As the River Rhône winds its way further south, the Drôme country has whispers of Provence in its lavender fields and olive groves.

To the east, the Alps have their rustic, mountain cuisine; in summer, cows graze meadows for exceptional cheeses that are used in dishes all year round. There is refined cuisine, too, particularly near Grenoble from chefs such as Christophe Aribert and Stéphane Froidevaux who are each inspired by the summer herbs that grow in the mountains. Other chefs find their inspiration near lakes such as Annecy, where there are many renowned restaurants offering breathtaking views. The same can be said at Aix-les-Bains, next to the Lac du Bourget, where chef Antoine Cevoz-Mamy is creating exceptional cuisine at l’Incomparable.

To the west, the Massif Central has peaks of a very different nature: a chain of extinct volcanoes snakes south from Clermont-Ferrand, where the volcanic landscape has many stories to tell. From the sophisticated town of Vichy, which drew high society to its mineral springs, to the harsh mountains of the Cantal where life was so tough that even the Salers cows have a brutish attitude.


Bouchon Cuisine, Lyon

Lyon’s small, homely restaurants, known as bouchons, date from the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, when the cooks who had lost their jobs working for the aristocracy in the French Revolution opened welcoming bistros to feed those coming to Lyon for the silk trade. Their speciality was turning cheap cuts of meat and offal into delicious dishes, a tradition that is as strong today as it was then. Today’s bouchons stay true to the decor of the past. Walls are adorned with rustic pictures, copper pans and bric-a-brac, wooden chairs are tucked beneath tables set with red gingham tablecloths. Others have given the decor a more modern touch, while some – such as Le Garet – take pride in having changed nothing in years other than adding more bric-a-brac.

The term bouchons doesn’t, as you might think, refer to wine corks but to the twist of hay left outside for visitors to wipe down their horses. Their female proprietors came to be known as the Mères de Lyon because they essentially acted like mothers for their customers by looking after their belongings, handling their money and, most importantly, feeding them. The most famous were Françoise Fillioux and her protégée Eugénie Brazier, who in 1933 was the first chef to win six Michelin stars (three in two restaurants).

Today’s bouchons still have the Mères’ influence; at the Café du Peintre, one of Lyon’s best-loved bouchons, the chef is Florence Périer, whose mother and grandmother were both Mères de Lyon. Her restaurant in the Part-Dieu district is so popular with locals, some regulars even have their own embroidered bibs. At Bouchon des Filles, the two owners, Laura Vildi and Isabelle Comerro, opened their own place after working in the city’s other bouchons for years. Their cuisine is lighter and more modern but stays loyal to the traditional offal ingredients.

Meanwhile, chef Joseph Viola is one of Lyon’s proudest advocates for the bouchon tradition, despite not originally being from Lyon and having a background in Michelin-starred establishments. He won the MOF (Meilleur Ouvrier de France) in 2004 and went on to take over one of the city’s most-loved bouchons, Daniel et Denise, which has two sister restaurants of the same name. For many years, Viola was President of the Association of Bouchons Lyonnais, which was established in 2012 to provide a benchmark of quality. It’s a useful badge to look for, though it must be said not all the city’s bouchons belong to it – even some of the best. A good tip, however, is to visit those in the Croix-Rousse and Presqu’Île districts because, historically, this is where the silk workers were based. Because Lyon is a city that does everything over a meal – business, celebrations, meeting with friends – there are lots of good bouchons in the Part-Dieu business district (as well as other excellent restaurants), too. Vieux Lyon was traditionally where the merchants worked, so is not where bouchons were traditionally found; many you find there are more touristy versions of the real thing.

Once you’ve chosen your bouchon, and booked a table, the next dilemma is what to choose from their menus. Among the starters, or entrées, you’re likely to see the salade lyonnaise, made with curly endive, mesclun or dandelion leaf depending on the season, and topped with chunky, salty lardons, crispy croutons and a poached egg. Other equally meaty salads might feature lamb sweetbreads (ris d’agneau), pig snout (museau), or different kinds of charcuterie or sausage, such as cervelas, studded with pistachio nuts. Escargots are popular too, as are Puy lentil dishes, artichoke hearts and green beans given a luxury twist with foie gras or truffles. Another favourite starter is the cervelle de canut dip, whose story deserves its own slot (see page 211).

For main courses, quenelles de brochet sauce Nantua is Lyon’s most famous fish dish. The quenelles are a kind of dumpling, made by mixing carp with a light panade dough, which is either poached or steamed. The carp are traditionally caught in the fishing lakes in La Dombes, north-east of the city. They are served with sauce Nantua, made with crayfish that used to be abundant in the streams around Lake Nantua, near Geneva, but now more often imported from Bulgaria or brought from the French coast. Other fish you might see on the menu are herrings (as an entrée) and skate wings cooked in brown butter.

Also on the menu is tête de veau, calf ’s head, which – thankfully for the most squeamish – isn’t very recognisable because it is deboned and rolled. It’s actually quite attractively presented – there is some tongue and brain encircled by a layer of pork fat or rind, so you have a good mix of textures and flavours. This will often be served with a sauce gribiche and/or steamed vegetables. Lamb’s brains are served as cervelles d’agneau meunière, dipped in flour and fried in butter. They still look like brains. Tripe lovers will be keen to order the tablier de sapeur, which translates as ‘Fireman’s apron’, a slab of tripe coated in bread-crumbs and fried in butter. If you find offal hard to stomach, then a saucisson Lyonnais might be what you need to order.

After the cheese course – where you’ll most likely see Saint-Marcellin and other local cheeses (see page 234, Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes cheeses) – you can brace yourself for dessert. It would be rude not to try the various dishes made with the bright pink pralines de Lyon (see page 216, Praluline, this chapter), such as tarte à la praline; otherwise desserts tend to be what you’d find in a Parisian bistrot – mousse au chocolat, rum baba or île flottante.

If you’re thinking that there aren’t enough lunchtimes and dinner slots available during your stay in Lyon to fit in all the bouchons and restaurants you want to try, then book yourself in for a traditional Mâchon breakfast. This dates from the days when silk workers would labour through the night to meet the ever-growing demand for their beautiful fabrics, then turn up at the bouchons for breakfast, including plenty of offal and wine. The tradition keeps going thanks largely to the society formed in the 1960s, Les Francs-Mâchons, of which there can only ever be forty members – all male and aged over thirty – who meet each month in one of forty different restaurants. There’s a female version of the club too, Mâchon des Filles. Book a table for 9 a.m. at one of the bouchons listed on the Francs-Mâchon website and tuck in.



Cervelle De Canut, Lyon

As bouchon cuisine is mostly offal, it seems ironic that cervelle de canut – which translates as ‘silk-workers’ brains’ – is actually a vegetarian dish. In the nineteenth century, the canuts were silk-workers who were so poor they couldn’t afford actual sheep’s or calf ’s brains and so they ate this dish, made with fromage blanc and herbs, for breakfast. Despite their jobs being an essential part of the industry, the silk-weavers were considered the lowest of the low by Lyon’s well-heeled and the traders who came from far and wide to buy and sell silk.

The industry declined in the early twentieth century, but you can follow in the canuts’ footsteps by exploring the traboules, a network of hidden passageways that link the streets in Vieux-Lyon and once kept the valuable fabrics safe from the weather and dirty streets. Nowadays, they mostly give access for residents to their apartments above, but duck inside the discreet doors and you’ll find a hidden world of courtyards, ornate staircases, and mazes of dark corridors that disorientate you until you exit a door on to a completely different street.

Cervelle de canut appears on most bouchon menus and is served as a starter, or part of the cheese course. The dish used to be called ‘claqueret’, meaning ‘to beat’, as it consists of fromage blanc, or cheese curds, mixed with finely chopped herbs, shal-lots and salt and pepper, all served on bread croutons. This is chef Joseph Viola’s recipe, which serves eight; ideal for an apéro.





Cervelle De Canut

SERVES 8


	250g raw cheese curds (or you could use fromage blanc, cottage cheese or ricotta)

	125ml olive oil

	125ml single cream

	1 tablespoon finely chopped shallot

	½ a crushed clove of garlic

	25g chopped chives

	25g chopped chervil (if available)

	25g chopped parsley

	1 tablespoon red wine vinegar

	salt and freshly ground black pepper




	If you’re using fromage blanc/raw curds, leave them to drain in a sieve overnight in the fridge.

	Next day, mix all the ingredients (except salt and pepper) gently in a bowl until well combined.

	Season to taste, and serve on fine slices of toasted bread or grissini breadsticks. It tastes even better when the flavours of the herbs have been left a few hours to infuse the fromage blanc.







Soupe Valéry Giscard D’estaing, Collonges-Au-Mont-D’or, Lyon

There are soups that we grab quickly for lunch, tipped out from a tin, and there are soups that we hurl together from the dregs of the fridge; a dish that is even more humble than pie. Yet there is one soup that tells of an occasion so significant in the history of French cuisine, and which is so luxurious, that it is hard to even consider it a soup at all.

The soupe Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, or VGE, is served as an entrée at Bocuse’s eponymous restaurant at Collonges-au-Mont-d’Or, on the banks of the Saône just outside Lyon. It is served in a small, individual tureen and hidden under the lightest of puff pastry lids, and contains all the very best ingredients France has to offer. There are gossamer slivers of black truffle; tiny, delicate cubes of melt-in-the-mouth foie gras; succulent pieces of beef and the best vegetables diced into the finest mire-poix. The steaming broth is made with Noilly Prat vermouth and an intense and peppery beef consommé. It was first created for the banquet that came after President Valéry Giscard d’Estaing awarded the revered chef Paul Bocuse the Chevalier de la Legion d’Honneur in 1975 (he was awarded the higher honour of Commandeur in 2004). The dinner was small and intimate but its guest list was a roll-call of France’s greatest chefs at the time – Pierre and Jean Troisgros, Michel Guérard and Roger Verger – who each contributed a course.

Paul Bocuse led an extraordinary life. Having started working in the kitchen of his family restaurant aged eight, he was a Resistance fighter in the Second World War, and worked for the legendary ‘Mère’ Eugénie Brazier, and at La Pyramide, in Vienne, under the great Fernand Point. He returned to run his family’s restaurant, Collonges, in 1956, and just ten years later it held three Michelin stars, which the restaurant retained for more than fifty years. He opened many other restaurants and brasseries in Lyon, in the USA, Japan and Switzerland, founded a culinary training institute, and established the global culinary competition the Bocuse d’Or. When he died in 2018 at the age of ninety-one, he was thought to be the oldest chef still working and some 1,500 chefs, all dressed in their chef whites, came from around the world to his funeral.

In Lyon he retains a god-like status; you see his image in the mural that depicts him smiling down towards the covered market that was named in his honour, Les Halles de Paul Bocuse, and in the tourist office in Place Bellecour you can have your photo taken with his statue. While you can eat in his many brasseries, a true pilgrimage requires you to follow the winding River Sâone out of the city to Restaurant Paul Bocuse, where the red-and-green painted Auberge du Pont de Collonges is more than a restaurant – it is an education in itself.

Adorned with murals, such as Bocuse looking out of the upstairs window, the different artworks depict the most important figures in French culinary history: from Marie-Antonin Carême (see page 198, Centre-Val de Loire and Pays de la Loire, Château de Valençay) receiving a visit from Napoleon Bonaparte and Joséphine in 1806, through to the kitchen of Fernand and Mado Point at La Pyramide, with Auguste Escoffier sitting in the background, and later murals depicting Julia Child and James Beard.

When I took my seat in the dining room, I quickly realised I was delighted to be there alone with nothing to distract from the enchantment of being in such an historic restaurant. I was entranced and absorbed every perfect detail, from the serene dining room to the waltz of the waiters as they breezed between tables, from the sight of the poulet en vessie (chicken cooked in pig’s bladder) being whisked past, to the immense cheese trolley. It was sheer joy.

Between fellow diners’ hushed conversations, the clink of glasses and the chink of heavy silver cutlery, I tasted the amuse-bouches, the fluffy bread, and the accompanying wines that may well have been made by angels. When the soupe VGE arrived, placed in front of me with a flourish and a knowing smile from the waiter, my face was hurting from smiling so much. Its ‘lid’ kept in the heat, yet I dared burning my lips in my urgency to savour every drop of its riches. More of Bocuse’s revered dishes came at a perfectly timed pace – turbot with hollandaise sauce, then fricassée of Bresse chicken with morel mushrooms. How could I resist the cheese trolley, so large it required two waiters on either side to bring it to my tableside? Then came the dessert trolley, presenting a feast of France’s most famous confections. I opted for the île flottante, a cloud of egg-white meringue adorned with emeralds (caramelised pistachios) and drizzled with gold (OK, caramel), around which the waiter poured crème anglaise from a silver ladle. Just as I approached the final gustative hurdle, the waiter smiled and placed a side order of crème brûlée on the table as well. My eyes widened. My body said no, but my taste buds wanted it all the same.




Praluline, Roanne and Surrounding Area

The pralines de Lyon come in many forms. You can chomp through a bag just as they are: grilled almond pieces encased in a coarse sugar coating coloured bright magenta pink. Then there is the tarte à la Praline, for which the pralines are smashed up and mixed with cream and then used to fill a pastry case, a dish so loved it even has its own World Championship. And then, as if that weren’t enough, there is the praluline; a huge pillowy dome of buttery brioche studded with smashed pralines. While the pralines themselves date from the seventeenth century, the praluline is a more modern invention that came from the bakery in Roanne of the aptly named Auguste Pralus in 1955. Pralus was a Meilleur Ouvrier de France and went on to be awarded many other accolades, too, including the Chevalier de l’Ordre du Mérite National. However, when his son François declared he wanted to be a chocolatier, he wasn’t best pleased. When I met François, he joked that his father thought he would bankrupt the business, but his career proved to the contrary, winning his own Chevalier dans l’Ordre National du Mérite medal in 2021 and establishing their own cocoa plantation in Madagascar. Maison Pralus now has eighteen shops across France, and so the question is whether to choose Auguste’s praluline or François’s signature product, the Barre Infernale, which is filled with the other kind of praline – hazelnuts blended with chocolate. It’s a devilish choice.



Pommes Dauphinoise, the Dauphiné and Nationwide

When it comes to the back-story of the universally loved dish pommes dauphinoise, it throws up some questions that have little to do with the unctuous combination of slow-cooked potatoes in cream. As you ponder the menu, perhaps at Chez Le Per’Gras or Le Restaurant du Fort Saint-Eynard, you might wonder why Le Dauphiné – the mountainous area of Isère, Hautes-Alpes and Drôme, more than 200km from the sea – is named after a dolphin. But then you might be distracted by the view or chatting with your companion and not think of it again. Then your plate arrives and you put your fork into the golden-hued surface, and take a bite of just-soft potato and rich cream and, frankly, you don’t really care that the ancient province was named after its twelfth-century rulers, the Dauphins de Viennois, who had a dolphin on their coat of arms. Perhaps then you’d take a forkful of the lamb shank roasted with thyme along with a bite of the creamy potatoes and let the flavours collide. At this point, you might give a cursory shrug at learning that the area became a kind of tax haven before being transferred to the King of France, Charles V, with a stipulation that the King’s heir apparent would henceforth be known as Le Dauphin. Maybe after a bite of palate-cleansing, perfectly al dente green beans, you take another forkful of the gratin dauphinoise and wonder not only what the dessert menu is like, but also what was the question about dolphins, again?



Walnuts, Grenoble

Walnuts feature widely on Grenoble’s menus and pâtisserie counters and for good reason –they have a lot of them to use up. With 720 producers in the Isère Valley growing 12,500 tonnes a year, there’s no need to scrimp on them, as I found when staying there for a few days. There was the oil, drizzled on a delicious green salad that accompanied a tartiflette; there was the pot of caramelised walnuts, bought from the tourist office shop to chew while on a bike tour of Grenoble’s incredible street murals; there was a jar of praline-walnut spread that remained on the shop shelf when I saw the calorie content and thought better of it; and there was a little pile of them on a charcuterie platter that reminded of me my first Beaujolais Nouveau soirée, invited by teacher colleagues when I was an ‘assistante anglaise’ in 1997.

Yet as enjoyable as it is to eat them, I most loved seeing how Grenoble’s walnut groves fill the landscape around the city: their graceful, expansive trees are almost everywhere you look. There they were, peering over the fence as we drove across the undulating hills towards the Palais Idéal, a whimsical palace built over thirty years in the late nineteenth century by Ferdinand Cheval, a postman who was inspired by the postcards and journals he delivered. And they line the stretch of the A49 motorway that cuts south-west from Grenoble to Valence, framed by some of the most awe-inspiring scenery you’re ever likely to enjoy at 130kmph. Another time, one late autumn afternoon, when I’d just descended from a heart-stopping drive around the Combe Laval road cut out of the cliffs in the Vercors, I was soothed by the beauty and stillness of the trees as the sunlight flickered through their golden leaves.



Les Ravioles De Royans, Drôme and Isère

When you’re visiting the Dauphiné region, one of the specialities you’re most likely to spot on supermarket shelves is the postage-stamp-sized ravioles de Royans. These little pasta parcels are a legacy of the Italian immigrants who settled in the Dauphiné region from the Middle Ages onwards, and whose influence in the area is strong. They brought their skills and the tradition of glove-making (and pizzerias) to Grenoble’s Saint-Laurent district.

The ravioli are sold in sheets and they’re easy to tear apart and cook, as is traditional, in chicken stock or to fry in butter for an easy supper. You also find them on restaurant menus throughout the region, but Pont-en-Royans, their namesake, is very much worth the detour. You can wander down from the village to the river for the jaw-dropping sight of its medieval houses, which hang precariously over a gorge. Then you can take a table at the restaurant of the Hotel de la Musée d’Eau, where they have several varieties on the menu, with fillings that include local flavours such as trout, walnuts and Saint-Marcellin cheese. After a sustaining and delectable lunch, set off for the Vercors to ogle the incredible Cirque de Bournillon cliff-face and the Moulin Marquis waterfall tumbling over the rust- and silver-coloured strata into the forest below. At the Grottes de Choranche, a cave complex that was discovered in the 1870s, the stalactites are a coincidental link to the Italians who made Isère their home. The fistulas are ghostly white tubes that hang in their hundreds from the cave roof over an azure underground lake. Guides tell you people used to say it looked like spaghetti but then the Italian migrants said: ‘No, it’s macaroni!’



Mint Pastilles, Vichy

The town of Vichy has given its name to three famous foods: Vichyssoise is a cold leek and potato soup created by the famed nineteenth-century chef of New York’s Hotel Ritz-Carlton Louis Felix Diat, who named his invention after his home town. Then you have carottes Vichy, which sees tender, sweet carrots cooked in butter, sugar and – most importantly – mineral water, which preserves their colour and replaces the need for so much salt. And then there are the pastilles, these small octagonal sweets that were first made by chemist Jean-Pierre-Joseph d’Arcet in 1824 with the mineral salts from the water that made the town famous and dished out by doctors for digestive problems. These days, Maison Moinet pastilles come in various flavours, in mint, aniseed or fruit, and having a tin of them in your bag will keep you going as you wander around Vichy.

Your first stop should certainly be the waters’ source in the centre of town. The health-giving properties of these mineral waters are what drew people to Vichy first in Roman times. The town really hit its heyday in the 1860s under Napoleon III, and then again during the Belle Époque in the early twentieth century, from which its most impressive architecture dates. It hit a dark period in the Second World War, when the telephone exchange and the huge number of hotel rooms made it suitable as a base for the collaborationist government – it’s been lumbered with the Vichy France association ever since.

The Hall des Sources, with its striking art deco glass roof, is where five different springs each has a set of taps from which you can taste the water. Each offers a slightly different flavour; once you try those with a rotten-egg aroma, you’ll need a mint pastille to take the taste away. From the Hall des Sources, there’s a beautiful covered walkway to follow, its ornate arches marking the way around the Parc des Sources and the former casino, where the fine glass and ironwork canopy fans out from the façade; in the sunshine the shadows on the floor give perfect symmetry. While you admire it, try a lemon pastille from your tin, which might have a blue gingham pattern, known as Vichy in France.

Next to this is the opera house, opened in 1903; its 1,400-seat gold and ivory auditorium is extraordinary, with a stunning ornate ceiling and cupola roof. You could tune up your own vocal cords with a few aniseed pastilles as you sit there in the stalls staring at the art nouveau frescoes.

Save some pastilles for the rest of Vichy’s attractions though: the art deco church – L’Église Notre-Dame-des-Malades – which has incredible stained-glass windows; Rue Hubert Colombier, on which Napoleon III commissioned every house to be designed according to a different architectural style; and the Grand Établissement Thermale du Premier Classe, which has a Romano-Byzantine pale blue and ivory-tiled dome. There are villas galore, parks and ornate bandstands, and some really enticing shops. Among them is Maison Moinet’s historic sweet shop, on Rue de la Source de l’Hôpital, which dates from 1852 and where you can stock up on more pastilles. You can even try a mint pastille ice cream at their ice cream parlour, La Galerie des Glaces on 1 rue Georges-Clémenceau.



The Cabbage Sausage of Arconsat, Livradois-Forez Natural Park, Auvergne

The saucisse de choux d’Arconsat, a sausage from deep in the hills of the Auvergne, might not top the list of France’s culinary highlights. Few beyond its homeland will have heard of the delicacy, which is made with chopped tender pork neck meat and al dente cabbage. It is certainly tasty, but it is its story that makes it worth searching out in the remote Livradois regional park, where winding roads lead through dense forests, heather-strewn moors and hilly meadows. In these parts, everyone carries a knife. Thankfully, there’s nothing malicious in that – no bandits or wolves to watch out for – it is because Thiers is the knife-making capital of France and so everyone carries at least a small one with them. Even the two marketing managers from the tourist office, both sophisticated women in their forties, showed me how they carried knives in their handbags, pulling them out to demonstrate the point.

As early as the fifteenth century, the fast-flowing River Durolle that surges through the gorge powered mills and workshops, which eventually led to a hugely successful cutlery trade. The men shaping rough-hewn pieces of metal into blades were known as émouleurs and they would lie in rows on their fronts over the fast-spinning stone wheels – it gave them more power than standing or sitting – and to keep warm and help circulation, their dogs sat on their legs. From this position, they shaped one blade per minute and this incredible output put Thiers on the map. There’s still a busy knife-making industry here, with several coutelleries (knife shops) among the narrow medieval streets. It makes the town a lively place in spite of the sleepy countryside around, as visitors come in droves in search of quality blades.

Back in the nineteenth century, the task of selling the knives fell to hawkers, who would travel all over Europe. In the 1860s, one such chap made it as far as Greece; he took a fancy to the local lamb-and-cabbage sausage there and brought the idea back to his home village of Arconsat. Locals realised that mixing pork with cabbage would make the meat go further, so it became a staple dish among the poor, émouleurs included.

Every November, to celebrate the story and the sausage, there’s a festival in the village led by the Brotherhood of the Cabbage Sausage’s thirty members, who don their pink and green costumes and serve up two tonnes of saucisses to 1,700 people, chopping the metre-long sausages into palatable portions to eat with potatoes and a Fourme d’Ambert cheese sauce. If you don’t make it over to join in with the festival – admittedly November in deepest Auvergne isn’t as enticing as blue-skied July – you can taste it at Auberge de Montoncel, run by Jean-Louis, the Grand Master of the Brotherhood. If you prefer to buy it, there are a few butchers who make saucisse de choux in Arconsat and the neighbouring town of Chabreloche.



Puy Lentils, Le Puy-En-Velay

You might wonder why it’s worth going to Le Puy-en-Velay to eat its signature lentils when they’re found on supermarket shelves around the world. In general travel terms, the town is not really en route to anywhere else, unless you’re among the dedicated travellers who come here to start their Chemin de Saint-Jacques pilgrimage on foot. So is it really worth such a pilgrimage to eat the humble lentil? I answered my own question before I even got there, the first reason being that the surrounding landscape is absolutely jaw-dropping. Coming from the east, via Yssingeaux, the road offers up an expansive view of the numerous small volcanic peaks called Les Sucs. Some are rounded domes, others are more conical in shape and look as if Mother Nature herself has pinched the earth into sharp peaks. I was lucky to be seeing this incredible landscape in that pin-sharp lucidity that comes just after a shower of rain.

In Le Puy-en-Velay itself, the scene is even more astonishing: two rocky volcanic peaks jut out of the city’s jumble of terracotta-roofed houses. The highest, at an altitude of 757 metres, is topped by a giant statue of Our Lady of France holding an infant Jesus; the second is crowned by a chapel, Saint-Michel d’Aiguilhe (St Michael of the Needle), that dates from the tenth century. It is the volcanic activity that occurred here some 2.2 million years ago that left these peaks, as well as the crater lake Lac du Bouchet. It also gave the valleys a lush landscape, with rich soil that is ideal for these small, nutty green lentils to thrive.

The Puy lentil was awarded an AOC label in 1935, the first legume to hold it. It’s protected and celebrated by the Green Brotherhood of the Puy Lentil, whose members sport a fetching green robe with a green beret at their lentil festivals and events. They’ve had some famous members past and present, including legendary chefs Paul Bocuse and Bernard Loiseau, as well as Régis Marcon, whose three-star Michelin restaurant is just an hour away.

Sabarot, one of the town’s main producers, has a shop that’s another reason to come to Le Puy-en-Velay, because it shows how versatile an ingredient can be. There are all sorts of things to try, such as lentil flour biscuits and crackers, as well as spreads, caramels and even a pâte de fruit made with lentil and pear purée – a handy energy source for pilgrims to stash in their backpacks. As Puy lentils are seasonal, Sabarot also supports growers to produce the ancient grain spelt (petit épeautre) on the same land so they can maximise their income, rotate the crops and help mitigate the effects of climate change. The shop sells other grains, too, and you can buy the blond lentils that are a speciality of the town of Saint-Flour, 100km to the west.

In Le Puy-en-Velay’s restaurants, the lentils are typically boiled in a vegetable bouillon and mixed with sautéed onions and garlic to be served alongside a sausage or steak. It’s good hearty nosh and has fed pilgrims here for centuries. There are more sophisticated dishes though, such as those from chef Michaël Ruat at Restaurant L’Émotion in Place Cadelade, whose menu by turns features such dishes as cromesquis de lentilles (a lentil croquette) served with a lentil hummous, a savoury cake made with the flour and served with cured ham, and even a dessert of confit lentils.

He gave me an easy way to use them in the summer, when a hearty stew isn’t so desired, with a recipe for salad. His top tip is to rinse the lentils, then place them in cold water to begin with and bring them to the boil slowly. If you don’t, it risks damaging the kernel and they don’t keep their shape.

[image: The exhibit presents a serving of steak served in the French style.]




Puy Lentil Salad With Poached Egg

SERVES 6


	500g Puy lentils

	2 shallots

	1 carrot

	1 bunch of chives

	1 courgette

	olive oil

	white balsamic vinegar

	6 fresh eggs

	edible flowers (mallow, marigold, nasturtium)




	Rinse the lentils and place them in cold water, three times the volume of water to lentils. Bring to the boil slowly and let them simmer for around 20 minutes – they should still be firm when cooked.

	Peel the shallots and carrot and chop into very fine dice (en petite brunoise, as chefs say), and also chop the chives and courgette into tiny dice too.

	Drain the lentils and let them cool, then mix with the vegetables and dress with the olive oil and balsamic vinegar. You can serve immediately, but the flavours develop better when left for a few hours or overnight.

	Serve on to six plates and create a shallow well in each for an egg. Finally, bring another pot of water to boil and poach the eggs for 3 minutes. Lift gently out of the water and place one on each plate in the centre of the lentils, then sprinkle with the edible flowers.






Verbena, Le Puy-En-Velay

I have often enjoyed a tisane à la verveine, a verbena herbal tea, at the end of a meal instead of a shot of coffee. The French love its lemony, herbal flavour both in their teas and in other dishes too, where it can be served with fish or used in marinades. In Le Puy-en-Velay, I found it was central to the local cuisine, particularly as a liqueur called verveine. In Place Cadelade, which is overlooked by the tower of a former distillery, I took a table at A Choumas’, a cosy restaurant on the square, and spotted a framed print above the bar that read ‘Sex, Verveine & Rock ’n’ Roll’. As I wasn’t going to search out the former, and the tunes from the medieval music troupe in the square outside were not exactly the latter, the parfait de verveine on the dessert menu held much promise. After a hearty meal of Limousin steak, with Puy lentils and shallot sauce, the parfait arrived. I dipped my spoon through the sticky salted caramel topping and into the verveine ice cream and took a bite. I was delighted by the cold, gentle, spearmint-like flavour of the ice cream, with a heady whirl of the syrupy liqueur hitting me just as I finished it.

Verveine liqueur has been the ‘other’ green product in Le Puy, rather less rustic than its lentils, since it was invented in 1859 by herbalist Joseph Rumillet-Charretier, who added thirty-two other plants to the lemon verbena leaves grown on the town’s surrounding mountains. A few years later Rumillet’s cousin Victor Pagès started distilling it at his eponymous distillery. They’ve made it ever since, through a long process of macerating, distilling and ageing, and there are a few varieties to choose from, including yellow and a low alcohol version. You can visit the former distillery, now a shop in the arcade off Rue Porte Aiguières, or the distillery itself at Saint-Germain-Laprade, just outside Le Puy. There are other artisanal brands now too, which you’ll find in the town’s épiceries fines, as well as sweets, caramels and, of course, les tisanes.




La Truffade, Cantal

If you’re a fan of aligot, the sublime puréed potato and cheese dish that you pull out from the pan in a ribbon, then you’ll love la truffade. Its ingredients are similar to aligot, which comes from the Aveyron corner of the Massif Central, in Occitanie, but in la truffade the potatoes are sliced rather than mashed, so a waxier potato that holds its shape is preferable. The potatoes are pan-fried in fat until their edges have a golden tinge and are slightly crunchy; they are seasoned with salt and pepper and then mixed with tomme fraîche, which melts and glues it all together, giving it its own stringy consistency. It’s a highlight of Cantal cuisine, and la truffade is served as soon as it is taken off the stove as a side-dish alongside veal or Aubrac beef. It shares a history with aligot, too, as it was also developed by cowherds making basic meals as they herded their cows up to the mountain pastures. You can see their huts, the burons, that dot the steep Cantal mountains. In the Lozère, in the south-west corner of the Aubrac plateau, you might see it named rétortillat and flavoured with parsley and garlic.

These days, it’s ideal sustenance if you’re hiking in the area or indeed need fortifying ahead of the incredible drives through the mountains. If you’re near the village of Salers, stop off on the Route de Puy Mary to eat it at the Burons de Salers – the view of the Cantal mountains and valley is exceptional. Meanwhile in Pailherols, where people go for cross-country skiing in winter, the dish is heart-warming nosh, especially when eaten in the rustic dining rooms of the Auberge des Montagnes or the nearby Chez Marie. Elsewhere, Chaudes-Aigues is a town that was much loved by the late chef Serge Vieira, who died aged forty-six in 2023. At the restaurant Sodade, I ate gloriously unctuous truffade from his head chef Aurélien Gransagne alongside a meal made with other excellent produce from the extraordinary volcanic terroir. The town boasts the hottest volcanic springs in Europe: dare you run your hand under the fountains that are 65°C and 82°C?



Nougat, Montélimar and Nationwide

Although nougat is found all over France, Montélimar is the undisputed capital of this pillowy confection studded with almonds and flavoured with honey. While the basic recipe is thought to have spread throughout the Mediterranean in the Middle Ages, the first trace of nougat in Montélimar dates from 1701 when Louis, Duke of Burgundy, and his brother Charles, Duke of Berry, passed through the town and were given a quintal (a hundredweight, or 100lb) of nougat by the mayor.

From then on, nougat did a fine job of pleasing those who stopped off in Montélimar. In the late nineteenth century, it was proffered to those travelling through by train from sellers on the station platform, and once Montélimar’s mayor Emile Loubet became President of France in 1899, he did a good job of sharing nougat with everyone who dined at the Palais d’Elysée.

By the 1930s, it became a favourite among holidaymakers en route to the Côte d’Azur in their new-fangled motor cars. The town was on the famous Route Nationale 7, and Montélimar made the ideal pitstop for holidaymakers filling up with petrol at impressive art deco garages. By the 1950s, the road was so clogged with traffic jams that drivers got out of their cars to stretch their legs and search out a local treat among the many confectionery stores shaded by colourful awnings and embla-zoned with huge ‘Nougat’ signs.

Everything changed in 1968: when the A7 motorway opened and skirted around Montélimar, the town became deserted; locals say trade fell by 90 per cent overnight. Today Montélimar is still quite a sleepy place, but as you drive into the town centre there’s still no doubt about the local delicacy; there are workshops all the way along the N7 south of the town, with businesses that have existed for more than 150 years – such as Le Gavial, Chabert et Guillou – now based in large industrial units rather than the bijou sweet shops of the 1950s. Among them is Arnaud Soubeyran, which was established in 1837 and has an interesting little museum as well as its workshop and shop.

North of the town, it’s hard to miss the bright pink Palais des Bonbons du Nougat et des Souvenirs. This colourful museum-cum-sweet-shop-cum-pleasure-centre is every child’s dream pitstop; not only do its attractions include a nougat factory and a soft play area to blow off the sugar high, there is a Lego village, a recreation of a 1950s traffic jam complete with vintage cars, a petting zoo, an old toy museum and a huge sweet shop. If you’re stopping off with your under-tens, you might never drag them away to reach the Côte d’Azur.



Black Olives, Nyons

The road to Nyons from the ‘Autoroute du Soleil’ takes you through some spectacular scenery that abounds with delicious produce. First the winding road takes you through breezy cherry orchards, then lines of vineyards. Then you round the corner and the village of Grignan comes into view: an island in a sea of lavender fields, with its Renaissance château sitting atop the village. Then on to Nyons, the road cutting between vineyards and vast olive groves, neat lines of twisted, dumpy trunks with grey-green leaves fluttering in the breeze. The backdrop is the gentle wooded hills that cradle the town of Nyons in the warm climate that breezes up from the Mediterranean and provides the perfect conditions for growing olives.

Nyons’s nickname is ‘Petit Nice’, and when you see the ochre, terracotta and pink houses, and the pétanque players in Place de la Libération, you’ll see why. Saunter into the winding lanes of the old town to admire its boutiques and to dine on the terrace bistros that line Rue des Déportés, but then it’s time to start shopping.

The cooperative Vignolis (Place Olivier de Serres) is the place to buy Nyons’s black olives. The olives that grow in Nyons are the Tanche variety, which can withstand cooler temperatures, and are picked at the end of the year when they’ve gone wrinkly. There’s a festival mid-December when Nyons celebrates them being ‘pricked’ and then salted, the traditional way to prepare these olives, because they can’t be eaten straight from the tree. You can find them preserved in brine, which keeps them longest, and gives them quite an almondy, creamy flavour with a tinge of bitterness. There are other ways to buy Nyons olives too, such as in tapenade, which is delicious spread on toasts with your apéro. The oil is exceptional, with gentle flavours of apple, pear and fresh almond, and there was one kind in particular that I loved, called Mâcérat, that was created in collaboration with top chef Julien Allano. Ever since buying my first bottle at Vignolis, I’ve sought it out in épicerie fines on return visits to the region.

There’s a little museum in the back of the cooperative, too, which tells how the olives were first planted in Nyons by the Romans – proven when they discovered a mill that dated from the first century. There are also old stone presses and other artefacts that delve into the town’s Roman history. Buy as much oil and condiments as you can carry and, if you need vinegar to make that oil into salad dressing, then the place for that is La Vinaigrerie La Para, which has all sorts of vinegars, from black-currant to sage, as well as mustards and oils.

[image: The exhibit presents a serving of steak served in the French style.]



Crème De Marron, Ardèche and Beyond

When you’re used to chestnuts being an ingredient that only comes out at Christmas, as in Britain, it’s intriguing to see how ubiquitous crème de marrons de l’Ardèche is all year round in France. When I saw a large selection even in a tiny Carrefour Contact in Normandy in peak summer, I started to wonder whether my store cupboard should always contain a tin of Clément Faugier, with its label that shows the cheery little character with leaves for legs and prickly husk for a body.

Crème de marrons de l’Ardèche makes a great pairing with meringue, which is in the centre of the decadent pastry Le Mont Blanc, with rivulets of chestnut purée piped over the top like a cartoon toupé. Having sampled Le Mont Blanc in the gloriously decadent salon de thé Angelina on Paris’s Rue de Rivoli, I set about trying to recreate it in my own kitchen, only for the flurry of ambition to flop when I saw how long it might take. Thankfully Delia Smith had a much easier way to enjoy chestnut purée as a dessert, by making a meringue base to fill with chestnut cream topped with a mixture of mascarpone and fromage frais – all the flavour with less of the faff.

Once I’d mixed crème de marrons into Greek yoghurt a few times, and used it instead of salted caramel in the buckwheat chocolate tart (see page 39, Brittany, Salted caramel), my supply was quickly gone. Of course if you’re visiting the Ardèche, where they grow France’s biggest haul in the steep wooded valleys, you can buy crème de marrons direct from producers. In autumn, the village festivals called Castagnades have stalls serving crêpes made with chestnut flour, grilled chestnuts and all sorts of other products to serve as inspiration for the tins and jars you’ll end up taking home.




Tartiflette, Aravis Mountains, the Alps

While Reblochon cheese has its own excellent origin story, involving some savvy mountain-dwellers cheating their landlords (see page 239, this chapter), the dish that puts that cheese in pole position is tartiflette. As if a potato gratin wasn’t delicious enough, the tartiflette enhances its rich creaminess with chunky bacon lardons and sautéed onions, which are best if they’re slightly crispy and a tiny bit burned on the edges.

The dish became popular in the French Alpine ski resorts of the 1980s thanks to a promotion from Reblochon producers trying to sell unused stock. It also gave new life to an existing recipe called péla. In truth, it’s not too different: péla was originally cooked in the fireplace on a shovel (presumably in a dish too), whereas the tartiflette benefits from a splash of white wine and being cooked in an oven. Its name comes from the old Savoyard name for potato, ‘tartifla’. It’s a menu staple in many a ski resort, and I’ll always order it when I’m there.

There is an alternative in Savoie called a croziflette, where the dish is made with crozets instead of potatoes. Crozets are small buckwheat pasta squares that are a staple in Savoie and are often served with sausages called diots, which are cooked in white wine. Crozets are a handy thing to cook up in your ski chalet, if you’re after an easy post-piste dinner, and you can buy different versions with chanterelle mushrooms or the walnuts grown in the Dauphiné region.



Fondue, the Alps

There can be no better finale for a day on the ski slopes than to sit around the table in a cosy chalet with friends, all with rosy cheeks and lungs cleansed by fresh mountain air, and to tuck into a fondue. As the sun disappears behind the mountains and Savoyard wine is sloshed into glasses ahead of the génépi shots that inevitably follow later, fondue is the ultimate dish for winter in the Alps.

The ritual starts by rubbing the base of a ceramic pot, the caquelon, with garlic. It is then placed on a little stove and a small amount of local wine is poured in and left to warm through. The fondue chef places the grated cheese in the pot to melt and stirs gently. More wine is drunk. Cheeks get rosier. The cheese melts, the finishing touches of kirsch, mustard and pepper are added to the pot and the moment comes. Everyone charges their long forks with cubes of bread and scoops up the melted cheese, licking lips, crunching cornichons, cutting more bread. Soon, the pot is almost empty and the remaining cheese starts to sizzle; chef cracks an egg yolk into the pot, stirs it in, the last few bites are consumed and everyone slumps back in a cheese coma.

While a good atmosphere and company is crucial, cheese-lovers might be curious about which cheese is used. In Switzerland, the dish tends to be made with the same moitié-moitié (‘half-and-half ’) recipe, with Gruyère and Vacherin-Fribourgeois cheeses, which result in a more silky fondue, but in Savoie and Haute-Savoie the recipe can vary, with cooks and chefs carefully choosing their preferred cheeses from a longer list: Tomme de Savoie, Abondance, Gruyère and Beaufort (as well as Comté from neighbouring region Franche-Comté), which often result in a thicker dish. Cheese expert Thomas Lecomte told me there’s a knack to getting it right so that the dish doesn’t sit heavy in the stomach. For his gourmet version at M de Megève, he uses a mix of the best variety of Beaufort Chalet d’Alpage, as well as Comtés aged up to thirty-six months, and l’Étivaz cheese from Switzerland. If that all sounds too rich, then rest assured that with his use of very delicate Savoyard wine, and bread that has had a long fermentation, and Thomas’s careful attention to each diner’s preferences, like a sommelier would, he achieves the perfect balance, even if it comes with a higher price tag.

[image: The exhibit presents a serving of cakes, cookies, and cheese.]


Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes Cheeses

When Auvergne and Rhône-Alpes were joined together in 2016 to become one region, it was as if France’s two greatest power-houses of fromage were joined in holy matrimony; out of the forty-six AOP-awarded French cheeses, eighteen are made in the region. They are hugely varied, including cooked and uncooked cow’s milk cheeses, blue-veined cheeses and goat’s cheese. Most share a history of being produced by mountain dwellers who needed to preserve their milk, but their flavours and stories vary greatly depending on the terroir.



Fourme D’ambert

For a cheese that’s produced in one of the remotest parts of France, the Fourme d’Ambert is popular throughout L’Hexagone, where its creamy texture and gentle flavour are an asset to a variety of dishes, from moules-frites to topping a gratin dauphinoise or melted on a burger. This blue-veined cow’s milk cheese is produced in the Livradois-Forez regional park which straddles Puy-de-Dôme, as well as the northern part of Le Cantal and a corner of the Loire department, which offers an incredible biodiversity to the grazing cows. In fromageries you’ll recognise it from its tall, cylindrical shape and blue-grey hue; you buy it by the circular slice. It gained its AOC in 1972, but it dates from long before; in Gallo-Roman times it was used by druids in their celebrations. Later in the eighteenth century, it was made in thatched shacks known as jasseries set on the Monts du Forez. Fourme de Montbrison is similar but has more salt added during the curd-moulding stage. It’s more orange in colour, too, and its texture is more crumbly. There is also the Bleu d’Auvergne, much creamier and smoother with a pungent, mushroomy aroma.



Salers Tradition

Salers Tradition is rare, so rare in fact that it is in danger of dying out altogether. Originally made in the cowherders’ huts called burons, it is now made on remote mountain farms, and there are just seven cheesemakers clinging on to a production process that is quite extraordinary by twenty-first-century standards. I was lucky enough to witness it at GAEC Galvaing, a family dairy farm deep in the Cantal mountains. Whether they’re bred for milk or meat, the horned and mahogany-coated Salers cow is a proud and tricky beast. Their heads were held high as they trotted into the milking shed, and their eyes slightly suspicious as they each took their positions under their name signs above their individual milking stations. Noisette chewed languidly on some hay, Oursine took the chance to sit down for a rest and Lombre didn’t want to come into the shed at all. This sassiness extends to the milking itself, in that their own calf must be present for them to yield any milk. Once they were all secured in their positions, farmer Philippe Galvaing went to the adjoining shed and let the calves into the holding pen next to the milking enclosure. One by one, he called each calf by name (the same as the mother) and it ran to her side to feed, after which Philippe’s son Pierre and daughter Louise were ready to tie the calf to the mother as soon as it had finished. They then placed the milking apparatus on the udders and milked for a further few minutes.

The cheese must be made from a single herd, and from there, the milk is put straight into a chestnut wood vat called a gerle, an essential part of the Salers Tradition production as it provides the natural bacteria that add a nutty flavour to the milk, which is already enriched by the cows’ hugely varied floral diet with plants that thrive on the volcanic soil. After being salted and pressed and turned through various stages, the resulting wheel measures 48cm by 45cm, so it’s one to buy by the slice. Each wheel is imprinted with the name Salers Tradition on both ends and a small red plaque that states the place and day of production is pressed into the side. The Galvaing family make one wheel a day, which seems such a small yield for so much work and the milk of so many cows. As it matures, its rind takes on a stone-like hue. Inside, it has a crumbly texture and a strong tanginess. The Galvaing family sell their cheese through a few select outlets; one of them is the Caves de Fromage just outside the village of Salers itself, where passionate affineur Dominique Varlet stocks nine different producers’ cheeses. When I arrived and got out of the car, the sound of the Salers cows’ bells was deafening, but the sight of them with their calves, with the picturesque grey-stone village behind their field, showed how much a part of Cantal’s landscape these cows are.



Salers

Salers cheese (without the word ‘Tradition’) can be made with milk from Holstein and Montbéliarde cows and so the yield is far greater than the farms using only Salers cows, though it still benefits from the biodiversity of the meadows. This allows farms to create three or four wheels a day, using the same production as Salers Tradition, with a gerle. There are seventy-five producers of Salers, so it is more widely available than its artisanal counterpart, but the aromas aren’t as pronounced.



Cantal

If the cheeses weren’t marked with their names and a coloured plaque, Cantal could easily be confused with Salers, and it is very closely linked by being made by farmers in the winter using the same cows that make Salers cheese in the summer. They can be hay-fed between November and April. While Salers has a red plaque to mark its origins, Cantal is marked by a green one for unpasteurised milk, Cantal Fermier, and a maroon plaque for pasteurised milk, Cantal Laitier. When buying, there are three maturities to choose from: there is the young Cantal Jeune with a soft and milky flavour, while Cantal Entre Deux (‘between the two’) has a delicately balanced aroma; and Cantal Vieux is more powerful and dry. The tomme fraîche that comes as a by-product of Cantal making is used in the dish la truffade (see page 227, earlier in this chapter).



Saint-Nectaire

Popular throughout France, this flat, bloomy-rinded cheese has a delicate flavour, with hazelnut and earthy notes from the pasture on which the Holstein, Montbéliarde and Salers cows graze. It comes from the small Sancy volcanic area of the Auvergne and was gifted to King Louis XIV by the lord of the area, Maréchal Henri de la Ferté-Senneterre, from which it takes its name. It is washed with brine in its first three weeks, and younger varieties have a cream-coloured rind. As it matures, Saint-Nectaire will develop either a browny-grey hue or a pinky-orange shade depending on the mould.




Beaufort, Beaufort D’été and Beaufort Chalet D’alpage

This hard, pressed cheese from the Beaufortain and Tarentaise valleys and Maurienne mountains of Savoie has three different appellations that you could liken to having gold, silver and bronze standards of production. The gold is Beaufort Chalet d’Alpage and its flavour will spirit you away to the mountain meadows, where the air is pure and the flora is abundant. There are just 10,000 wheels produced a year by eleven families, who each have a herd of cows and a chalet where their cheeses are made. The Tarentaise and Abondance cows graze on some sixty plants, such as Alpine clover, buttercups and violets, at an altitude of 1,500 metres or, in some cases, even higher than 2,000 metres, for just 100 days in the summer and the cheese is made immediately from the raw milk. The start of the season in June is the time when the families parade their cows up the mountain wearing crowns of flowers each bearing the cow’s name, with a cacophony of bells. The Beaufort d’Été is similar, though it can be made with the milk of more than one herd of cows; while the Beaufort is made in the winter using milk from cows fed on hay, which makes the cheese whiter in colour (there is less carotene in the hay than in the flowers). All have a concave-shaped rind as they used to be strapped to the back of mules to be brought down the mountains.



Abondance

Abondance cows are easy to spot from their brown coat and white belly, legs and head, and the brown patches around their eyes. You’ll see these gentle but hardy souls chewing the meadows in the mountains of Haute-Savoie. The cheese dates from the eleventh century, when it was made by the monks of the Abbaye d’Abondance, which you can visit to admire its frescoes and cloisters. Abondance is strapped around the middle during production, which gives it a concave rind, and is matured on spruce-wood boards. It has a rich and fruity flavour and is most often used in raclette, whereby it is melted and served with potatoes, bread, charcuterie and cornichons. The dish berthoud is another way to enjoy its melty quality; slices of cheese are placed in a ramekin that has been rubbed with garlic and layered up with white Savoyard wine and served with the same accompaniments as raclette.



Reblochon

The legend of Reblochon tells how, in the thirteenth century, the Alpine pastures of the Thônes valley in the Haute-Savoie were owned by monks and noblemen who demanded rent from the farmers on their land. The figure was paid yearly but was based on the amount of milk produced by a herd of cows in one day. When it came to the day they would be checked, the savvy farmers only partially milked the cows, and once the landlord’s inspector had left, they would do another milking – ‘reblocher’, meaning to milk for a second time. This later milk would be much richer and fattier, making it ideal for making butter and cheese. This much-loved cheese is the key ingredient of tartiflette (see page 232, this chapter) but it is nice just as it is, with dried figs or apricots – or stick it in a baguette with ham for your hike up high in the Aravis mountains.



Tome Des Bauges

When they said the moon was made of cheese, they might’ve had Tome des Bauges in mind. The mottled surface of this round cow’s milk cheese has a soft, grey bloom. It’s quite small compared to its fellow Savoyard cheeses at 18–20cm in diameter, and is made with milk from cows that graze on the flowery meadows of the Massif des Bauges Regional Natural Park.



Bleu Du Vercors-Sassenage

This earthy blue cheese is thought to date from the fourteenth century, when the local seigneur gave its producers, based in the remote Vercors mountains, the right to sell their cheese without paying him duty. It later became a favourite of sixteenth-century King François I, but nearly disappeared after the Second World War when only one dairy made it. By the 1990s, the area’s milk producers had joined forces to secure its future and nine farmers started making it, applying for an AOC in 1993 and finally gaining it in 1998. Its unusual production sees it made by mixing the morning’s fresh milk with heated milk that has been taken the evening before.



Bleu De Queyras

For those who profess not to like blue cheeses, the Bleu de Queyras is the answer. It is gently mild and creamy, with notes of mushroom. It’s made exclusively from the milk of the Tarentaise and Abondance cattle that graze in the Alpine fields near Queyras, in the Upper Alps department. You might also see it named Girardin or Ceillac Bleu. It’s ideal on cheeseboards, with fruit chutney, but save a few slices to top a potato gratin, where it melts beautifully.




Chevrotin

Among Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes’s many cow’s milk cheeses, Chevrotin represents the goats. It’s made by hand by twenty-two farms in the Haute-Savoie and Savoie departments, with a similar production to Reblochon: cooked and pressed into smaller rounds of around 10cm and aged on spruce trays. It is mostly sold in the summer and autumn months and its pâte is quite elastic, with a subtle farmyard flavour and floral aromas.



Saint-Marcellin

Despite its petite size, this soft cheese with a bloomy rind packs a punch in the flavour stakes and is much loved in the Isère, where it’s made, and in the food-loving Drôme department to the south. It’s sold in a terracotta ramekin which contains its ooziness when it’s left to ripen. This makes it easy to slather on to bread and it’s very nice in a cheese toastie too.



Picodon

Travel further down the Rhône Valley and you come to the heartland of Picodon, a small goat’s milk cheese with a strong flavour which was transported beyond its rural heartland once the Dieulefit–Montélimar train, nicknamed ‘Le Picodon’, was built in the late nineteenth century. Every July, the Fête du Picodon in the village of Saoû attracts 10,000 visitors with its farmers’ market and concerts.

[image: The map shows Royan on the coast of Charente, Beaulieu-sur-Dordogne located along the Dordogne river, Sarlat-la-Canéda situated to the east, Bordeaux positioned to the southwest, Agen located further south along the Garonne river, Bayonne situated near the Atlantic coast, and Pau situated to the southeast.]





Chapter Nine NOUVELLE AQUITAINE

[image: The exhibit presents a platter filled with French delicacy.]
Nouvelle Aquitaine, the region that brought together Poitou-Charentes, Limousin and Aquitaine, is the land of some of France’s most revered wines, whether they’re from the vineyards near Bordeaux or the Cognac of Charente. Beyond the bottles that fetch hefty price tags abroad, there are other specialities that are truly local and stay true to techniques and traditions that exist only here. In Charente-Maritime, for example, mussels are served with added firepower, while in neighbouring Charente, pastries take on an unusual form at Easter.

Down towards the Pyrenees, the French Basque Country is an area with a very strong identity of its own: as well as its colourful, timber-framed architecture, its own language and sport – the ball game pelotà – its cuisine is distinctly different to any other in France. Dishes are often infused with the piment d’Espelette chilli pepper, the region has its own kinds of ham and there is a heritage of chocolate-making. In the small port of Saint-Jean-de-Luz, fish are landed daily and the line-caught hake is a particular speciality that graces the stalls in the enthralling covered market, Les Halles, and on the menu at the renowned restaurant Chez Mattin in the neighbouring fishing village of Ciboure.

Journey further south and the Béarn and Basque valleys each make the AOP-listed cheese Ossau-Iraty, while the city of Pau is home to one of France’s most-loved dishes, la poule au pot. The Landes department is also proud of its poultry, from chicken to game birds, and they have long been a product that revered chef Michel Guérard has used in his menus at Les Prés d’Eugénie, which has held its three Michelin stars for more than forty-five years. And if you’re in the Dordogne, there is no avoiding the duck dishes, as restaurants and auberges serve the humble canard in every possible way.


Canelé, Bordeaux

You can do a lot of pavement-pounding in Bordeaux, whether in the narrow streets lined with alluring boutiques in the Char-trons district, or between the galleries and museums, so you’ll need some sustenance. Thankfully, the city’s famous little fluted cakes, called canelé, offer a decadent sugar hit when energy levels are low. There can be no better a pick-me-up than to sit on a bench in Place de la Bourse, surrounded by the Unesco-listed architecture, and bite into the crunchy crust of a canelé and have that woozy hit of rum and vanilla wrap around your taste buds.

It’s said the canelé owes its existence to the nuns of the Couvent de l’Annonciade, who in the eighteenth century would gather the rum and vanilla that came to Bordeaux’s port and then sell their cakes to raise money for the poor. The details of this story are a little murky and there’s another tale that seems more plausible. This one tells how the cakes were developed by bakers in the Gironde wine-growing region to use up the egg yolks left over from wine-making (where the whites were used to tame strong tannins and reduce the astringency found in the region’s grapes). Certainly, it wasn’t until the 1980s that anyone really gave them much thought. They found their champion in the latter years of Jacques Chaban-Delmas’s tenure as Bordeaux’s Mayor, when his career in national politics – he was Prime Minister to President George Pompidou – was behind him. By the 1980s, there wasn’t a visitor to the city who hadn’t had a canelé, and a true regional speciality was born. If you want to thank him, you can visit his statue – though he never wanted one commissioned – in Place Pey Berland where he’s depicted strolling towards the Hôtel du Ville. Also bearing his name is the incredible vertical lift bridge across the River Garonne, Pont Jacques Chaban-Delmas, which was opened in 2013 by then President François Hollande and Chaban-Delmas’s successor as mayor, Alain Juppé, who was responsible for polishing up Bordeaux and its architecture and making it a place you’d want to come and eat a canelé.

The secret to a good one is a dark crust, which – for the most dedicated bakers – is achieved thanks to a fluted copper mould greased with beeswax. This allows the crust to get really hot and caramelise while the rich interior stays unctuously soft. When it comes to eating them, you’re spoiled for choice. You’ll find them as part of a selection of cakes with a café gourmand (that savvy way of having a dessert without having a dessert), but you’ll also see savoury versions made with olives, cheese or chorizo. Canelé are found in every pâtisserie in Bordeaux (and many across France, where it might be spelled canellé or cannelé), or you can stop to have one in a café, such as Cassonade near la Grosse Cloche, the amazing eighteenth-century bell tower; they do a vegan version there.

When it comes to speciality brands, there’s the smart Baillardran pâtisserie, a family-run business established in 1988; but the locals tend to go for the ones at La Toque Cuivrée. On a food tour of the city with Go Eat Do, the guide, Chloe, bought one there for each of us and we all stood on the grand Rue Saint Catherine – Europe’s longest shopping street – eager to try them. We all took a bite into our delectable canelés and felt the embrace of heady rum and sweet vanilla. I was set for pounding pavements for the rest of the day.



Agen Prunes, Gascony/South-West France

Prunes. They’re not very sexy, are they? Sure, the French have a way with them, they pop up in many a dessert and tart, but most people would consign the shrivelled black fruits to the larders of those with poor digestion. But then you have the Agen prune from Lot-et-Garonne, made from the superior species of plum (confusingly ‘prune’ in French, whereas prunes are les pruneaux). The Ente variety do particularly well when dried and when they are soaked in the region’s single-distilled brandy, Armagnac, and served with vanilla ice cream they become food of the Gods, rather than retirement home breakfast fodder.

Plums have grown in the area since the Middle Ages, having been brought back from Syria in the crusades; they were then grafted (‘ente’ means graft in old French) on to existing plum trees by Benedictine monks at the Abbaye de Clairac. They discovered that they took well to the local climate and, when dried, they’d keep for months. The village with its abbey is a peaceful spot to stroll rambling lanes lined with timber-framed medieval houses. It’s set on the River Lot, close to where it runs into the Garonne, and the plums and prunes’ cultivation grew up around this area. The rivers made it easy to ship them up to Bordeaux, where they could sell them by the boatload to sailors to prevent scurvy.

Chefs in the area use them with main dishes, as their sweetness is an ideal partner to the local speciality of duck, as well as rabbit or veal. Restaurants and auberges often serve an Armagnac-prune-ice cream dessert, but Agen prunes also make an easy dessert when you’re self-catering because you can buy them in jars. Look out for the mi-cuit version: they’re softer and sweeter, but they don’t last as long, so eat them while you’re there.



Moules À L’Éclade, Charente-Maritime

On the banks of the River Seudre, near Royan, where salt pans spread for miles and oyster farmers cultivate the much-desired Marennes-Olérons oysters that are sold across France, there’s another shellfish dish you must try. Not to be confused with mouclade – mussels served in a curry and cream sauce, also from the Charente-Maritime – the moules à l’éclade is a curious tradition that sees mussels cooked under a burning pile of pine needles. First the shellfish are arranged in a beautiful pattern on a wooden board, hinge up and all pointing to the centre. They are then covered with long, dried pine needles, gathered from beneath the towering maritime pines that grow along the coast. The needles are set alight and the mussels poach in their own juices and take on a deliciously smoky flavour; they’re served simply with bread and garlic butter and a chilled glass of Muscadet-sur-lie.

The tradition comes from oyster farmers and fishermen on this coast who would, for a meal at the end of the working day, arrange the mussels on the ground (terre) – which gives the dish its more traditional name terrées de moules - and cook them under pine needles. Slowly, a few oyster shacks along the river began to welcome paying customers and the locals and visitors could join in with the spectacle. When we tried it at Le Parc des Graves, a seafood restaurant in the pretty village of Mornac-sur-Seudre, it was fascinating to see the boards lined up in a row, set on upturned wire baskets and then each set alight. The process is slow, giving plenty of time to slurp back some fines de claires oysters as an entrée, and when the mussels arrived at the table everyone risked singeing their fingers to try the first one. The fire causes the shells to become brittle; owner Benoit Gautier explained that the name éclade comes from the verb éclater, to shatter, though there are other explanations for the name, linked to words in the local dialect for pine needles. Once we’d got the hang of sliding the shells apart and picking out the hot shellfish, the board soon emptied; our soot-blackened fingers showed we had successfully been initiated into the moules à l’eclade tradition.



La Pine De Barbezieux, Barbezieux-Saint-Hilaire

If you happen to be exploring Charente around Easter time, with its sprawling vineyards and cognac distilleries, a visit to a pâtisserie might prove to be an eye-opening experience. There’s a certain pastry made at this time of year that has a rather rude shape. You might chuckle to yourself, but then dismiss the idea, thinking, surely France has left behind such salaciousness? But no, the country that leads the world in its eco-friendly initiatives, with world class football and rugby teams, haute couture, fine wines and celebrated artworks, still has a gourmet speciality that is a cream-filled choux pastry shaped like a cock and balls. Locals call it la pine de Barbezieux, or la pine de Paques, and excuse themselves from any charges of lewdness by explaining that, actually, it is a symbol of fertility. It represents the spring and its abundance of new life; this was, after all, the true meaning of Easter before Christianity got a hold of it. So stroll into the pâtisserie, brazenly pick out a couple for later consumption, and be safe in the knowledge that it’s just tradition. No nudges or winks are necessary.




Clafoutis and Flognarde, Corrèze

To be in France in cherry season is a treat. The trees are heavy with these red jewels, whether you’re in Céret in the foothills of the Pyrenees, or the Drôme, where the land is so bountiful that its orchards nudge up against the Rhône Valley vineyards and mark the way to the olive groves of Nyons. However, the country’s most famous cherry dish – clafoutis – comes from another area: Corrèze, where the small black cherries known as la franche noire grow in the forests of deepest Limousin. They have long been scarce, though, so a back-up plan was required: enter la flognarde. This is the name given to clafoutis when it’s made with different fruits and, luckily, there are plenty to choose from in the Corrèze. Soon after cherry season come the strawberries that abound in the farms around Beaulieu-sur-Dordogne, where each year at the Fête de la Fraise they create a giant strawberry tart measuring around 17 metres.

In late summer and autumn, la flognarde is the perfect vehicle for using Limousin’s apples. The Golden Delicious variety thrives in the area thanks to the warm days and cold nights, but it’s not a local product. It came to France from the United States after the Second World War and yet is the only pomme to hold an AOP classification as La Pomme du Limousin. For those visiting the area in which they grow – where the Corrèze department meets Haute-Vienne and Creuse – you can follow the Route de la Pomme de Limousin and visit the orchards. Thankfully, but Golden Delicious are available in most markets and supermarkets, so making a flognarde is a doddle wherever you are.

[image: The exhibit showcases a French-style presentation of steak.]





La Flognarde À La Pomme Limousin

SERVES 6


	To caramelise the apples

	5 or 6 Golden Delicious apples

	2 tablespoons butter

	2 tablespoons caster sugar

	For the batter

	3 eggs, and 2 egg yolks

	1 tablespoon caster sugar

	vanilla extract, or a sachet of vanilla sugar (when in France), but leave out the caster sugar if using this

	100ml milk

	100g flour

	50g butter, melted




	Core and peel the apples and cut them into dice, sized around 1½–2cm.

	Melt the butter in a large saucepan and sprinkle the sugar across the pan, then stir in the apple pieces until they’re coated in sugar and butter. Keep stirring regularly until the apples are caramelised and golden, then place them in a medium-sized baking dish.

	Preheat the oven to 180°C.

	Whisk together the eggs, egg yolks, sugar and vanilla until pale and foamy, then whisk in the milk. Add the flour and, once the melted butter has cooled a little, add it to the batter and whisk until completely mixed.

	Pour the batter over the apples and bake for about 30–35 minutes, until golden. Serve with cream or crème fraîche.








Ducks and Geese, South-West France

The cooks of the south-west are particularly adept at nose-to-tail eating, where it should rather be called ‘beak to tail’ cuisine, such is the skill with which every part of the canard and the goose is cooked. Since the Middle Ages, rearing ducks has been popular in the south-west, where the Dordogne, Lot and Garonne rivers loop past walnut groves, golden-stone villages and sentinel châteaux. Raising them became particularly bountiful once maize had been introduced from the New World and took well to the terroir. Techniques for making food last throughout the winter included foie gras (see page 250, this chapter) and confit de canard, both of which could be shared beyond the region after canning took off as a preserving technique in the nineteenth century. Even now, this is a common way to buy confit de canard. The dish is also a staple on most menus; the legs of the duck are salted and preserved in their own fat. Once warmed through, the meat just falls off the bone, leaving you to scoop it up with crushed potatoes and sauce. Even though the magret, the breast, is the prestige cut, the honest homeliness of the confit de canard takes some beating both in flavour and texture. The gésiers – the gizzards – have the least appetising name, but don’t let that put you off these luscious little morsels which often enhance la salade Périgourdine. And if you’ve ever had potatoes roasted in duck or goose fat for your Sunday lunch, then channel your love towards pommes de terre à la Sarladaise. They take their name from the main town of the Dordogne, Sarlat-la-Canéda, where you find an epic market on a Wednesday and Saturday. This classic recipe sees sliced potatoes slowly sautéed in duck fat and garlic until they’re crispy and golden, at which point they’re sprinkled with fresh, chopped parsley and even a few slices of truffle, as if they need such enhancement.




Foie Gras, South-West

If ever there was a figurative hot potato in French gastronomy, then it is foie gras. Loved by many for its rich, buttery flavour and despised by animal-lovers for its method of production, this goose or duck liver pâté is the subject of much heated debate. In south-west France, in the ancient provinces of Périgord and Gascony, it is a well-loved speciality that appears as an entrée on most menus. Strasbourg is where it first developed in France, but in general it is popular throughout the country and the French make and eat more of it than any other country in the world.

The practice of fattening geese or ducks’ livers is believed to have originated in Ancient Egypt and later spread through Europe thanks to the movement of Jewish populations; historically the birds’ livers were good sources of fat, as the Kosher diet forbids the combining of butter and meat. In south-west France, it was a way of not wasting anything of the bird. Chef Vincent Arnould at Le Vieux Logis in Trémolat once told me, jokingly, that the only part of a duck les Dordognais throw away is the beak.

Lovers of foie gras will happily spread its rich, buttery-smooth pâté on delicately toasted bread, with a spoonful of sweet, confit onions – turning a blind eye to how it got to their plate. Restaurants might serve it pan-fried whole and it might well be incorporated in small quantities in main dishes too.

Its opponents, meanwhile, have strong objections to the feeding technique – le gavage – by which the ducks and geese are fed grain via a tube into their necks, which overly fattens their livers. Like every kind of animal husbandry, there are different methods of production that vary greatly. Some farms continue with horrific cramped and cruel conditions and metal feeding tubes that are held up as valid reasons for a ban, while others a take much more considered approach.

A role model of recent years is the Spanish farmer Eduardo Sousa, whose ‘ethical foie gras’ fetches hundreds of euros and is in high demand; his geese forage of their own accord on acorns and olives on his remote farm south-west of Madrid.

Many farms in the Dordogne, and other departments such as Gers, invite visitors to come to their farms to see how their foie gras is produced. Curious to know more about the process, I went to watch le gavage at Domaine de Barbe, a farm tucked away in the hills south of the River Dordogne. When I arrived, the shop staff directed me to meet Angelina, who was on the evening feeding shift. In the early evening sun, the barns and sheds cast long shadows on the huge fields where young ducks and geese were grazing, while inside the barns the more mature Mulard ducks were in their pens, where they spend the last few weeks of their lives. Angelina – a cheery, friendly woman in her late twenties – was dressed head to toe in overalls, complete with hair net, plastic apron and gloves. As we chatted about the farm and the production of foie gras, I asked her why she chose this job. Her reply surprised me; she said she had always liked working with animals and was passionate about farming. Before starting, she also told me that, in the wild, the ducks would overeat naturally to prepare for their long migration. Over the following forty minutes, she inserted the soft rubber tube into the beaks of each of the 200 ducks. After giving each ‘dose’ – around 100g of ground corn and grains – she felt their bellies to make sure they hadn’t eaten too much. While the process wasn’t exactly pleasant to watch, I recommend that anyone who wants to eat foie gras should go and see how it is made. I came away questioning all methods of dairy and meat production. There have been other practices that have troubled me more during my years of researching and writing about French food.

Other farms that welcome onlookers include La Ferme de la Garrigue Haute at Prats-de-Carlux, where farmer Florian cultivates the grains that are fed to their ducks and geese. There is also an on-site auberge and chambres d’hôtes. Other places you can visit and watch le gavage is the Élevage des Granges at Tursac and at Ferme Andrévias in Sorges (or check www.bienvenue-ala-ferme.com for others).

It’s worth knowing that le gavage is only carried out between September and June, as it is too hot to keep the ducks and geese inside during the summer months. Even if you don’t have an appetite for watching le gavage, these farms are a good place to buy foie gras. If you want to make a wise choice in restaurants, then my rule of thumb is to only order it where they name their producer. If you’re buying it in shops, look for the blue and yellow label that shows it is Foie Gras IGP du Sud-Ouest, which denotes the strict criteria for its production, such as only being from the Muscovy or the Mulard duck, rules on space, and numbers of ducks being fed in one production. Goose foie gras is a little harder to find and tends to be more expensive, as it costs more to feed a bigger bird, but some believe it is better quality, with a firmer texture and rosier hue.



Piment D’espelette, Basque Regionwide

It is puzzling that while the French are fans of strong flavours such as beer-washed cheese and the pungent andouillette, their culinary curiosity has not yet led them to love the heat of chilli peppers. While the Brits scoff blow-your-head-off curries, brought from our historical links with India, the French prefer to take things gently in the spice department. That is not to say the piment d’Espelette is bland; on the Scoville scale – where an explosive Habanero scores ten and sweet paprika scores one – it is a respectable four.

In the Basque region, it’s likely that you’ll see this famous chilli before you have a chance to taste it: traditionally the peppers are strung on garlands called ristras across the façades of the region’s characteristic red timber-framed architecture, and families get through a string of twenty in a year. Their ubiquity reveals just how important they are to Basque cuisine. They’re celebrated at the annual Fête du Piment at the end of October, when the village of Espelette holds cooking demonstrations, tastings, concerts and parades.

The peppers were introduced from Mexico in the mid-seventeenth century and are named after the village at the heart of their growing region in the foothills of the Pyrenees. They benefit from the mild conditions brought by the Haize Hegoa southerly wind and a humidity from the Atlantic Ocean. If you’re walking or cycling in this beautiful region in September, you’ll see the hundreds or even thousands of deep red peppers set out on drying racks in greenhouses at the many small farms squirrelled away in these hills. Here, families carve out a living growing Itxassou black cherries in the spring and the peppers over summer and autumn.

At the Atelier du Piment on the outskirts of Espelette itself, you can wander the neat rows of pepper plants on their farm, where the views beyond the site take in the steep hills around it. Their team is on hand to explain more about the growing process. When I visited, manager Laura Goddard explained that after being picked and dried on the racks for fifteen days, they’re transferred to a drying oven. When she opened it, a beautiful warm aroma wafted out, smelling like sun-dried tomatoes (both plants are a nightshade vegetable, after all). The whole dried peppers are then milled to a powder, with 5kg from each batch being kept sous-vide for a contrôleur to come and check whether it meets the required criteria to hold the AOP for piment d’Espelette (look for the circular green label to know you have the real thing).

It’s a condiment that chefs throughout France treasure, for its gentle heat brings just the right amount of pep to many a dish. Yet a jar of piment d’Espelette must be treasured; it’s a temperamental spice that needs to be kept cool and in the dark to maintain its flavour, lest it turn to a reddish grey dust at the back of the cupboard; so once opened, keep the jar in the fridge in a brown paper bag. Despite its capriciousness, it’s a good thing to have; it’ll elevate a simple lunch of scrambled eggs, or gives a spicy hit when sprinkled on sweet potato fries. You must only add it at the end of cooking, though: it’s so delicate that heating it for too long will destroy its flavour.

It’s perhaps easier, then, to enjoy as a jelly; this is tasty with a cheeseboard, matching particularly well with the local Ossau-Iraty cheese; or it can be added to a vinaigrette in lieu of mustard for a peppy dressing (excellent with king prawns in a salad) or used in the same way you would Thai sweet chilli sauce.

In local restaurants, you’ll find this piment in piperade (see page 256, this chapter), on grilled fish or Basque chicken, or sprinkled on fried sweet peppers and onion. It’s used liberally in axoa d’Espelette – pronounced ‘acho-a’ – a veal mince stew made with white wine. I had a great version of this in the enchanting village of Espelette itself, where you’ll find many little boutiques selling piment in its myriad forms. There, on the terrace of the lively restaurant Aintzina (it means long ago in Basque), I tucked into the spicy stew with some equally piquant garlic potatoes and felt the soul-warming sunshine that comes with a good dose of piment d’Espelette.



Jambon De Bayonne, Jambon De Kintoa, French Basque Country

Spain is well known for its high-quality ham, whether it’s Serrano, Bellota or Pata Negra, but the south-west of France also claims a strong heritage in producing top-notch jambon. The best-known kind is jambon de Bayonne, ideal to stuff in a baguette, to eat alongside piperade or nibble from a charcuterie board, chiffonade style (sliced very finely, like chiffon) with your evening apéro.

Although it takes its name from the town’s former trading port, it is actually made high in the Basque mountains 60 kilometres away in the Vallée des Aldudes. It’s cured with two other products from the area – salt from Salies-de-Béarn and the gentle chilli pepper piment d’Espelette – then air-dried in a cold resting chamber known as une souillarde (this is the local word for pantry) and hung on beams for either twelve or eighteen months; both varieties are delicate and delicious, with the eighteen-month jambon having a deeper flavour. While the pigs can be reared across south-west France, the ham can only be called jambon de Bayonne and hold its IGP if it’s cured in this area of the Basque mountains.

As proud as the locals are of their jambon de Bayonne, there is a superior kind that they’ll urge you to try too. The hero product of a Basque charcuterie counter is jambon de Kintoa, which almost became extinct in the early 1980s. Its salvation is thanks to a group of farmers led by Pierre Oteiza (who has several branches of his charcuterie shop across the region), who brought the indigenous breed, called Pie Noir du Pays Basque, back into production. It takes its name from a tax – le droit de Quint – that was levied on farmers whose pigs grazed on the more fertile land of the Vallée des Aldudes when it belonged to the Kingdom of Navarre in the twelfth century. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, farmers switched to sheep farming, which led to much deforestation, and pig farming in the mountains fell into decline. Intensive agriculture caused most farmers to switch to classic English breeds of pig, and by 1982, the Ministry of Agriculture had declared the Basque breed endangered; there remained only twenty-five sows and five Pie Noir boars. Thankfully, through the work of Oteiza and his colleagues, the Porc Basque breed was officially registered by the Ministry of Agriculture in 1997, and it was awarded its AOP in 2017.

Today there are more than seventy farmers raising the pigs, which graze on acorns, beechnuts, chestnuts and grass up near the border with Spain. Like jambon de Bayonne, jambon de Kintoa is salted and rubbed with piment d’Espelette, but it is air-cured for longer, from sixteen to thirty months. The result is a deeper red ham with very white fat; it has a buttery, slightly hazelnut flavour, and it just melts in the mouth. There are several places to buy it; Pierre Oteiza’s stores, of course, but also Maison Aubard, established in 1928 by the grandfather of ex-rugby player Cédric Bergez, who now runs the business. At the back of the shop in Bayonne, there’s a tasting room and a little museum dedicated to explaining the heritage and artisanal technique of creating their ham. Whether you buy a few slices direct from the charcutiers, or eat it on a slice of baguette as part of a pinxtos platter, the Basque Country’s answer to tapas, there’s no going back to plain old ham once you’ve tried it.



Piperade, French Basque Country (Or Gascony)

The traditional accompaniment to the area’s pork is the local dish piperade, which is on the menu at Bayonne’s well-known Bar du Marché. The family-run restaurant in Rue des Basques is lively on most days but it’s party central during the town’s Fêtes de Bayonne, when the street’s numerous private club bars, known as peñas, throw open their doors to everyone. In the last few years, the restaurant expanded into an adjoining restaurant and named the annexe Chez Josette in honour of the family’s matriarch. Josette Erramun is such a legend in the town the organisers even had one of the festival’s carnival figures – known as cabezudos – made in her image.

It was a pleasure to meet her when I ate there. She was born and bred in the Vallée des Aldudes and she happily shared her memories of childhood, when she walked five kilometres each way to school every day. Now in her eighties, with a floral tabard and little round spectacles, she circulates in the restaurant, in and out of the kitchen, serving her piperade, a dish that brings together all the best of Basque cuisine, topped with a slice of Bayonne ham.

She was kind enough to give me the recipe, but was sure to tell me that, in the Basque region, you could try ten different piperades and they’d all be different – just like the gâteau Basque (see page 261).





Piperade

SERVES 6–8 AS A SIDE DISH


	5–6 large fresh tomatoes

	½ an onion

	2 cloves of garlic, crushed or chopped finely

	1 long pointed red pepper

	5–6 piments d’Anglet – skinny Anglet peppers (or two green bell peppers)

	1 tablespoon olive oil

	2 eggs a few pinches of piment d’Espelette




	Peel the tomatoes by placing them in boiling water for between 30 seconds and a few minutes (depending on their ripeness, less time the riper they are), then peel off the skin. Chop into chunks.

	Chop the onion and garlic finely. Slice the peppers very finely (3–5mm thick) into 4–5cm lengths and remove the seeds.

	Add the olive oil to the frying pan and sweat the onions until they are transparent (about 10 minutes), then add the garlic and stir through.

	Stir in the tomatoes, then add the chopped peppers and leave to simmer in the tomato juice for around 20 minutes. If it starts to dry up, add a tablespoon of water as needed, or another peeled tomato. It needs to remain quite liquid.

	Once the vegetables are all tender, remove from the heat. Whisk the eggs in a bowl and stir them into the frying pan gently but consistently so they fully dissipate, but don’t scramble, turning the piperade a pinky-coral colour.

	Sprinkle in a few pinches of piment d’Espelette and serve in a bowl with Bayonne ham and frites or bread on the side.







Chocolate, Bayonne

In Bayonne, France’s Capital of Chocolate, I tasted chocolate that was a sensory time machine. I popped the square into my mouth and the flavours of cinnamon and clove, pepper and cayenne warmed my tongue before I crunched down on the fine sugar crystals. It was fresh and rich, spicy and hot, and unlike any chocolate I’d ever tasted before. The tablette d’Antan is based on a recipe for chocolate that was first made in Bayonne in the sixteenth century. Or at least, it’s as close as chocolate-maker Cyril Pouil, at Monsieur Txokola, can get it.

The town owes its heritage to Jewish chocolate makers from Spain and Portugal who fled the Spanish Inquisition and found a safe haven in which to practise their craft and religion in the Saint-Esprit district of Bayonne on the other side of the River Ardour. Here they would sell their wares to local traders, particularly apothecaries, who would use the chocolate to sugar their pills. There still remains a small synagogue in Saint-Esprit, but sadly no chocolateries, though you can see the stone slabs and tools they used to pound the beans into paste at the enchant-ingly curated Musée Basque in the Petit Bayonne district.

Monsieur Txokola (the ‘x’ in Basque is pronounced ‘ch’) isn’t far from the museum and is the only place in Bayonne where chocolate is made from bean to bar on site. On the warm September day I visited, my nose found the place before my eyes did; the sweet, honeyed scent of chocolate was drifting in the air on Rue Jacques Lafitte and the streets around. There, in their tiny chocolate shop, Cyril and his chocolatier partner Ronan Lagadec make single-origin chocolate bars with beans carefully sourced from small producers in countries such as Liberia and Sao Tomé, Venezuela, Peru, India and Bali. The Grand Bayonne district, where the timber-framed Basque architecture looms overhead, owes its narrow streets to the great military engineer Sébastien Le Prestre de Vauban. In 1680, he was paid seventy pounds of chocolate (as well as some dosh) to remodel the town and protect its inhabitants from invaders, to which, as a port, Bayonne was particularly prone. Vauban ordered all the inhabitants to live within the city walls, which resulted in such crammed-together architecture that the narrowest façade – on Rue Port de Castets – is about 1.5 metres wide. This still has significance today: it means that big shopping chains aren’t keen to occupy the tiny stores, so instead there are many bijou independent boutiques – including many chocolateries.

At Maison Cazenave, a century-old salon du chocolat with an ornate glass cupola, they make their famously frothy hot chocolate with the help of a special wooden tool called a moussoir, which whisks copious air bubbles into the liquid. When it’s served, it comes with a pot of Chantilly cream, a jug of hot milk and a napkin to wipe away the resulting frothy moustache.

Up the street, the Chocolaterie Puyodebat also acknowledges the inevitable moustache; its upstairs cafe is called La Tasse à Moustache, thanks to its collection of delicate china cups that have a little shelf across them on which a gentleman’s moustache would rest as he sipped the hot chocolate through the gap. The sleek tea room is decorated with vintage silver milk steamers, and there is a huge collection of hot chocolate pots and moussoirs. The restaurants are havens for chocoholics, too. At La Table de Sébastien Gravé, named for its star chef, I finished a sumptuous meal of local produce with a chocolate and amarena cherry soufflé. I pierced the bubble-light sponge to find the succulent cherries hiding at the bottom and almost burnt my mouth trying to eat it too quickly.



Paré Gabéa Macaron, Saint-Jean-De-Luz

Those with a sweet tooth are spoiled once they arrive in Saint-Jean-de-Luz, a welcoming town with a sheltered golden beach, some excellent shopping and more than its fair share of good food. The local macaron tells the story of the young King Louis XIV of France and Marie-Thérèse of Spain, whose nuptials in 1660 weren’t exactly what dreams are made of. Their mother countries had been at war for twenty-four years and the bride had to forgo her right to the Spanish throne to marry King Louis. The town was chosen because it sat on the border, yet the church was still under construction, the building work had to be covered by wall hangings, and it wasn’t big enough for all the guests. After a few more hitches, the holy matrimony went ahead and, to celebrate, a special macaron called the Paré Gabéa (which means ‘incomparable’ in Basque) was made by the pâtisserie Maison Adam to celebrate. They’re still sold in great quantities today, a chewy rondelle of almonds, sugar and egg whites, slightly crumbly around the edges. Maison Adam is just a few steps away from the Église Saint-Jean-Baptiste itself, where the extraordinary gilt altar and three-tiered gallery are easily fit for a king or queen, if only they had been built in time.

If you’re looking for confections with more romantic associations, then browse the many enticing food boutiques in Saint-Jean-de-Luz. The pâtisserie Pariès makes the mouchou, which means ‘kiss’. Meanwhile, another queen with links to Spain, Marguerite de Valois (1553–1615), more commonly known as Queen Margot, first wife of King Henri IV, has been immortalised by the confiserie Maison Francis Miot – or rather, her nipples have. The so-called tétons de la Reine Margot are a crispy, white chocolate fondant and praline sweet, with a hint of orange zest, that, yes, look like nipples, and are a reminder of her plunging necklines that stopped just short of hers. Finally, there are no blushes required for the gâteau Basque, the most famous local pâtisserie, for which there are two official versions: one is filled with crème patissière, and flavoured with a hint of orange zest; while the more traditional one is filled with black-cherry jam, made with cherries grown in Itxassou, the foothills of the Pyrenees. They are usually marked with the Basque lauburu hooked cross, as a symbol of good fortune; not something poor Queen Marie-Thérèse enjoyed much of in her forty-four years.



La Poule Au Pot, The Béarn

Many of France’s early kings earned themselves unfortunate nicknames: Charles the Bald, Louis the Stammerer, Charles the Fat, and Louis the Do-Nothing. However, Henri IV, who came to the throne in 1589, became known as ‘Henri the Good’ (we’ll gloss over his other nickname, Le Vert-Galant, given his aptitude for seducing his many mistresses). His reign wasn’t short of drama – his wedding to ‘La Reine Margot’ was followed by the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre for starters – but he did much to improve the state’s finances, infrastructure and education. After ending the French wars of religion between the Protestants and the Catholics and the resulting famines, he declared a commitment to making sure everyone was fed: ‘If God grants me life, I will see that every labouring man in my Kingdom shall have a chicken in his pot on a Sunday!’ And with that, la poule au pot was taken into the hearts of the French people. As Henri was born in Pau in 1553, it was fair for the Béarn region to claim the dish as their own, although you will find it across France (a simpler version is pot-au-feu), with many a restaurant taking the name too. Every year, for a week starting with the King’s birthday, 13 December, the cooks of Pau and the Béarn serve the dish as part of La Poule au Pot est Reine event. Along with the sixty participating restaurants, schools, colleges, hospitals and care homes join in and some 20,000 dishes are served through the week. You can find it on menus the rest of the year, too, including at the restaurant named in his honour, Restaurant Henri IV.

The typical dish uses chicken that has been raised in the open air of the Béarn hills, and the recipe sees the chicken poached in a vegetable bouillon (it is sometimes stuffed, too) and enhanced with herbs. Some chefs will add their own riff to it, but die-hard traditionalists will serve it just as it is, with rice and a white sauce. A drizzle of jus from the pot and a side-order of pommes dauphinoises work very nicely too; as well as a good glass of rouge to toast Henri Le Bon. You can give him a nod in Place Royale, where his statue stands looking suitably cheerful, or you can visit the château in which he was born.

[image: The exhibit showcases a French-style presentation of steak.]
[image: The exhibit presents a serving of cakes, cookies, and cheese.]


Nouvelle Aquitaine Cheeses

With just two of its cheeses holding an AOP, Nouvelle Aquitaine offers the chance to sniff out some cheeses that aren’t well known outside the south-west of France. In the northern parts of the region, in what was Poitou-Charentes, goat’s cheese reigns supreme and they come in all different shapes and sizes, such as La Jonchée, the square Carré de Poitou and the fig-shaped Figou, which contains a fig for a salty-sweet combination. In the Pyrenees, you’re more likely to find firmer cow’s milk cheeses, such as Ossau-Iraty and Tomme Basque. Don’t forget to try the butter, too. Beurre Charentes-Poitou was the first butter in France to receive an AOC and is favoured by chefs and pâtissiers throughout the country.



Chabichou Du Poitou

There is more than one reason to order this delicious creamy goat’s cheese, but the fact that it has the best name of all France’s cheeses is almost good enough. According to the fount of all French language knowledge, the Académie Française, its moniker derives from chabrichou, a nineteenth-century Limousin word derived from chabro, a local dialect word for chèvre. This rather unravels the commonly told legend that it comes from an Arabic word for goat after Frankish and Aquitaine armies, led by Charles Martel, fought back the Sarrasins at Poitiers in 732, who fled and left their goats behind. Whatever the truth, the plateaux of the Haut-Poitou are ideal for goats, with a varied flora that make for a tasty cheese. It is shaped like the wooden stopper used to plug wine barrels and there are different versions according to age; the young version, which is smooth and milky, while the more aged chabichous have dots of blue mould on their rinds, and are more crumbly and dry with musty aromas of hazelnuts and mushroom. It gained its AOC in 1990.



Ossau-Iraty, Béarn and Basque Mountains

The name of this much-loved sheep’s milk cheese indicates its dual identity, coming from the Ossau area of the Béarn, overlooked by the majestic mountain the Pic du Midi; and the beech forests of the Iraty, in the Basque mountains. This results in two key versions of the cheese, with the Béarn version having a tender, rounder flavour, while the Basque version is chalky, with notes of hazelnut and hay. There are three different varieties for each: Ossau-Iraty de Fromagerie is made in a dairy with the milk of several different farms, and is marked with a sheep’s head in profile; it is quite fine and creamy. Ossau-Iraty Fermier is made with the unpasteurised milk from one specific farm; you can identify it by its mark of a sheep’s head face-on. Its flavour is more powerful, with notes of damp undergrowth (‘sous-bois’) and mushroom. The third kind, Ossau-Iraty Fermier d’Estive, is made with raw milk up in the mountains during transhumance. It was traditionally made this way to avoid having to navigate the steep paths down from the mountain with the milk. This milk, with its summer meadow flavours of anise, liquorice, thyme, gentian and grass, makes for fresh flavours in the cheese. It’s marked by both the sheep’s head face-on, as well as a mountain and edelweiss symbol. If you’re a big fan of the cheese, the producers’ association (www.ossauiraty.fr) has designed a number of Routes du Fromage to help you find producers. One of them takes you to the furthest reaches of the AOP zone, near Laruns, where there is a history of shepherds using a unique whistling language that reached ear-splitting decibels of 100. In the Second World War, it was used to aid the Resistance, helping Jewish refugees across the Spanish border. Though it has now been lost to time, in the village of Aas there’s a commemorative plaque on the façade of Église Saint-Laurent.



La Jonchée

This fresh cheese, which tastes like fromage frais and can be made from cow’s, goat’s or sheep’s milk, is unusual in that it is presented in a wrap of marsh reeds that are tied together to enclose the soft texture. It’s about 20cm long and is streaked with the pattern of the rushes. It dates from the Middle Ages and was traditionally sold from carts that toured the area; these days you can search it out in Charente-Maritime, in the area around Rochefort. It can be served either sweet with fruit coulis or savoury with herbs.



Mothais-Sur-Feuille

This soft, round cheese is made with whole raw goat’s milk and takes its name from the town of La Mothe-Saint-Héray in Deux-Sèvres. Each one is aged on an individual chestnut or plane tree leaf, which gives it woody and dried fruit aromas. It’s made and sold in the Deux-Sèvres department, south of Vienne, as well as in the north of Charente and Charente-Maritime. The square-shaped Couhé-Vérac is similar, but instead wears a strip of a chestnut or plane leaf around its middle.

[image: The map highlights Rocamadour in the southwest, Rodez in the southeast, Toulouse along the Garonne River, Carcassonne and Collioure on the coast, Sète along the Canal du Midi, and Nîmes near the Rhône River.]





Chapter Ten Occitanie

[image: The exhibit showcases a plate filled with French cuisine.]
When the regions of Languedoc and Midi-Pyrenees were joined in the border reshuffle of 2016, it was more reunion than union. More than 1,000 years ago, ancient Occitania encompassed this vast area of south-west France and stretched into Spain and to Italy. The prevalence of the Oc language, thought to still be spoken by half a million people even now, is an indication of how strongly the region retains its Occitan identity.

When it comes to the food, there is much to discover. In the most remote areas of Aveyron and Lozère, the Aubrac plateau marks the southernmost reaches of the volcanic soil of the Massif Central, where aligot, Aubrac beef and an alluring chocolate dessert have their origins. In the Lot, in the walnut groves along the banks of the River Dordogne, you’ll discover family-run mills and see the Quercy lambs basking in the shade with sunglasses on. In winter, you can hunt for truffles – the so-called black gold. Move south to the Causses and the Cévennes and you discover the remarkable way the structure of the rocks in the ageing caves create Roquefort, and in the Tarn the terroir is perfect for pink garlic, where community traditions take an unusual turn at Easter.

Toulouse is an enchanting city, and its pink bricks glow beautifully in the evening light. It’s the place to start your cassoulet trail, in a bid to find your favourite version of the dish in the three towns that claim it as their speciality. Your journey through Aude will inevitably bring you to Carcassonne, whose citadel stands like a crown on the landscape. From there you can follow the Canal du Midi down the Mediterranean coast, where food such as brandade de morue, tielle Sietoise and anchovies tell stories of fishermen from near and far.


Cassoulet, Castelnaudary, Carcassonne, Toulouse

Time is an essential ingredient in French cuisine, whether this comes in the months needed for ageing cheese and charcuterie, or in the hours-long simmer of a boeuf Bourguignon. For a true cassoulet, the cooking time was traditionally seven days: it would start with the lingots de Langeais beans, which would be cooked in a vegetable bouillon and put in the base of the cassole clay pot (from which it takes its name); this was placed in the hearth to be cooked slowly by the heat of the fire. With each day of the week, more ingredients would be added depending on the preferences of the cook: it might be pork shank, partridge, lamb, Toulouse sausage. No stirring was required as the stew bubbled away and formed a delicious crust on top, which tradition dictates should be broken seven times during cooking. Then it would be served to the whole family for Sunday lunch; not for dinner, because it needs some hours for digestion.

There are three towns that claim it as their dish, as poetically described by writer and guru of Occitan cuisine Prosper Montagné in Le Festin Occitan, published in 1929. He said the towns were a holy trinity: the Father is the cassoulet of Castelnaudary, the Son is the dish from Carcassonne and the Holy Spirit is that of Toulouse. The dish is said to have been born of necessity during the Hundred Years War when Castelnaudary was under siege by les Anglais. As food supplies ran short, the captives pooled their remaining resources into one big pot, tossing in beans, bacon, sausages and cuts of meat. It fuelled the soldiers so well that they saw off the English and Castelnaudary was saved.

Though the siege story is the most-quoted story of origin, the first recipe for cassoulet was written down in the fourteenth century, and was possibly inspired by a similar Arab dish. As the beans didn’t arrive in France until the sixteenth century, it’s hard to know if that was really the start. Without a clear answer as to its beginnings, the debate turns to which meats should legitimately be included in each town’s version. Should it contain goose? Is Toulouse sausage in all three versions? What about lamb, and who adds partridge? While Prosper Montagné defines three separate recipes for each town, when I tried to get to the bottom of these questions I got a shrug and the same reply from the locals: ‘Well, I use what I think best, and what tastes good.’

Regardless of the so-called ‘rules’ about what should be included, the important aspect is flavour. Each time I’ve tucked into the rich, bubbling stew, it’s warmed my soul. The creamy texture of the plump beans absorbs all the flavours of the different meats, which fall to pieces at the merest poke of a fork. By the end, I’m scraping what is left of the croûte from the edge of the dish, eager not to leave a morsel. My most recent cassoulet foray was at the smart restaurant Bibent in Toulouse’s Place Capitole, adorned with ornate frescoes and glimmering chandeliers. Its inclusion on the menu, by chef Yann Ghazal, shows how cassoulet has been elevated to a status high above its humble beginnings. That cassoulet stayed hot right until the last bite thanks to the cassole pot.

In Castelnaudary, it is La Grande Confrérie du Cassoulet, the brotherhood – or guild – who are dedicated to protecting and promoting the dish, each donning their maroon and yellow robes. They even have their own anthem, the Hymne Cassoulet Castelnaudary. Their main event is the annual Fête du Cassoulet: for four days each August, there are feasts and cooking demonstrations, a gourmet food market and a carnival, as well as concerts and even running races. The area around Castelnaudary also offers a ‘Route de Cassoulet’, which fans of the dish can follow over its 180km loop through Cathar country, visiting its bean producers, wine producers and the artisans who make the cassole pots. There are several restaurants dedicated to serving top-quality cassoulets and producers who make it their art to preserve it in a jar to heat at home (not really the same, but at least a faster option).

In Carcassonne, it is the Académie Universelle du Cassoulet who hold the flag – literally and metaphorically – for the dish. They hold events such as Le Cassoulet des Vendanges, for which they don their red robes and floppy hats. Among the town’s chefs who are passionate about the Carcassonne cassoulet is Jean-Pierre Blasco at l’Auberge des Lices, which lies within the old city walls.

Meanwhile Toulouse, the biggest of the three capitals of cassoulet, has only just established its own brotherhood in 2022. Led by local restaurateur Guy Pressenda, forty restaurants came together to form the Toulouse confrérie, with impressively mustachioed chef André Audouy, proprietor of Chez Moustache, named as Grand Maître, alongside La Grande Maîtresse, Sophie Conquet. Guy is also the mastermind who set up the annual festival Toulouse à Table, which – among many events – sees 2,500 individual pots of cassoulet served as part of a huge banquet in the Place du Capitole, where there’s even a vegetarian version. The event makes for an impressive sight and joyous atmosphere, and the city’s love for cassoulet will simmer away for a long time yet.




Violets, Toulouse

Edible violets. I know what you’re thinking: soap. As I stepped into La Maison de la Violette, set in a barge moored on the side of the Canal du Midi in central Toulouse, I thought the same. Especially when half the products on display were indeed toiletries. Yet the bona fide version of this Toulousain speciality lends a delicate perfume to desserts such as ice cream and macarons, and an interesting garnish for cocktails. When sweet flavours are so often dominated by strawberry, chocolate, vanilla and salted caramel, violet is a welcome change from the same-old, same-old.

The flowers’ link to the ‘Pink City’ – so-called thanks to the old town’s coral-hued bricks – dates from the Napoleonic Wars in the mid-nineteenth century, when a soldier brought them back from Italy for his amour. However, their success comes from the rather less romantic fact that the Toulouse violet, derived from the Parma variety, grows over the winter and gave market gardeners a product to sell in the chilly months. A combination of harsh winters and imported flowers nearly did for the Toulouse violets, but their production was resuscitated in 1984 when the local authorities supported their relaunch and provided greenhouses to help their production. Later came the Confrérie de la Violette (purple costumes de rigueur, though Prince was sadly never a member). In 1993, Hélène Vié founded La Maison de la Violet on her barge, moored on the Canal du Midi, and she is a wholeheartedly dedicated and passionate guardian of violet cultivation – which is quite a tricky procedure, being done through cultivating cuttings rather than seeds. She creates a range of products on sale there, such as crystallised petals and her moreish violet-sugar-coated chocolate almonds.

In the Marché Victor Hugo, on a market tour with Jessica Hammer’s excellent Taste of Toulouse, we scoffed gently crumbling and sweet violet macarré (a square-shaped macaron, the French do love a play on words) from Patissérie Authié, who also offer a Paris-Toulouse, their riff on the Paris-Brest, filled with praline and violet-flavoured Chantilly-mascarpone topped with roasted hazelnuts and crystallised violet petals. Later, at a crêperie, I tucked into a pancake topped with violet ice cream and red fruit coulis – a great combination.

If you’re in Toulouse in February or early March, when the violet season is coming to an end, head to the Fête de la Violette, when the city’s grand central square, Place du Capitole, is taken over by all things violets. But better still – wander those rose-hued streets on a warm summer evening, find a terrasse on which to bask in the evening sunshine, and tuck into the myriad dishes, desserts and cocktails that include the gentle flavour of violets.



Pastis Gascon, Gers And Ariège

Not to be confused with the aniseed drink that graces sun-drenched tables in Provence, this apple pie flavoured with Armagnac has a golden crown made with a filo-like pastry called la croustade. You’ll see it in pâtisseries and in markets and, if you’re lucky, you might see it being made. This is worth watching, as it is quite a feat. The pastry, which contains egg, water, oil and flour, is rolled and pulled out on to a large table with a cloth dusted with flour, as is done for an Austrian strudel. The croustadières (cooks or pâtissiers) then pull and tease it ever-larger and longer until it reaches beyond the size of the table and is gossamer thin, even finer than 1mm, and sometimes up to eight metres long. It is then left to dry and to lightly crisp for half an hour or so. A few layers of the pastry are cut out to line a tart tin, which is then filled with a mixture of butter (though this was traditionally goose fat), vanilla, sugar and finely sliced apples doused in Armagnac. The pie is then topped with crumples and shards of the same thin pastry and baked until golden. Its origins are a little misty, but it’s thought it was inspired by the pastries of North Africa, les feuilles de brick, or Turkish baklava, brought by the Moors during the Arab invasions in the eighth century.



Pink Garlic, Lautrec

Garlic is loved throughout France, but it holds a special place in the hearts of L’Occitanie’s cooks. It features in countless dishes: sautéed in goose fat with Sarlat potatoes; added to goose fat for beurre de Gascogne; or used in copious quantities alongside anchovies and a leg of lamb for gigot de l’agneau Gasconnade. I revel in the memory of a week-long boat trip on the Canal du Midi, when we happened upon a guinguette bar alongside the waterway. We were the only ones there and the owner served us generous glasses of rosé that we sipped as the late afternoon sun glinted through the trees. He then brought out garlic-stuffed olives and hot sizzling rings of calamari doused in garlic-flecked oil, which we licked from our fingers, gleeful at having had such a moment sprung upon us. In these parts, cooks have a choice as to what garlic they use: in the Gers it is l’ail blond de Lomagne, grown between Saint-Clar and Mauvezin, and sold in markets under ancient bastides. A few miles away, over the departmental border, there’s l’ail violet de Cadours, with its bulbous cloves streaked with purple. The favourite, though, is the sweeter, milder, longer-lasting pink garlic of Lautrec. It has held the sign of quality, a Label Rouge, since 1966 and it was the first vegetable to do so.

The village from which it takes its name is a rambling pile of crooked medieval houses, bedecked with geraniums and wisteria and linked by cobbled lanes. Overlooked by Lautrec’s hilltop windmill, the surrounding countryside rolls between sunflower fields, golden wheat, and the yellow flowers of the woad plants – le pastel, from which blue dye is extracted and for which the village is also famous.

In late spring and early summer, some fields will be full of floppy garlic stalks. Peer inside, and you’ll see the burgeoning flower head that must be hand-cut with secateurs to help the bulb to grow bigger.

Its legend has Jack and the Beanstalk overtones and tells how in the Middle Ages, a travelling salesman – it’s thought, from Asia – stopped off in an auberge in the village and settled his dinner bill with some cloves of pink garlic. The hotel owner planted them, et voilà, a regional speciality was born. This was not without help from the terroir, which offered the garlic perfect – albeit limited – growing conditions; its area spans just 360 hectares. When I met with the two people who know it better than anyone, Robert Pagès, the Grand Chancelier of the Confrérie de l’Ail Rose de Lautrec, who arrived in full costume, and Gaël Bardou, a producer and the Président du Syndicat de l’Ail Rose de Lautrec, they explained how it’s a temperamental plant and likes soil that is partly clay, partly limestone, and a gentle climate with whispers of the Mediterranean. When farmers planted Lautrec pink garlic just 50km away, it didn’t grow.

As we stood chatting in Gaël’s drying barn, he showed me how the Lautrec garlic’s stems are stiff and brittle, which makes them too difficult to plait as you see with other varieties. Instead, ten or so are tied together in a manouille (from the patois for ‘by hand’) or a grappe, and each bunch bears a red label that makes the garlic fully traceable to the grower and even to the area of their field where it grew.

The biggest event of their year is the Fête de l’Ail Rose de Lautrec, the first weekend in August, when the town’s producers would traditionally start selling the garlic after a few weeks of it being dried. It features all sorts of activities such as competitions for tying manouilles, including one for longest, which tends to come in at around 22 metres. There are even artistic compositions made from all parts of the garlic plant and its bulbs, the gossamer-thin clove skins providing excellent inspiration as the feathers on impressive models such as a chicken and a peacock.

The signature dish of the festival is pink garlic soup. When we stayed at Les Chambres de la Caussade, a sweet little chambres d’hôtes in a creaking seventeenth-century house, the motherly hostess, Brigitte Ormière, brought us a big pot for the starter in our evening meal and explained a simpler version of her recipe: its creamy colour comes from mayonnaise, rather than cream. First bring 2 litres of water to the boil, then add 10 cloves (or 65g) of crushed pink garlic and leave to simmer for 15 minutes. Add 260g of vermicelli noodles (or rice noodles) and simmer for a further 3 minutes, then cover and turn off the heat. Remove 3 or 4 ladlefuls of the liquid and, once it has cooled, mix with 2 tablespoons of mayonnaise, then gently mix with the rest of the soup so it turns a creamy white colour.



L’omelette Géante, Bessières

France’s love and skill in making the humble omelette has been elevated to legendary status thanks to such figures as Mère Pou-lard on the Mont Saint-Michel, whose nineteenth-century recipe is kept secret but involves much whisking and butter. More recently Julia Child shared the revered Cordon Bleu technique in Mastering the Art of French Cooking. Here, she explained in great detail how the correct pan and a deft wrist action is key; she recommends using just two or three eggs. Imagine then, trying to make an equally delicious omelette with 15,000 eggs. Who could possibly take on such a challenge other than the Global Brotherhood of the Knights of the Giant Omelette?

Every Easter Monday since 1973, the town of Bessières just outside Toulouse has cooked up a giant omelette to share with everyone in town. What started as thirty-five eggs grew over the years to be more than 15,000, cooked in a pan that measures 4.2 metres in diameter and has a telephone pole for a handle.

The story that gets quoted as its origin is that Napoleon Bonaparte once stopped off at an auberge nearby, where he was so enamoured with the delicious omelette he was served that he insisted he would return the next day with his army and that the innkeeper would cook one large enough to feed them all. When you go to the festival, though, it becomes clear that this is a yarn that has been spun over the years, inflated in its importance by the internet. The real and more heartfelt reason is that it brings people together from the town and from all over the world, like a kind of giant omelette twinning association. There are brotherhoods of the omelette in six other places around the world: Fréjus in Provence; Malmedy in Belgium; Dumbea in New Caledonia; Granby in Quebec, Canada; Pigüé in Argentina; Abbeville in Louisiana, USA.

When I visited, around 100 volunteers – dressed head to toe in yellow and white – were cracking the 15,000 eggs on a long row of trestle tables, while the Chevaliers themselves in their tall toque hats wheeled the giant frying pan over a bonfire to begin melting 70 litres of duck fat. The aroma was intoxicating. Soon, the eggs were transferred into huge aluminium pots and whisked with hand-held paddle mixers (usually used for concrete mixing), into which chopped chives, the mild chilli pepper piment d’Espelette and salt and pepper were added. When the frying pan had reached its optimum temperature, the knights poured in the egg mixtures and started stirring with huge wooden paddles (usually used for rowing). As the giant cook-off took place, and the frenetic activity hit a lull, I chatted to some of the volunteers; a couple from the brotherhood in Malmedy in Belgium took turns between helping to put slices of sourdough bread on hundreds of paper plates and holding their baby daughter; a lady from Quebec had come as the solo representative from the Canadian contingent to see old friends; and a retired GP from Fréjus explained to me that each of the world’s seven giant omelettes has its own flavour – in Provence, they use olive oil and add fines herbes.

After half an hour, it was time to serve. A military operation saw the volunteers serve the omelette on to 6,000 plates which were quickly distributed with wooden forks to the spectators gathered around the square. I admit, I didn’t have too high hopes on the taste of the omelette, which is really scrambled eggs after all that stirring, but it was excellent. Incredibly tasty, warming and filling. I’d have gone in for seconds but after another half an hour the pan was almost empty. The crowds had had their fill and were now wandering off. I tracked down a chevalier to thank him for welcoming me into the arena, but first I asked how they managed to make such a delicious omelette at this size. He reluctantly told me he thought that year’s omelette was a little lacking in salt, which floored me – they’d just cooked a 15,000-egg omelette, an incredible achievement in itself. But this was France, and flavour was everything.



Quercy Lamb, the Lot

To see sheep grazing in the fields as you explore France is nothing unusual, but the Quercy lambs that graze on the rocky limestone plateaux close to the pilgrimage site of Rocamadour are so cool, they need to wear shades. Legend has it that the black wool around their eyes and ears first appeared when a shepherd drew charcoal marks around his sheep’s eyes to protect them from the sun. Implausible though the story may be, these sheep may as well be strolling out in their Ray-Bans because they have quite a cushy lifestyle. They’re free range of course, and are fed by their mothers almost their whole lives, their diet supplemented by herb-rich hay. The arid landscape of the Regional Natural Park of the Causses du Quercy doesn’t lend itself to much agriculture, and so these sheep have long been part of the local food chain, having been raised in this area since the eighteenth century. The area’s name, and therefore that of the lambs too, derives from the oak trees – genus Quercus – that have grown here since the Gallo-Roman era and still give shade to the sleepy lambs when the temperature is climbing.

As a result of the lambs’ happy lives, the meat of l’agneau de Quercy is tender and flavourful. It holds an AOP and was the first meat to be awarded the badge of quality, the Label Rouge, and so is the obvious menu choice for top chefs in Occitanie. Some of my most memorable meals in this area have had Quercy lamb as their main course – such as on the terrace of the turreted Château de la Treyne, where the River Dordogne glides gently by below. There, chef Stéphane Andrieux had paired the lamb with les petits farcis – stuffed tomatoes – for a summery flavour. On another trip, at Le Pont de L’Ouysse restaurant, where chef Stéphane Chambon presides over the family-run restaurant, I ate it with flavours such as pesto and garlic, taking bites of the delicate meat under the leaves of the plane trees that shade the restaurant’s riverside terrace.



Black Truffles, the Lot, Nationwide

Truffles have been loved by gastronomes for millennia; history shows the Egyptians, Greeks and Romans all fell under their spell. Yet they fell out of favour in France in the Middle Ages, when they were deemed to be the devil’s work. This was until Louis XIV became a fan and they have been all the rage every since. These gnarly tubers are dug up from beneath oak, hazel, beech or chestnut trees by truffle hunters after their dogs or pigs have sniffed them out. Truffle dealers then sell them to chefs, who use the intense, umami flavour in their own creative ways. They are among the ingredients in some of France’s most lauded signature dishes, such as Paul Bocuse’s soupe VGE (see page 211, Auvergne) and Guy Savoy’s artichoke and black truffle soup.

There are several different kinds of truffle throughout France, but the most treasured is the Black Périgord. Despite its name it is found in most areas of Provence, the Dordogne and the Lot. The truffle season runs from mid-November until the end of March, when Dordogne’s usual holidaymakers are safely tucked up at home dreaming of their summer holidays, or jetting off to the Alps to ski. Meanwhile, dedicated chefs, cooks and other truffle fans head to the market at Lalbenque, a village at the heart of the Lot’s truffle country. It takes place each Tuesday afternoon, when the market opens to professionals who barter with local truffle hunters for their haul. The prices aren’t set, so it is up to the buyers to haggle with the vendors for a good price; this can be up to €1,000 a kilo. It’s quite the whirl and shows just how treasured these curious fungi are.

Tourist offices can link you up with a farmer who’ll take you on a truffle hunt, and I once joined a farmer and his dog in his oak forest, planted by his grandfather twenty-eight years previously. As we trod carefully through the long grass around some still-young trees, he showed me how tiny little flies are often present above the ground when there is a truffle below. He dug it up and later, in his farmhouse kitchen, his wife showed me how this ‘black gold’ can enhance the simplest of dishes. She explained that you only need one truffle to really enhance a meal for two, and that 10g costs a more affordable €6 or €7. For lunch, she served scrambled eggs with a few shavings of truffle on top; the creaminess and fluffy texture of the eggs was given a new, luxury dimension.

The Vaucluse department of Provence is also particularly abundant in the Black Périgord truffle, along with two other varieties, the brumale or musky truffle (Tuber brumale) and the summer truffle (Tuber aestivum). Each January in Richerenches, the Fête de Saint-Antoine sees a hallowed procession, led by the Brotherhood of the Knights of the Black Diamond, to the church, where a special mass blesses this most revered tuber. The collection for that service doesn’t ask for coins, instead the congregation adds truffles to the collection plates, and these are then auctioned off to raise money for the church.

In the east of France, you may come across the Burgundy truffle (Tuber uncinatum), which is collected from September to January, and the intensely flavoured black truffle of Lorraine (Tuber mesentericum), which is hunted in the forests of the Meuse between September and December.



Walnuts, Dordogne Valley

Follow the River Dordogne east from Bergerac and its meanders will guide you past some of the region’s most loved sights: the Château de Beynac atop its vertiginous cliff, the village of La Roque-Gageac, where the golden stone houses are built into the rocks, the hanging gardens of Marqueyssac with their kooky box tree topiary. Keep going across the regional border, into the Lot department, and the river will lead you to a feast of walnuts.

Les noix were first brought to the area by the Romans. By the tenth century, there were groves all along the River Dordogne, with peasants paying their landlords in oil and bushels of nuts. Martel is the place to go: browse the bakeries, where walnuts are folded into bread dough before baking, and the traditional gâteau de noix is made with walnut flour and white wine. Visit the stalls beneath the ancient market hall and buy fresh walnuts to sprinkle on your cheeseboard – they’re a superb companion to the local goat’s cheese, Rocamadour – or seek out walnuts dipped in chocolate to nibble with your morning coffee.

Top of your shopping list should be walnut oil, which you can buy directly from the local mills. Just outside Martel is the Moulin à Huile de Noix Castagné, which dates from the nineteenth century and is run by the sixth generation of the Castagné family, brothers Romain and Adrien. Here you can see the huge mill stone trundle around its base, crushing the nuts from their own groves. After that it is transferred to the press, where the golden oil trickles out into a pail. The first time I visited, Monsieur Castagné senior (the brothers’ grandfather) invited me to run my finger beneath the stream and taste the golden oil, all nutty and with a hint of bitterness. ‘C’est bon, non?’ he said, eyes twinkling beneath his flat cap. When the restaurant there was run by their mother, Marie-Claude – now retired – she drizzled a few strands of the silky oil over my lunch of Quercy lamb and salad, adding its nutty aroma to the succulent meat. At the family’s other restaurant in the centre of Martel, Le Petit Moulin, they use the nuts and oil in menus too. They’re both part of the Route de la Noix du Périgord, a dedicated trail linking up various nutty pursuits in such places as Collonges-la-Rouge, Martel and Domme, as well as restaurants, museums, markets, walnut groves and mills.



Brandade De Morue, Nîmes (and Provençal and Languedoc Coasts)

As you top your bread with Nîmes’ signature dish, brandade de morue, you might wonder how this delicious concoction of salt cod, olive oil and milk came together, incorporating flavours from all over France. Indeed, it took a very circuitous route into being, involving Breton sailors and Nîmois salt merchants. The spread dates from the eighteenth century, when sailors from Saint-Malo would leave for long fishing expeditions to waters around Newfoundland in the North Atlantic. In order to preserve the cod they needed great quantities of salt, which they sought from the port at Aigues-Mortes. Here they would dry and salt the cod, making le morue (cod is only called cabillaud when it’s fresh), and part with some of it in payment for the salt. Not only did this make the morue easily transportable in the days before refrigeration, the locals also realised it could withstand the hot, dry climate of the Mediterranean coast.

Nîmes found itself at the centre of this trade, and after one clever cook mashed the salted cod up with oil and milk, la bran-dade was born – brandar means to stir in Provençal dialect. It will often be served simply spread on toasted slices of baguette. Some cooks add garlic (traditionalists swear this is an outrage), and others make it more of a main course by combining it with mashed potato, which isn’t exactly a local product but tasty all the same.

There are many bonnes adresses in Nîmes at which to taste brandade. You can buy a jar from La Nîmoise – Maison de la Brandade, run by Christophe Mouton, the current generation of a long line of brandadiers in his family. The shop (18 Rue Emile Jamais) is set in the sun-bleached streets a short walk from Nîmes’s awe-inspiring Roman amphitheatre. If you’ve already got your baguette, you could then continue on to the ornate Jardins de la Fontaine for a picnic overlooking the waterfalls, ponds, sweeping staircases and even the Roman Temple of Diana, built in the first century.

Meanwhile, at market hall Les Halles there is a whole cornucopia of local delicacies, including plenty of brandade de morue. Nearby, the dish is on chef Sébastien Granier’s menu at his discreet little restaurant Aux Plaisirs des Halles (4 rue Littré). Meanwhile at chef Franck Putelat’s brasserie La Table du 2, he has a refashioned version as a spherical croquette (or cromesquis). A table there is worth it not just for the menu – the brasserie is set on the second floor of the architecturally impressive Musée de la Romanité and has a very special view of the amphitheatre opposite.



Aligot, the Aubrac Plateau, Aveyron And Lozère

In French Provincial Cooking, published in 1960, Elizabeth David writes about aligot as a ‘purely local country dish’. It was so rarely served back then that she had to ask her hotel landlady to make it for her. If she were visiting the Aubrac plateau these days, the revered English food writer would be astonished by how ubiquitous aligot is now. You can find it on menus everywhere, from Michelin-starred restaurants to a rustic auberge set in a buron – the cowherd hut where the dish became a staple food in the nineteenth century. While David doesn’t mention how stringy this cheesy puréed potato dish is, she would surely be impressed to see today’s chefs pulling it into long, pale ribbons an arm’s length from the pan.

Aligot’s story starts long ago. In 1120, a nobleman was assaulted by bandits on the Aubrac plateau and vowed that if his life was spared, he would build a monastery that offered protection for pilgrims on the Way of Saint James, which he duly did. The pilgrims who arrived asking for aliquid – ‘something’ in Latin – were given a soup made with bread and cheese. The word evolved into aligot in the Occitan language.

The monks also developed the area for agriculture and helped begin the custom for transhumance, when the cows were brought to the higher pastures to graze in summer. After the French Revolution, the monks fled, but the tradition continued. This led to the cowherds spending their summers in burons, which you still see all over the landscape in Cantal, Lozère and Aveyron. The farmers made their Laguiole, Cantal and Salers cheeses in the burons, and aged them over winter in the former monastery. With the leftover whey, the cowherds made tomme fraîche, a soft, milky cheese that is added to puréed potatoes for aligot. In the nineteenth century, the bread was replaced by potatoes due to a shortage of wheat, and aligot as we know it was born. The harsh lifestyle and an exodus of locals to Paris nearly led aligot to die out, but the tradition was revived in the 1960s thanks to the Jeune Montagne cooperative in Laguiole. They realised that saving aligot and cheesemaking in the region was essential to providing employment in the area. The cooperative has done such a good job in sharing the joy of aligot that it is served at the local Fêtes des Villages, where you might see the ‘master’ of aligot, Jean-Louis Miquel, pulling it into ribbons up to six metres high after stirring the puréed potatoes, cream, tomme fraîche and salt non-stop for over thirty minutes. Further afield, you now find aligot in most supermarkets in France and it’s a classic bistro dish in Paris. The hitch, however, is that tomme fraîche is unpasteurised and therefore cannot be exported, so to make a true aligot outside of France you either have to buy it in pasteurised pre-made packets, or improvise. Elizabeth David suggests Caerphilly or Lancashire; other cooks suggest the aged versions of Laguiole or Cantal cheese, which can make it too rich and risks losing the elastic stretch. For stringiness, chefs in the UK suggest a mix of mozzarella and Gruyère.

Searching out the real thing gives you a chance to see the Aubrac: in early summer the landscape is filled with wild flowers, thanks to the rich volcanic soil; the plateau boasts the most diverse flora in Europe and this provides never-ending inspiration for such legendary chefs as Sébastien Bras and his father Michel, whose mother was one of the few cooks who kept aligot alive in its difficult years in the family’s auberge restaurant. Now, they serve it at their acclaimed restaurant Le Suquet; you can tuck in as you look out of the windows across the Aubrac towards the Pyrenees. You can even tuck into the dish in a buron itself. As I drove to the remote Buron de Born restaurant in the Lozère corner of the Aubrac, the moor-like landscape was strewn with rocks and wild narcissi bathing in the gentle light of the June evening. When I finally arrived, the restaurant was full of friends gathered around tables, the waiters spooning great globs of velvety aligot from saucepans on to plates alongside Aubrac beef.



Aubrac Beef, the Aubrac Plateau

When you’re doing a long trip through France, you might notice how the architecture changes as you travel through the different regions – Brittany has its stone cottages and blue shutters, the Loire has its elegant maisons in tuffeau limestone, the Pays Basque its colourful timber-framed townhouses. The same could be said for cows: in the Doubs, there are the brown and white mottled Montbéliarde cows everywhere (see page 140, Burgundy, Comté cheese); in the Gironde you might see fields of grey-coated Bazadaise between the vineyards, and in Burgundy you can’t miss the white Charolais cows.

In the Aubrac plateau, everyone is proud of the Aubrac breed – so proud that there are statues of them in the towns of Pierrefort and Laguiole. They have tan coats and long horns and you’ll see them grazing the flower-strewn meadows in summer. Alongside their milk, which is used to make the vital ingredient for aligot, tomme fraîche, the cows are also raised for their much-loved beef, which is finely marbled with fat. It’s served in the most rustic buron auberges as well as top end restaurants, where you’re equipped with a precious Laguiole knife, another prized product of the area, with which to cut it. In Laguiole, the butcher and charcutier Maison Conquet will sell you the very best cuts, with tips on how to cook it. And in Cantal, the Tersons d’Aubrac festival is held each March, for which the cows are paraded through the town, a tradition that was resurrected in 2000.

In Lozère, Michelin-starred chef Cyril Attrazic is the fourth generation of his family to have a restaurant in Peyre en Aubrac and is passionate about the breed. In 2019, Cyril and his wife’s family of farmers decided to raise castrated bulls for meat – this is the literal meaning of beef – as well as the cows and veal, instead of exporting them to Italy, as is usually the case. They feed the beef on the highest quality diet possible, and they spend two summers in the pastures. In a time when most chefs are dedicating themselves to celebrating vegetables in all their forms, and beef production is linked to environmental concerns, it is unusual to find a chef so passionate about raising beef in the best way possible. That said, his menus weave together all the very best produce from the region, with light and delicate dishes with myriad vegetables and flowers included.

This desire for a circuit-court, a self-sufficient, short supply chain, is also prevalent among other producers, such as GAEC Rodier-Sartre, where each member of the family business takes a role in achieving a tightly run and complete food system with no waste. When I visited, Guillaume, one of the family’s three sons, explained how they grow the grain for the beef, serve all cuts of meat in their barbecue restaurant (set in a casual barn open on Fridays and Saturdays), and the rest is used in charcuterie, for which they keep pigs too. There are goats for cheese and meat, and everything is sold direct or collected by local customers from the farm, or their shop in Rodez. I came away from the Aubrac supremely well fed but also in awe of how much dedication there is in making this breed such a key part of the local economy.

[image: The exhibit showcases a bowl filled with a French-style meal.]



Coulant Au Chocolat, Laguiole and Nationwide

So much of the Aubrac’s food culture speaks of the summer meadows, which make the meat and dairy of the area’s famous cows so unique, and of the volcanic terroir that makes gardens flourish with exceptional produce. Yet it was the winter that brought about one of modern France’s most-loved dishes: le coulant au chocolat. In the early 1980s, chef Michel Bras devised a chocolate dessert with a molten centre of chocolate sauce that would flow out when you took the first spoonful. His son Sébastien, now at the helm of the family restaurant, has fond memories of watching his father in the pâtisserie as he spent years trying to crack a recipe with hundreds of different versions using fruit, various kinds of chocolate, different moulds and temperatures. His intention was to create a dessert that summed up the feeling of sitting in a cosy corner of their apartment above the family’s original restaurant, Lou Mazuc, after a day cross-country skiing; his family would sip the hot chocolate that their mother made for them with a little bit of butter, pra-line and cream. It’s been on the menu both at the original restaurant and now at Le Suquet just outside Laguiole, where Sébastien has been at the helm since 2009. It is much copied throughout the world and I have tried similar versions many times (a different recipe later devised by chef Jean-Georges Vongerichten is also much-replicated); yet it was very special to try it at Le Suquet, one of the most renowned restaurants in the world, where the windows look out across the landscape towards the Pyrenees. Lunch was a succession of delicate and exquisite dishes, including the other signature dish la gargouillou, a medley of incredible young vegetables and edible flowers that changes daily according to what is picked in their garden. Then le coulant au chocolat arrived, topped with a boule of vanilla ice cream that was starting to melt on the warm column of light rice flour sponge, and adorned with shards of chocolate. I pulled a shard off and it melted on my tongue. Then I went in with my spoon. The side collapsed and the molten chocolate poured out across the plate like volcanic lava. I savoured the spectacle, then tucked into one of the best desserts I’ve ever had.



Les Farçous, Aveyron

When I’ve seen big piles of les blettes, Swiss chard, in French markets, I’ve often wondered why we British don’t often see these gently flavoured leaves with their crunchy stems in our own shops, especially when it’s so much nicer than spinach. It’s popular in Provençal dishes, but it’s also found in the Aveyron, where it comes into its own at Easter and is used to make les farçous. These fritters are sold ready-made in shops, such as the renowned charcuterie Maison Conquet in Laguiole, but they’re also really easy to make and are welcome when the rest of the local diet is so loaded with cheese and meat. Served as a light lunch or starter, locals argue about what should be included, be it breadcrumbs or flour, sausagemeat or lardons. You might even see them with prunes, which is a tip taken from another speciality, le pounti, a kind of leftovers meat loaf stuffed with them.

To make matters even more confusing, there’s a similar dish called le farçun, but this is made in one big dish with béchamel sauce. It all goes to show how resourceful the Aveyronnais needed to be as they turned the same ingredients into many different dishes. I’ve tried a few different recipes for these fritters, and this seems the best combination. You can buy les blettes at the market, and they’re common across France. Take the de-stemmed leaves of 4 or 5 large Swiss chard leaves (approx. 75–100g) and shred them. Also roughly chop a cupful or a handful of parsley. Finely chop an onion and a clove of garlic and fry until starting to colour, then leave to cool. In a bowl, mix 4 eggs, 125g of flour and 50–100ml of milk; it should be a little thicker than pancake batter. Add the chard and parsley. Add the onions, garlic and 150g sausagemeat (approx. 2 sausages) to the mixture, season with salt and pepper, and mix until well combined. And then fry in small fritters until golden.



Anchovies, Côte Vermeille

If you drive the sinuous coastal road from Collioure down to Cebère on the Spanish border, the road twists and turns between steep vineyards that hang high over the sea. This coastline is called La Côte Vermeille thanks to its red soil, yet it’s colourful for so many other reasons, from the stripes of green vines to the blue of the sea that dazzles in the sunlight. Fishing boats bob in the harbours of Collioure, Port Vendres and Banyulssur-Mer, and are painted in cyan, sunflower yellow, red and royal blue. With such a visual feast, it’s little wonder the Fauvism art movement flourished here in the early twentieth century. The boats that so inspired Henri Matisse et al are the legacy of anchovy fishing; from the Middle Ages, these silver-blue darts were so abundant that thirty different family businesses were involved in salting them swiftly after they were caught by the ancient lamparo technique – a night-fishing method that sees fishermen attracting the fish with light.

These days, there are just two family businesses left: Anchois Roque and Anchois Desclaux, who each have shops in Collioure. At Anchois Desclaux, there’s a little museum and even its own Bar à Anchois, where you can try them sur place. Anchois Roque has three different shops in Collioure and another in Banyuls – you can visit the workshops where deft-fingered women gut them, salt them and, once prepared, arrange the little fish vertically in jars or fanned out in flat plastic tubs. There is a wide range in both families’ stores too; as well as the salted, brined and oiled fish, there is anchoïade (anchovy paste), which is nice spread on toasts – you could add a sweet pepper too – or mixed with olives for tapenade.

The downside is that they all need to be kept refrigerated, so your hopes of taking a year’s supply home may be dashed, as were mine. All the more reason to eat as many as possible while you’re there.

Collioure’s anchovies are protected by three different IGP labels, one each for anchovies in salt, oil and brine. Although you’ll find anchovies are used in all kinds of dishes on the Mediterranean coast, from pissaladière to salade Niçoise, they tend to be the skinny kind, preserved in dinky, tactile cans.

In Collioure, my favourite ones are those in oil, which are fat and meaty and oh-so-moreish, and best eaten just as they are. Many restaurants in the town will serve them just so, as a starter, and you can mop up that umami oil with bread before tucking into a main dish of fish or seafood. Before the restaurants even opened, though, I was anxious to try them. So I sat on the quayside under the peach-hued watchtower and pinched them out of the tub with my fingertips, trying not to drizzle sunflower oil on my dress as I popped them into my mouth.



Tielle Siètoise, Sète

Octopus, la poulpe, is a popular ingredient all along France’s Mediterranean coast. You might get them simply pan-fried in the beachside restaurants of the Calanques de Cassis, or as part of a paella, where restaurants have a Spanish vibe. In Sète, though, they are the key ingredient in the town’s most famous pie, la tielle siètoise. It came to this thriving fishing town thanks to Italian immigrants from Gaeta, north of Naples, in the midto late nineteenth century. They settled in Sète as anchovy fishermen, but they usually kept the unsellable small octopus known as les pouffres for themselves. The families of the fishermen adapted their own recipes from Italy with what was available locally, namely tomatoes and the pouffres, and the tielle – named after the word for the fluted pie mould, teglia – was born. Because of their pastry – more like a bread dough, rather like a calzone – tielles were easy to transport and would stay intact while they were out on the rolling seas on a fishing boat. Beneath the pie’s fluted crust are octopus and tomatoes gently spiced with chilli and saffron, which have been simmered together in a ragoût with white wine, onion, garlic and fish stock.

As you wander through Sète, you might stumble upon Place du Pouffre in the town centre, where you’ll find a giant octopus sculpture by renowned local sculptor Pierre Nocca. Although the tradition of making tielle is maintained by artisans throughout the town, the most famous maker is Sophie Cianni. She is the great-granddaughter of Adrienne Virduci, who began making tielles in 1937 and popularised them in the wider community of Sète, where before they were eaten only by the fishermen’s families who lived in the Quartier Haut (upper town). Adrienne’s photo is mounted on the outside of the shop.

Also look out for the tielles created at Giulietta, a shop near the Pont de la Gare, from artisan tielle-maker Cédric Annarumo. They bake an open-topped version of a tielle called La Giulietta, which is made with a lighter pastry and filled with spiced aubergine and tomato and sprinkled with Parmesan.

[image: The exhibit showcases a bowl filled with a French-style meal.]
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Occitanie Cheeses

For a region that has few AOP-listed cheeses, Occitanie does well to provide variety in a cheeseboard, from the giant wheels of Laguiole to the tiny dots of Rocamadour and the creamy, salty Roquefort.



Laguiole

Despite being one of France’s oldest cheeses – and a favourite of Roman polymath and cheese-lover Pliny the Elder – Laguiole nearly disappeared in the early twentieth century, as many of the Aveyronnais decided that life in Paris would be easier than trying to carve out a living making cheese in buron huts on the Aubrac plateau. It shares similarities with fellow Aubrac-made AOP cheeses Cantal and Salers, as it was also made in the burons, though Laguiole must be made exclusively with the milk of Aubrac or Simmental cows. Tomme fraîche is made with Laguiole’s leftover curds and is vital to the dish aligot (see page 283, this chapter). At four months, the Laguiole 4 Mois Affiné cheese is light and gentle, with a hint of acidity at the end; it’s a good one to buy for melting into sauces. Laguiole becomes more acidic as it ages, so after six months’ ageing, the Laguiole Selection is very tangy. Grand Aubrac is made with milk from cows that have grazed in the flora-rich meadows in summer and is more yellow in colour. You can visit the Jeune Montagne Cooperative for a tour and tasting at the end.




Roquefort

Many cheeses are matured in caves, but in the case of Roque-fort, the geology does much more to help the cheese develop than merely keep it at the right temperature. The village of Roquefort-sur-Soulzon is set in an extraordinary landscape that was shaped by huge rock falls millions of years ago. The magnificent Millau viaduct gives you a spectacular view of the area, but once you drive on into the Soulzon valley, you can see up close how these rock falls shaped the cliffs – or Causses. Go deeper inside these rocks and you’ll see the natural fissures known as fleurines, where cold, damp draughts blow through and play a key role in the ageing of Roquefort. The legend goes that a shepherd, who was eating his lunch of cheese curds and bread in the entrance to a cave, was distracted by a beautiful girl and left his sandwich on the rock while he went after her. When he returned to his cave, he discovered that the cheese was covered in mould; he ate it anyway, found it to be tasty and a speciality was born. However it happened, the combination of the damp cave environment, and the cold air that circulates thanks to the fleurines, results in a deliciously mouldy cheese loved the world over.

Roquefort is only made from late December to late June (you’ll see fake plastic cheeses in the caves if you visit June to December), when the Laucune breed of sheep graze the plateaux. Their raw milk is supplied to the various Roquefort producers, whose ripening caves are an extraordinary sight with rows of thousands of white cheeses, stored on their side. I took a tour of the largest producer, Roquefort Societé, which has an eleven-storey cellar that can store 300,000 cheeses. A tour also allows you to put your hand in front of the fleurines (the name comes from the Occitan word for blow) and feel the remarkably strong breeze created by the contrast in temperature between the inside and outside. At the end, a tasting reveals how three different kinds vary in flavour; the most superior variety, which you only get locally, called AOP Caves Baragnaudes, is creamy and longest in the mouth, with a superb balance of saltiness. There are other producers in the village itself, such as Papillon, Gabriel Coulet and Roquefort Carles, each with shops offering tours and tastings. Roquefort was the first cheese in France to receive in an AOC in 1925, but it is referenced in Roman records, and in the eighteenth century it was declared King of Cheeses in Diderot’s L’Encyclopédie.



Rocamadour

This small round goat’s cheese takes its name from the village at the heart of its production area: an extraordinary pilgrimage site set against the cliff overlooking the River Alzou – a tributary of the River Dordogne. It dates from the fifteenth century, when farmers used it to pay their landlords. It is ideal for one; a small round disc with a thin layer of cream between the cheese and the fine velvety rind. Its best versions have a hazelnut aroma and a slight tang. It won its AOC in 1996 and a close relative is another popular goat’s cheese, Pélardon.



Pavé Toulousain

There are cheesemakers, and there are master cheesemakers. At Xavier, a fromagerie next to the Marché Victor Hugo in Toulouse, you have all the skill and talent of father and son Xavier and François Bourgon, who is Meilleur Ouvrier de France. Their star product is the Pavé Toulousain, a raw, cow’s milk pressed cheese; its cube shape represents the pink bricks of Toulouse. It’s a rare achievement to create a cheese this shape, as it must be regularly turned on to each of its six sides as it matures. Its earthy flavour is similar to Laguiole.

[image: The map indicates Étretat on the coast, Aix-en-Provence inland, Marseille on the Mediterranean, Saint-Tropez to the south, Sollies-Pont nearby, Menton and Nice along the coast, and Monaco adjacent to Nice.]





Chapter Eleven Provence

[image: The exhibit presents a platter filled with French delicacy.]
Although it is relatively small, Provence-Alpes-Côte d’Azur has much to capture the imagination compared to France’s other regions. The lure of its lavender fields and olive groves, as well as the glimmering Mediterranean, draws visitors from around the world, and its cuisine is among the best known in France. Most of its specialities have the sunshine to thank for their flavour. Markets abound with a medley of sun-kissed vegetables that we envy from afar; it’s where a fresh tomato tastes like a tomato and artichokes are a staple ingredient, rather than an exotic novelty.

Many visitors will start their journey around the region in Nice, where dishes on offer are a masterclass in how imaginative the city’s cooks have been over the centuries with the same set of ingredients. Despite Provence’s warm climate and the Mediterranean being in easy reach, the local people were historically poor and so they had to create their recipes with limited means. The repertoire is still loved and eaten daily, even if the dishes’ humble beginnings stand in contrast to the modern image of the Côte d’Azur as a playground for the wealthy. Meanwhile, the attraction of the French Riviera to a more glamorous crowd also gave rise to dishes, such as crêpes Suzette and tarte Tropezienne.

As you travel inland, the change in terroir brings conditions where other unique products thrive, such as the figs of SollièsPont, Cavaillon’s melons and the olives that grow throughout the region and across the regional border into Languedoc. At the meeting of the two regions, the Camargue is another environment altogether, where the Rhône Delta offers conditions for growing the rice and salt that are much lauded by chefs in the area.

In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the coast attracted artists such as Matisse and Renoir, and today it inspires creativity in its chefs. Many of the region’s culinary stars – such as Glenn Viel in Les Baux-de-Provence, Arnaud Donckele in Saint-Tropez and Alexandre Mazzia in Marseille – have come to Provence from other regions, and won multiple accolades. Meanwhile, others come from families who have long been associated with Provence, such as Gérald Passedat in Marseille, Jean-François Bérard in La Cadière-d’Azur and Nadia Sammut (whose Michelin-starred restaurant La Fenière is allergen-free). The town of Villeneuve-Loubet, near Antibes, is famous for being the birthplace of the most revered chef of all: Auguste Escoffier. His life story is told in the Musée Escoffier de l’Art Culinaire, which explains how his methods and techniques are as important today as they were in his lifetime.


Cuisine Nissarde, Vieux Nice

Wander the back streets of Vieux Nice and you’re spoiled for choice for restaurants offering typical Niçois dishes. While their menus are largely similar, it pays to look out for the ‘Cuisine Nissarde’ label, which depicts a lady in a flat wicker bonnet with a basket of goods. The scheme was created in 1995, and those restaurants displaying its badge have met a set of criteria for the quality of their dishes and ingredients. Many of these restaurants are run by successive generations of the same family, and you’ll be sure of a warm welcome when you step through their doors.

The Italian influence is strong in Nice; soupe pistou is a Provençal version of minestrone, with potatoes and haricot beans. Though its ingredients can vary according to the cook, all will use basil, garlic and olive oil ‘pistou’ at the end of cooking so as to maintain these piquant flavours. At the Restaurant Acchiardo, the family are rightly proud of their Italian heritage: their great-grandmother Madalin walked barefoot – in order to protect her shoes – over the Alps from the Piedmont region to take a job with a rich English family, and later set up a restaurant in 1927 with her daughter-in-law. Her portrait hangs in pride of place in the restaurant and, in her honour, their dish filet de boeuf grillé façon de Madalin, grilled beef with anchovies, parsley and olive oil, remains on the menu.

There are pasta dishes galore in Niçois cooking, too, such as cannelloni and ravioli, which are especially good at the renowned restaurant Lu Fran Calin; others will have gnocchi dishes like la merda de can, made with Swiss chard (les blettes) for a vivid green hue. Swiss chard takes a starring role in tourte aux blettes; a delicious sweet-savoury pie filled with wilted Swiss chard that mixed with pine nuts, raisins, apple and Parmesan. It’s not to be confused with la trouchia, a Swiss chard and onion omelette, which by some miracle still holds together despite the quantity of wilted leaves.

Tarts come in many forms, but the most renowned is pissaladière, an onion, olive and anchovy tart that involves gently cooking the onions for hours before using them to top a biscuity pastry base and decorated with anchovies and olives. Its name derives from pissala, an anchovy paste made by macerating the fish in salt for two weeks. You might see stockfish on menus; historically, this is the name given to codfish that has been dried, as is the custom in Norway. However, on a menu in Nice, the dish is a white fish (cod or haddock) in a tomato-based stew.

Stuffed items are a common theme: les petits farcis are voluptuous tomatoes and round courgettes stuffed with veal mince, enhanced by aromatic herbes de Provence. It’s such an iconic dish that Canadian-born food writer and expert Rosa Jackson, whom I worked with for years, called her Vieux Nice-based cookery school Les Petits Farcis; if ever there was someone to teach you the secrets of French cooking, it’s Rosa.

Meanwhile, the laborious dish poche de veau farcie is made by stuffing a large veal escalope with whole boiled eggs and a mixture of Swiss chard, rice, herbs, olive oil and Parmesan. The whole thing is then boiled in a vegetable bouillon, roasted and served cold, cut into slices – the egg taking pride of place in the middle. Eggs are also crucial to a salade Niçoise, while the pan bagnat is a bread roll stuffed with as many elements of a salade Niçoise as it will hold.

Courgettes come in all different forms, and are one of the essential ingredients in ratatouille, alongside tomatoes, aubergines, onions, yellow and red peppers; purists will tell you they must be cooked separately so each vegetable maintains its own flavour. Purists will also point out that the dish in the Disney film Ratatouille is actually a tian, where the vegetables are sliced ever so finely, arranged in concentric circles and baked, or arranged on a pastry base for a tarte aux legumes façon tian. At La Merenda, one of the city’s most acclaimed bonnes adresses, chef Dominique Le Stanc arranges juicy cherry tomatoes on huge tarts, and once baked he adorns his burnished tarte à la tomate with olives. His tables are in high demand, since he turned his back on a career in Michelin-starred fine dining establishments to take over this cosy bistro. He also serves, like many restaurants, courgette flowers and roundels of courgette or aubergine as beignets.

Another deep-fried delicacy is les barbajuans, though these are more a speciality of Menton and Monaco, but you’ll find these deep-fried Swiss chard and ricotta fritters in Nice as well. Their name means ‘Uncle John’ in Monégasque, and legend goes that ‘John’, whoever he was, decided to deep-fry his ravioli when he realised he had no sauce to go with them. It made him so popular that these crunchy treats took his name.

While herbivores and pescatarians are well-served with Cuisine Nissarde, carnivores are limited to veal and beef. But with the rich, slow-cooked beef daube stew, with its lashings of red wine and hints of orange and clove, you can save pork and chicken for the rest of France. At Lou Balico, a restaurant that’s also been in the same family for decades, they serve the dream Franco-Italian combination of Les raviolis à la daube.



Salade Niçoise, Nice

If ever there were a dish to inspire debate, then it is the salade Niçoise. The most puritan chefs and cooks of Nice will rigidly state the rules of play: you must have anchovies OR tuna, and only canned tuna – no fresh fish allowed. It must have tomatoes, black olives (preferably of the caillettes variety), artichokes, radishes and spring onions and yes, of course, a hard-boiled egg or two. No red or white onion or red pepper; lettuce is a maybe, so too are broad beans and, as for the dressing, the juice from the tomatoes, some torn basil leaves and a drizzle of olive oil should really be enough. The plate might have been wiped with a garlic clove to add some piquancy. Under no circumstances, though, will a salade Niçoise in Nice contain potatoes or French beans, aka haricot verts.

For all its rules, however, today’s diners are lucky that its current incarnation is more than just tomato and anchovies, which is how it was first served in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. From those days on, more and more of the Riviera’s sun-blushed vegetables were added as the port began trading more produce. Then, in his 1903 tome Le Guide Culinaire, Auguste Escoffier described his recipe in three short instructions: Take equal quantities of diced French beans, diced potato and quarters of tomatoes. Decorate with capers, olives and anchovy fillets. Dressing: oil and vinegar. With that, all hell broke loose in the world of salade Niçoise.

Yet what preoccupies chefs and cooks – who will endlessly discuss what is genuine and what is not – is really of no concern to the average visitor to Nice. As a diner, your duty and your joy is to turn up and eat (and pay), and trust the cook to have made the important decisions for you. The fun comes, then, in sitting back – sipping a glass of rosé as you peruse the menu – and trusting that in your salade Niçoise the vegetables will be crunchy, the small black olives will be punchy and perfumed, and the anchovies will be as salty as the sprinkling of sand on your sun-tanned shoulders.



Socca, Nice and Côte D’azur

Despite France’s long-standing reputation for hours-long, languid mealtimes around the dining table, the twenty-first century has seen the country develop a heartfelt enthusiasm for Le Street Food, be it gourmet burgers, falafel or empanadas that can – at times – be quite difficult to eat when you’re not actually at a table. Yet there is one street food that that predates all these; it is gluten-free and vegan and, most importantly, it ideal for the flanêur: socca. The crispy, moreish chickpea-based pancake is similar to the farinata of Liguria in Italy and it came – like many of Provence’s favourite foodstuffs – with the Italian workers brought in to help build Napoleon’s naval dockyards on the French Riviera. It was sold by street vendors on Nice’s seafront, wrapped in paper to allow for eating on the go or sur la pouce.

Even now, this is one of the best ways to enjoy it: buy a slice from Chez Thérésa under the striped awnings of the Cours Saleya market in Vieux Nice, where Sophie Budoia carves it up with a small paring knife on a hotplate and tips it into a wax paper wrapper. Her supply is regularly renewed with deliveries by a colleague on a rickshaw who brings it from their main back-street eatery. From the Cours Saleya, you can wander to the Promenade des Anglais, along Nice’s seafront, delicately picking up the finger-singeing slivers and popping the salty dough into your mouth to crunch down on its crispy edges and soft interior. The salty sting of the Mediterranean in your nose, as the sea gently rushes against the pebbly beach, surely adds to the flavour.

Elsewhere, Chez Pipo in the backstreets of the Old Town has been doing a roaring trade with its excellent version of socca since 1923. When I once interviewed its owner, Steeve [sic] Bernardo, he gave the slightest hint that there was some secret ingredient or technique that went beyond the typical recipe of chickpea flour, water, olive oil and salt. Whatever they do, it works, because it’s one of the best I’ve had – light and crispy and ever so moreish.

Chickpeas are by no means limited to being served as socca, either. At La Rotonde, the more casual restaurant at the grand hotel Le Negresco, I devoured a variation of socca that lay across my plate; chef Virginie Basselot had created a long skinny chickpea breadstick that lent a salty crunch alongside the coolness of a sea bream carpaccio; it was so good. The ingredient also features in salads, and on a Grand Aïoli (see page 313, this chapter). In Toulon, there’s a thicker version of socca called la cade, and in Marseille they have panisses – rounds or sticks made with chickpea dough.




Lemons, Menton

There are few harvests in France that are welcomed with as much fanfare as the lemons of Menton. For two weeks each February, for its Fête du Citron, the town celebrates its citrus fruit with 150 tons of lemons and oranges turned into giant sculptures, carnival floats and street art. The festival attracts 200,000 visitors and follows a different theme each year, which is reflected in the sculptures that stand in the Jardins Biovès. In the past, its themes have included Bollywood, manifested as a towering, citrus-clad Taj Mahal; the Opera and Dance theme was illustrated with an impish Tamino for Mozart’s The Magic Flute, and London’s Big Ben clocktower represented Jules Verne’s Around the World in 80 Days. The festival’s main event, Les Corsos, is a joyous carnival parade with floats covered in oranges and lemons, with dancers and musicians invited from around the world and confetti raining down in abundance.

Though all citrus fruits thrive here – there are even trees laden with bitter oranges along the streets – Menton’s lemons are special: they’re bigger and rounder than your usual citron and they have a thick, edible peel that’s about a centimetre deep. You won’t get that familiar wince that comes from the sourness of other lemons, it’s more of a gentle zing, and they’re fresh and sweet.

Lemons have been cultivated in Menton since the fourteenth century and their remarkable flavour comes thanks to Menton’s unique microclimate; the town basks in the warmth provided by the steep cliffs behind it, which shelter the groves from northern winds, while the sparkling Mediterranean provides the humidity. As precious as the lemons are, it took until 2015 to gain an IGP (Indication Géographique Protegée). This was, in part, to protect the groves from the creep of luxury real estate that held more value to landowners than growing them.

There are now just thirty growers in Menton and their small groves are squirrelled away in back gardens, courtyards and in the tucks of the hills behind the town’s Garavan district. It was there, one and a half centuries ago, that English expats would spend their winters, having been advised by James Henry Bennett, Queen Victoria’s doctor, that the warmth would help tuberculosis (it was poor advice, it turned out, as the humidity made the disease worse).

Of the few groves you can visit, there is La Maison Gannac, run by Laurent Gannac and his son Adrien. It’s a steep, jungle-like space, which must be a challenge to farm, proving their dedication to their produce all the more. When Laurent came from Languedoc to work as a landscape gardener in 1988, he noticed the lemon-growing tradition had fallen out of favour among locals. Trees laden with fruit, but nobody was harvesting them despite being proud of the town’s heritage. The Gannac family now make a living tending their 700 trees and selling produce they make from the lemons, such as jams, conserves, liqueurs and sirops. Not far away is the Jardin Botanique-Val Rahmeh, one of Menton’s many botanic gardens, which has a fascinating collection of citrus trees: mandarins, pomelos, limes, kumquats and what might be the most unusual of all – the Hand of Buddha. This yellow, multi-taloned fruit looks like an eighteen-legged octopus.

The town also has its own municipal lemon grove, La Casetta, which is open for the two weeks of the festival and worth a visit for the heart-soaring panorama of the Mediterranean and Menton’s old town alone. It exists so that the town always has its own supply for use in other local events and promotions. Yet Menton’s lemons are so precious that the oranges and lemons used on the sculptures and carnival floats aren’t Menton lemons at all but are brought in from Spain and, after the festival, are sold off to locals by the €1-sackful for jam-making and juice.

You can buy the real thing at Les Halles, Menton’s nineteenth-century market hall, with its beautiful terracotta roofs and colourful tiled walls. To find jams made with them visit Madame Herbin, a shop established in the late nineteenth century, where there is a conserve made with every fruit you can imagine, as well as the chance to wander into their workshop and see them being made in giant copper pans. Just around the corner, the olive oil shop Huilerie Saint-Michel had a Menton-lemon-infused olive oil, so I took a tiny bottle home and drizzled it on the glossy skins of barbecued aubergine and peppers.

When it comes to the classic French dessert tarte au citron, you are truly spoiled. At Le Petit Port, a family-run restaurant that is something of an institution in Menton, the charismatic owner’s septuagenarian sister Nicole Lardello makes a giant, copiously meringue-topped lemon tart that is served in generous wedges alongside her caramelised lemon peel. Menton’s hero chef Mauro Colagreco – the Argentinian chef at the helm of three-star Michelin Le Mirazur – also has a boulangeriepâtisserie, Mitron, with its own stall in the market hall. The lemon tart from there is a different breed: smooth and delec-table with a soft tanginess. Up on the hills behind Menton, though, at the Maybourne Riviera, where Colagreco also has two restaurants, you’ll find an extraordinary lemon confection. On the table in my room a little tart with a half-lemon on top. Curious as to what was underneath the lemon I tried to pick it up, only to discover it wasn’t a lemon at all but an exquisite replica made from a delicate meringue shell and filled with light-as-a-feather mousse and sweet lemon curd. I tried to savour it, I really did, but it was gone before I even considered taking a photo.

[image: The exhibit displays a bowl containing a meal served in the French style.]



Crêpes Suzette, Monte Carlo and Nationwide

The most often told story of the origin of crêpes Suzette is a nod to the lavish lifestyle of the future King of England, Edward VII. The legend goes that the prince, whose nickname was Dirty Bertie for reasons that I won’t explain here, was dining at his regular haunt the Café de Paris in Monte Carlo in 1895. As part of preparations for the pancake dessert, the young chef Henri Carpentier poured Grand Marnier into the pan, which burst into flames. Bertie was enthralled by the spectacle and asked the chef the name of the dish; the chef replied, ‘Princely crêpes, Your Royal Highness.’ The Prince decided this title was a bit naff and declared that they should be named after his lady friend Suzette. Given Bertie’s penchant for the ladies, had this happened on another night with another copine in attendance, the dish could easily have been named after Jennifer, Alison, Philippa or Sue.

While there are other stories about its origins, there’s no doubt that Henri Charpentier was responsible for popularising crêpes Suzette. He went on to work in some of Europe’s most prestigious restaurants before emigrating to the United States, where he became John D. Rockefeller’s chef and an early example of the ‘celebrity chef ’.

The Brasserie du Café de Paris stays true to the story and is a great place to see the spectacle. Set next to the ornate casino in what must be one of the world’s most luxurious destinations, the restaurant’s art nouveau interior harks back to Bertie’s golden era, when his presence helped popularise Monte Carlo among Europe’s elite. The task of flambéeing is now the duty of the maître d’, who wheels out a huge trolley complete with a gas burner to perform the spectacle. From there, diners tuck into the recipe honed and tweaked by today’s chef Franck Lafon, whose career there started at a young age, just as Carpentier’s had done.




Chestnuts, Collobrières

Roasting chestnuts is the smell of autumn in Europe; whether you’re on the streets of Paris, Strasbourg or Grenoble, there’s bound to be a street trader tossing them over a fire. Buying a cone of them and window-shopping while nibbling them in those few precious minutes when their temperature is right – a notch down from mouth-scorchingly hot – has surely been a favourite pastime of many a flâneur. Yet the gastronomic possibilities offered by the chestnuts in Collobrières go way beyond a finger-singeing cone: fudgy marrons glacés swirled into creamy chestnut ice-cream; sweetly earthy chestnut tarts, filled with unctuous chestnut purée; or the al dente bite of a creamy chestnut soaked in the wine-laden sauce of a daube.

Collobrières is Provence’s capital of chestnuts and, with its sleepy, amber- and rose-hued streets, is an antidote to chi-chi Saint-Tropez, just an hour away. The precipitous route there, through the dense cork oak and chestnut forests of the Massif des Maures, is as thrilling for the driver as it is terrifying for the passenger. It takes you past the Chartreuse de la Verne, a Carthusian monastery tucked way away in the forests above the town whose monks, in the twelfth century, were first to cultivate chestnuts.

At the heart of the rustic village is the marron glacé factory, La Confiserie Azuréenne, run by a family whose origins lie in Corsica, an island with its own chestnut-laden forests (see page 333, Corsica). They create marrons glacés like no other: not too firm, not too sweet, and they stud the confiserie’s own chestnut ice cream like jewels.

Collobrières’s Fête de la Châtaigne runs for three weekends in October and the revelry goes on late into the evening. There are marching bands, the local chestnut brotherhood in their costumes, and arts and crafts stalls. The streets are lined with locals roasting huge spades of chestnuts over roaring braziers, tossing them in the air as they cook, while other stalls sell everything from crème de marrons and chestnut liqueur, to chestnut flour and chestnut cakes. We came home laden with chestnut products: jars of crème de marrons weighed down my suitcase, and when I got home, I stirred dollops of it into yoghurt and baked it into tarts. The chestnut flour lent a sweet, biscuity texture to my pastry, and my mince pies that Christmas were my best ever.

During the festival, the restaurants in Collobrières put their tables in the street and serve one dish only: daube de sanglier, a wild boar stew made with local wine, which also serves to address the over-population of the destructive wild boar.

A good place to enjoy the party atmosphere is at the Hotel des Maures, which has been run by the same family since 1886. Their terrace spans the River Réal Collobrières, which trickles through the town, and on the last day of the festival I sat beside the water in the autumn sun, gazing at the plane trees that cast their long shadows along the river. When I sipped on a kir royale à la Châtaigne – a delicious local chestnut liqueur topped up with champagne – I was delighted to have already bagged a bottle to take home.



Tarte Tropézienne, Saint-Tropez

The Saint-Tropez of the twenty-first century is a different beast to its 1960s heyday; there are dozens of superyachts lined up along the quayside, and its streets are filled with designer boutiques. Yet look past the excess wealth, and you can still see glimpses of the fishing village that so inspired film director Roger Vadim in 1956. In a move that changed the town forever, he used humble Saint-Tropez as the backdrop for And God Created Woman (Et Dieu … Créa la Femme), which put young starlet Brigitte Bardot on the road to international fame. The year before it was filmed, however, a Polish baker called Alexandre Micka set up shop there and created a gâteau made with two layers of light brioche topped with sugar crystals and filled with whipped cream and crème patissière flavoured with orange flower water. The only thing missing from the tasty gâteau was a name. For that, he called on Miss Bardot, who rather unimaginatively christened it tarte Tropezienne. It’s perhaps just as well she didn’t call it something like ‘Gâteau Bardot’, as her unsavoury opinions developed later in life might have prompted the need for a rebrand.

The tart is best served cold, so those creams stay firm enough to carry the top layer. It’s also pretty calorific, so forgo the idea you might prance around in a bikini on a superyacht and use the energy to explore the town and seek out the original character of Saint-Tropez. Wander the peach and yellow-hued backstreets where the tendrils of a jasmine plant might spill out of a hidden garden and tantalise you with a glorious scent; or drive down the hill towards the Plage de Pampelonne and catch sight of the extraordinarily turquoise water that must always have dazzled its visitors. Or climb up to the walls of the Citadel and breathe in fragrant pine as you gaze out across the bay.



Figs, Solliès-Pont

Who throws the best party in France? The leaderboard has some hot contenders. Each midsummer’s eve, the Fête de la Musique fills city streets with music, dancing and revelry; then on 14 juillet the Fête Nationale is even bigger, with a riot of fire-works. Then there are the niche celebrations, such as the giant omelette festival in Bessières (see page 275, Occitanie, L’omelette géante), or the incredible parade of papier mâché giants in Douai. Altogether, the French calendar is full of parties of every kind.

All that said, I didn’t expect such a big rave-up at SollièsPont’s Fête de la Figue. They have every right to celebrate with gusto, though. These deep purple figs that seem close to bursting with their sweet, ever-so-slightly acidic flavours are sought after throughout France. Cut them into halves or quarters to reveal their jammy, seed-flecked interior and place them on cheeseboards, add to salads, or arrange them on top of a frangipane tart. As the season comes to a close in November, figs can pivot to enhance wintry dishes and are added to pork dishes or game for a sweet, unctuous note.

Locals tell you that fig trees love their feet in water but their head in sunshine: so with the River Gapeau providing the water as it tumbles down the valley from the Parc Regional de la Saint-Baume, through Belgentier and Solliès-Toucas, the Provençal sunshine does the rest. The most commonly grown variety, La Violette, has been the signature product of the Vallée du Gapeau since the mid-nineteenth century, when the new train line to Paris provided a huge new market. La Violette (or Bourjassotte Noire) could withstand being transported – though its skin was tender, it didn’t damage easily.

Growers in and around Solliès-Pont produce about 75 per cent of France’s entire fig harvest, about 500 tonnes a year, so you can see why they’re proud to celebrate figs with bombast. One of them is Karin Piasco, who I visited on her farm in Le Grand Beaulieu district. As we wandered the avenues of her 800 fig trees, which frame the view of the area’s highest peak, Mont Coudon, she told me more about this special fruit, which is actually an inverted flower.

Karin explained how the broad leaves of a fig tree ‘catch’ the rain as if they were a hand, allowing the trees to keep hold of the water for longer. She also explained that for each leaf, there is a fruit. As we talked, she plucked a few of the different varieties of fig that she grows alongside her main crop of La Violette, such as La Panachée, which looks more like a courgette with its green and yellow stripes. Its skin was a little tougher but its flesh was delicious, more acidic than La Violette. Then she gave me a Pastilière, whose month-long season was just coming to an end as La Violette started at the end of August. Plump, with a pinky-red stalk, it was just small enough to eat whole. The jammy texture of the fruit filled my mouth, honeyed and very gently acidic; it was a flavour bomb.

The visit was a perfect appetiser for the opening night of the festival, which went off with a bang. We tucked into a four-course meal – figs in every one – on long refectory tables. They were set out in the main square, overlooked by the small church, its façade glowing golden in the evening lights. The band played, and locals soon filled the square and danced under the fairy lights until at least 2 a.m., though I stumbled to bed at one.

The next day, with a blurry head, I watched the parade go down the street – the Confrérie de la Figue de Solliès were there in their green cloaks and purple T-shirts – and I wandered down to the market which was full of producers selling fig liqueur, fig tarts, fig jam and fig cordial. And of course there were fresh figs; every stall was rammed with punnets of voluptuous Violettes, so ripe that they had pearls of sugar on their outer skin. It broke my heart a little knowing they all were so ripe they wouldn’t survive the five-day journey home.

Thankfully, they’re widely available, so I have cooked with figs many times since the festival. One nice idea is to cut them in half and place a thin slice of Bleu d’Auvergne cheese on top, then grill until the cheese is bubbling; this sweet-meets-salty combination makes a good starter. A little more effort is required for this tart recipe, though it’s still really easy. Roll out some pre-made puff pastry and cut into squares 10–12cm long/ wide. Place a 5mm slice of chilled goat’s cheese (Sainte-Maure de Touraine works well, as it doesn’t melt too quickly) and a slice of fig on top, then pull up each corner of the square into a pyramid and pinch together the edges, brush with egg wash, and bake until golden at 200°C (or whatever the instructions are for the pastry). Serve as a starter, or for lunch with salad.



Le Grand Aïoli, Regionwide

On a bright Provençal day, Le Grand Aïoli is the perfect platter on which to graze on the region’s delicious flavours, accompanied by a glass of rosé. It is traditionally served on a Friday, when historically meat was forbidden, but you won’t see it when the weather is really hot because the mayonnaise will suffer.

Though it is simple, the whole dish requires some effort to prepare, but the upside for the keen cook is that it gives you a chance to collect a bounty of produce at the morning market. At the heart of the dish is the garlicky mayonnaise into which the crudités and other ingredients are dipped; its name comes from the words ‘ail’ for garlic, and ‘oli’ which means huile, or oil. It’s fairly easy to make, though it takes some patience. The Brotherhood of the Aïoli of Solliès-Toucas insist it must be made by hand in a pestle and mortar, using one or two cloves of garlic per person, olive oil, an egg yolk and salt. First mash the garlic with a pinch of salt. Then add the egg yolk, turning the pestle continuously in one direction until it becomes pale. Leave to stand for a minute or two, then continue to stir slowly as you dribble in the olive oil very, very slowly until it emulsifies (you’ll know when it gets a bit gluey). It’s ready, they say, when you can stand the pestle up in the aïoli without it falling over (though this applies to bigger quantities).

Once you’ve mastered that, it’s on to the vegetables. Include as many crudités as you can bear to chop up, such as carrots, fennel, courgette and cauliflower; add them to the plate with vegetables you can quickly steam or boil, such as green beans, artichokes or asparagus. You’ll also need chickpeas and new potatoes, salt cod and hard-boiled eggs. If it all just seems like too much work, then find a fabulous restaurant to do it for you. In Saint-Paul-de-Vence, you can crunch your way through the dish at La Colombe d’Or while you admire the mosaics and paintings that artists once gifted the hotel in exchange for meals or a stay in the early twentieth century. Other restaurants, meanwhile, put their own spin on it; at L’Amandier in Mougins, made famous in the late 1970s by the legendary chef Roger Verger, they serve it with cod on their Tuesday menu.



Apéritif Provençale

Another way to enjoy crudités is as part of an apéritif Provençale, where Provence’s other star dips come to the fore, and which you can easily buy from markets or épicerie fines. As well as aïoli, you can indulge in Provence’s gourmet tapenades, made with finely chopped olives, capers and anchovies. There is also anchoïade, the punchy anchovy paste with added garlic and olive oil. Caviar d’aubergine is a heavenly concoction of slowly cooked aubergines in tons of olive oil, scooped out and mashed together with garlic, herbs or spices. I once tried a version made by chef Christophe Renaud, who now has the restaurant Renaud’Mets in Isle-sur-la-Sorgue. He had enhanced the puréed aubergine with hazelnut oil, toasted hazelnuts, Taggiasca olives, piment d’Espelette and sun-dried tomatoes. It was divine.

[image: The exhibit displays a bowl containing a meal served in the French style.]



Melon, Cavaillon

If sunshine is the essential ingredient in Provence’s best produce, then you can certainly taste it in the Cavaillon melon. When you see them growing on their vines in the fields it’s almost as if they’re sunbathing. The Luberon area where they grow benefits from 2,800 hours of sunshine a year (compared to an average of 2,000 in the rest of France), which, when you find them in the markets, is evident in the joy that comes from holding one to your nose and inhaling the honeyed fragrance.

There are other ways of telling if they’re ripe; they should have ten stripes and the stalk can be easily pulled off, they should be heavy and if you give them a tap, listen for a hollow thud.

There are so many ways to serve Cavaillon melon that you can never buy enough. They can be simply eaten in slices, the juice running down your chin as you bite into the orange flesh; or cut one into segments and pair with salty cured ham (Bayonne ham, if you’re sticking with the French; Parma or Serrano if not). You can give them a boozy twist for dessert by cutting them in half, hollowing out the seeds and filling the centre with crème de cassis, Beaumes de Venise dessert wine or port. In restaurants, look out for melon and pastis sorbets for a refreshing dessert – the aniseed aperitif makes a great pairing when mixed with melon.

Although they grow throughout western Provence, north of Marseille, the Roman town of Cavaillon became the central market for selling them, with vendors standing in the shade of the plane trees, melons piled high. The advent of the train network in the nineteenth century gave rise to its name as the Cavaillon Melon and the arrival in Paris of this juicy, exotic fruit from the sunny climes of the Mediterranean was greeted with much excitement. Among its fans was Alexandre Dumas (the senior), author of such legendary works as The Three Musketeers and The Count of Monte Cristo. When in 1864 the library in Cavaillon appealed for new material, Dumas agreed to provide all his books in exchange for an annual income of twelve Cavaillon melons per year until the end of his life.

Its season runs from May to September and the annual celebration, La Féria du Melon, is held at its peak in mid-July. The event sees tastings and banquets held all weekend, there is a carnival with marching bands and traditional Provençal dancing; with farm tours and melon-themed creations in the art exhibitions. There are competitions to find the best specimen, the judging of which falls to the Brotherhood of Knights of the Order of the Cavaillon Melon, who look for best taste, density and appearance. The grand finale is quite the spectacle: 100 white, semi-wild Camargue horses run through the town to the whoops and cheers of the crowd.



Calissons D’aix, Aix-En-Provence and Regionwide

The ingredients in a calisson provide a taste of summer just when you need it most: in winter. These little pointed oval sweets are available all year round and are made from Cavaillon melons. The melon is traditionally candied in the town of Apt, which is famous for its candied fruits, and is then added to almond paste from the Rhône Valley, to which they add a soupçon of orange peel for a little zing. The sweets are set out on a rice paper wafer, like those taken at communion, and finally topped with a thick layer of royal icing. Visitors will inevitably be exploring Aix-en-Provence in summer, when you can stroll the golden-hued streets lined with glossy paving slabs, polished by thousands of footsteps. Sit on a café terrace in Place Richelme for a pastis in the shade of the plane trees, then be sure to buy a box of calissons from one of the many shops nearby. The most famous is Roy René; this confiserie was established in 1920 and tells the story of the sweets’ origins: the confectioner of the fifteenth-century King Roy René made a calisson, shaped like a smile, to impress the King’s bride, Queen Jeanne, on her wedding day. She called them ‘di calin soun’ (little hugs in Provençal). And it is this little hug you want when Le Mistral wind is whisking up the leaves and a Provençal summer feels a long way off.



Bouillabaisse, Marseille

It’s worth getting up early in Marseille, to get a glimpse of the city before it really starts to buzz; the early hour is also the best time to witness the fish market at Le Vieux Port. With a backdrop of glistening water and a thicket of yacht masts, the vendors set out their wide blue trays on the quayside, filled with silver sea bream, red gurnard and slices of fat tuna. There might be still-moving lobster and langoustine or beastly spider crabs and, in winter, les oursins (sea urchins) might catch your eye, their dark brown spikes belying the culinary delicacy within.

Here, you will inevitably see many of the fish that are used in the city’s signature dish: bouillabaisse. Like many of France’s most famous recipes, it was born out of making the most of very little. Poor fishing families would sell their best catch and keep the rockfish or other unsellable sea creatures for themselves. The dish takes its name from its method of cooking, bouillir (to boil) and then baisser (turn down the heat), as they would boil up these small bony fish for a rich stock, later adding potatoes and vegetables such as fennel, tomatoes and garlic, with bread on the side. Over the years, bouillabaisse grew to include other fish, such as rascasse (scorpion fish) or gurnard, as well as conger eels and weevers; even more flavour is layered up with paprika, as well as a touch of chilli and saffron which lends colour. A shot of the aniseed spirit pastis is added at the end, to give it an extra dimension of flavour and piquancy.

The effort bouillabaisse takes to prepare has made it something of a luxury, demanded more often by tourists than locals (who prefer pizza), but it’s a dish that Marseille’s chefs remain devoutly proud to make. A number of restaurants joined together to create the Bouillabaisse Charter, designed to protect the dish from unscrupulous restaurants using frozen fish, though you get the feeling it is shorthand for encouraging tourists to choose only their restaurants.

I found a decent version along the quayside at Chez Madie Les Galinettes, where you can look across the quay to the Basilique de Notre-Dame, high on the hill behind a jumble of flats. It’s a good place to take your time with the ritual of eating bouillabaisse, which is a dish served in two parts: first comes the thick, rich soup, flavoured with a subtle hint of pastis. This is served with the rouille mayonnaise, flavoured with more saffron, garlic and chilli, which you swirl on to a crouton and top with finely grated Gruyère. Next the fish is served on a platter, usually monkfish or John Dory, which is deboned by the waiter at your table and which you add to your soup. You can mop up the last scrapes of the sauce with slices of baguette.

On another visit to Marseille, at Chez Fonfon, I ordered another speciality, panisses (strips or rounds of deep-fried chick-pea dough), to dip in the sauce. This restaurant is set next to the tiny harbour of Vallon des Auffes, tucked under its eponymous bridge. The bouillabaisse was delicious enough; but what made it special to be there was the chance to wander around the little port before dinner as the sun began to cast long evening shadows. I left the bustle of the tapas bar and the pizza restaurant behind me and walked out to the sea swimming pool beyond the bridge, passing the fishermen’s cottages lined up along the harbour, imagining that this was where the original bouillabaisse was born.




Pizza, Marseille

If there is one food you will find in every town in France, it’s pizza. France has much love for this non-native dish, yet there is one city where it is justifiably ‘local’: Marseille. Originally from Naples, pizza’s place in France’s second city comes thanks to the Italian immigrants who settled there in the early 1900s from their native southern Italy. With Marseille being such a melting pot of cultures, it’s little wonder pizza was adopted so heartily, just as couscous, sushi, bao buns and empanadas have come to be on menus in the last century. The Marseillais version of pizza is thinner and crispier than its Neapolitan cousin, and toppings can range from the traditionally Italian to the decidedly French; at the popular La Bonne Mère there’s a Normande, with lardons and Camembert. At L’Eau à la Bouche, there’s a Corsican choice, figatellu sausage and brousse cheese. At the much-loved Pizza Charly, there is chevre miel crème, which is more like a Provençal tarte flambée with its crème fraîche, goat’s cheese, honey, herbs and olives.

The other reason to go for pizza in Marseille is to get to know the different neighbourhoods; locals say the city is made up from 111 different villages, each with its own character. In the maze-like Panier district, you can wander the narrow, yellow-toned streets where laundry flutters above and plants tumble from balconies, before taking a seat at Pizzeria Etienne. In the Catalans district, recline on the golden Plage des Catalans looking out towards Les Îles du Frioul, before sauntering over to Le Vesuvio, a few blocks away. And nearby at Chez Jeannot, you get a beautiful vantage point of the Vallon des Auffes harbour, as the sun sets behind the bridge.




Olive Oil, Regionwide

One of my favourite souvenirs to bring back from Provence is huile d’olive. When you’re driving between the region’s villages and vineyards, the olive trees are an alluring reminder that the Mediterranean Sea isn’t far and the golden oil from this intoxicating region is so hard to find at home.

France produces a fraction of oil compared to its Mediterranean neighbours, just 5,000 tons compared to Spain’s well over a million tonnes annually. Although France’s production is small, the quality of its olive oil is excellent, whether it’s produced by local cooperatives or by artisans whose lives revolve around their ancient trees. If you’ve ever read the captivating Olive Farm books by Carol Drinkwater, you will understand how the olive tree can cast a spell over its aficionados.

Eight different types of Provençal olives and their oil hold the AOP label (from a total of fifteen across all of France) and it is worth exploring the different flavours. There are three labels to look out for that help you know what you’re buying: the Goût Subtil (fruité mûr) is made from olives that are harvested at maturity and are pressed when fresh. This results in a gentle flavour that is less bitter and peppery than other oils; the older the olives are at pressing the softer and more delicate the oil is. I bought a bottle of Goût Subtil in the Vallée du Gapeau from a cooperative at Belgentier, which proved ideal for drizzling on salad with a fruity vinegar.

The second kind is Goût Intens (or fruité vert), where the oil is made from fresh olives harvested as they ripen, before they reach full maturity. This results in an oil that is more bitter and peppery. This is a good one to use to finish off dishes, or you can swirl it into a soupe au pistou at the end or add some drops on to freshly grilled fish or glossy sautéed aubergine.

The third kind, Goût à l’Ancienne (or olives maturées or fruité noir), is quite different from the others: the oil is made from olives that have been deliberately left to stand for four to eight days before processing. This leads to anaerobic fermentation, which gives the oil a similar flavour to black table olives. There’s no bitterness, so it goes well with green salads or even with chocolate.

All that said, even within those categories there will be flavour variations depending on the terroir and the varieties of olives used. In the olive groves near Nice, you’ll find sweet-flavoured oil made from Calletier olives: La Maison Nicolas Alziari, which was established in 1868, is known for their exceptional oils made with this variety (they have a shop in Vieux Nice). In Haute-Provence, oils will be made with predominantly Aglandau olives, which – when blended with Bouteillan and Picholine varieties – gives a robustly flavoured oil.

The region around Aix-en-Provence and Les Baux-de-Provence is where the varieties Grossane, Salonenque, Aglandau, Picholine and Beruguette grow. These areas are particularly renowned for their olive oils and, traditionally, producers would also leave the olives to stand for a few days before pressing, to give a hint of goût d’olive noir flavour. Some mills still keep up the tradition, while others have switched to making fresher-flavoured oils, but one that does both is Moulin Castelas, whose oils you’ll find in food shops, though their mill in Les Baux-de-Provence is open to visitors. It’s also worth seeking out the oil from Chateau Virant, which is the most awarded oil in France and is now in the hands of the fifth generation of the Cheylan family.

[image: The exhibit displays a bowl containing a meal served in the French style.]



Le Gros Souper/Les Treize Desserts, Regionwide

Provence might not be the most obvious choice for a Christmas holiday – there isn’t any snow and there is a strong chance of rain. Yet there is a certain magic about how the festive season plays out in the region. First there is the tradition of les santons: these little wooden or terracotta figurines are used to set out nativities and other typically Provençal scenes in the run-up to the Big Day. When Christmas Eve (aka le reveillon) arrives, it is marked with a huge meal, Le Gros Souper, which is more virtuous than it sounds and paves the way for the gluttony that follows the next day. The dishes are deliberately meat-free and start with a restorative soup, called aïgo boulido, which means ‘boiled water’ in Provençal dialect; thankfully it’s a little more than just that, enhanced by garlic, sage, olive oil and egg whites. There might also be a Grand Aïoli, with salt cod and potatoes.

While many families have done away with Le Gros Souper these days, the next part of the tradition is still very much celebrated: Les Treize Desserts. This is also less greedy than it sounds (no need to ready yourself for five trifles, six apple pies and two chocolate mousses) and the thirteen plates represent Jesus and the twelve disciples. They are put out on a table and covered with a cloth ahead of Midnight Mass. When families return from church, the cloth is whisked off and everyone tucks into the various plates. Though they can vary from area to area, there is generally pompe à l’huile, a loaf of bread traditionally made by dumping flour into the olive mill, to soak up the oil; this should always be torn, not cut, lest it bring bad luck on the household. There are dried nuts and fruit to represent the various denominations of monks, as well as light and dark nougat which represents good and evil. There may also be calissons d’Aix (see page 316, this chapter), a chocolate log (bûche de Noël), gingerbread and bugnes or ganses du Var (little fried pastries also traditionally served at carnival time in Nice and elsewhere), and casse-dents (tooth-breaker) biscuits from Aullach. It’s all washed down with vin cuit, a sweet dessert wine that is made near Mont Sainte-Victoire. The feast goes on into the small hours, before everyone goes to bed and starts with the Christmas feast the next day.

[image: The exhibit presents a serving of cakes, cookies, and cheese.]


Provençal Cheeses

You just have to look at the landscape in Provence to see that it isn’t a place for cows. The fragrant scrubland known as the maquis, however, is ideal for goats and sheep, so it is their cheeses you’ll find in the south-east. There are only two with an AOC/ AOP classification, Banon and Brousse du Rove, which means they are made in consistent style. The rest depend on the cheesemaker, so have fun exploring the fromageries to discover unique goat’s and sheep’s cheeses made by individual artisans.



Banon

Each one of these soft, bloomy cheeses is dipped in eau-de-vie before being wrapped in brown chestnut leaves and tied with raffia. More mature Banons take on the colour and flavour of the chestnut leaves, making them extra delicious, but rather less attractively yellow around the edges. They originally come from the town of Banon, set in the dry, undulating landscape covered with fragrant maquis, on which its goats can feed. It has had an AOC classification since 2003 and belongs to the caillé doux family of cheeses, which means the cheese is made quickly by adding rennet to the still-warm milk straight after milking. This makes it coagulate and quickly set in its mould. According to legend, the Roman Emperor Antonin Le Pieux ate so many Banons he worried he’d die from over-eating them.



Tomme D’arles

The Tomme d’Arles is a sheep’s milk cheese and a product of the Camargue, and so is often named Le Gardian after the cowboys that manage the delta’s horses and bulls (there’s a beef stew named Le Gardian too). It was traditionally made in the farmhouses of the Rhône Delta for their own consumption or for their workers. Its round shape becomes more square as they are packed together quite tightly while maturing; there isn’t a rind to speak of, but it is adorned with a bay leaf. It is very delicate in flavour, with notes of thyme and other Provençal herbs. This makes it ideal to serve as a starter. Locals will drizzle it with olive oil and season it with salt – sel de Camargue, bien sûr – and pepper; it’s also very nice with a tomato salad. The best-known one is called Le Trident, made by Le Mas du Trident. They have a large farm shop at Vauvert, where their sheep graze in the surrounding fields under the vast skies of the Camargue.



Brousse Du Rove

This curd cheese made from goat’s or sheep’s milk is soft and delicate, like fromage frais. You might see it sold in a cone-shaped plastic mould, which is a nod to its origins when it was poured into hollow sheep’s horns. It takes its name from a village in the Bouche-du-Rhône department and was an awarded an AOP in 2019, possibly one of the most limited products to hold one – there are only seven producers. It is only made in the summer, but it can be eaten in both savoury and sweet dishes.

[image: The map highlights Bastia on the northeastern coast, Corte inland, Ajaccio on the western coast, and Bonifacio to the south.]





Chapter Twelve CORSICA

[image: The exhibit features a plate with a serving of seven fish.]
France’s regional borders have changed countless times throughout its history, and each of its regions retains elements of the people and cultures that have previously occupied the land. In contrast, Corsica – its jagged shores surrounded on all sides by the Mediterranean Sea – has kept an identity that is stronger than anywhere else in France, though I dare say Brittany would argue with that. It belonged to the Genoese until 1755, and was only bought by France in 1768, just one year before Napoleon Bonaparte – one of the most famous Frenchmen of all time – was born in Ajaccio. Its long history and proximity to Italy means there’s still a strong Italian influence on both its language and its food. You need to adopt some Italian flair to pronounce place names such as Centuri or Cervioni (with a ‘ch’). Though the post-war years saw Corsica become more ‘French’, the Riacquistu movement in the 1970s and 80s saw the island fiercely reclaim its food culture, language and traditions, with its identity remaining strong ever since.

Historically, the majority of Corsicans were shepherds, carving out a life in the forests and shrubland known as the maquis, and which was very tied to the seasons. They would spend the spring in their villages, around 800m above sea level, where the forests of chestnut trees provided a staple diet and forage for their pigs. In the summer, the shepherds moved with their goats and sheep to even higher pastures to feast on the maquis in cooler temperatures, returning to the villages in autumn. In winter, they moved again, descending to the plains closer to sea level. This system of two annual transhumances is shared by people in only one other place in Europe, in Georgia. Even until the 1950s many people lived in this semi-nomadic way, which meant families had three different eco-systems to draw from for their diet. Local expert Gabriel Ottaviani told me that the culture of living on these three levels is so entrenched in the culture that it is even reflected in the different harmonies of the Corsican polyphonic music.

Now, in the twenty-first century, the island has new identities that sit in contrast; for two or three months of the year, ordinary life in Corsica must lean into its appeal as a hugely popular holiday destination. Each summer, restaurants and businesses cater to the tourist influx that swells its 300,000 population tenfold. It means those arriving in the summer might have to look beyond the crowd-pleasing tourist menus to be rewarded with what is really local. This is also because true Corsican cuisine is predominantly winter food, when there was time to cook hearty stews with veal, wild boar and pork; cooler temperatures allowed Corsicans to perfect their charcuterie to get them through the winter. There are the traditional soups and stews such as pebronata (like daube), and winter is also when Corsica’s beloved brocciu cheese is in production. The best month to catch the good weather and the last of the winter cuisine is April; it’s also a good time to embark on a walking holiday to see the incredible scenery and breathe in the fragrant maquis shrubland.

Self-catering or camping, meanwhile, can be fun, as the island’s producers and artisans are welcoming to visitors. This is a great way to find some of the best fruit, vegetables, cheese and charcuterie and to buy direct. Look out for the Route des Sens Authentique signposting, which directs visitors and locals to the farms and workshops. You can pick up the brochure at tourist offices, or search online at www.gustidicorsica.com.


Charcuterie, Island-Wide

Corsica is extremely proud of its charcuterie: you’ll see it on almost every menu, and it hangs from the rafters in every food store, its funky sock aroma wafting out the door. Much of France’s best charcuterie is made in its remotest hills and valleys for the same reason: the long-lasting products were key in sustaining people in difficult climates year-round, and cured meats have kept Corsicans nourished for centuries. Farmers leave their herds of hardy Cochon Nustrale pigs to forage in the chestnut, beech and oak forests on the steep slopes of La Corse Profonde, and the meat that results from this special diet makes for some superior hams and sausages – if you manage to get hold of the good stuff, that is. Visiting one of the island’s top producers is the way to find the best.

Many of them are based around the village of Cozzano, set high in the hills inland from Ajaccio. The tiny village is reached via twisting roads through the chestnut and beech forests, where the pigs snuffle at the roadside and piglets jostle alongside the sows. Here, I visited Dumè (Dominique) Cesari, who has 600 pigs which graze on the farm’s forty hectares and in the forests beyond. Once I’d tasted the succulent texture and nutty flavours of Dumè’s products, I realised all the Corsican charcuterie platters I’d eaten previously paled in comparison. In Corsica, he sells through épiceries fines such as A Muredda in Porto Vecchio, but they are also bought by top chefs in France and around the world. The village of Cozzano also has a little museum all about charcuterie, called U Mondu di U Porcu (‘the world of the pig’), which is better than it sounds. Its excellent displays explain the production process, but also how deeply charcuterie is engrained in Corsica’s history and culture, as well as how different kinds of meats were made and eaten throughout the season.

Traditionally, production would begin in early December with a tumbera, the process by which the producers moved from the forests to their curing sheds (via the abbatoir), where they would prepare their charcuterie. The lower winter temperatures helped preservation.

The charcuterie on Corsica largely falls into two categories: some cuts are cooked and served as part of a dish, while others are served on a charcuterie board. Figatellu is a looped sausage that is the strongest flavoured charcuterie; traditionally it is the first to be produced because it’s made from the blood and liver of the pig, as well as some cuts of lean meat with spices. It is then smoked over beech wood. Fresh figatellu should only be eaten in its season, November to March, when it is used to flavour other dishes or served with chestnut pulenda, but you might also see it dried on a charcuterie board later in the year.

The pork belly panzetta is also more often used in cooking to add flavour to other dishes – or served as you often see Italian pancetta as a crispy flourish. The fattiest cut is vuletta, which comes from the neck or cheek, and is also used in cooking to add flavour; chef Simon Andrews at A Nepita in Ajaccio uses it to slow-cook Sisco onions (another Corsican speciality) for an incredible garnish on his signature octopus dish. Dumè gave me a slice of vuletta to taste and suggested I leave a few seconds before chewing; it duly melted in my mouth, velvety soft.

The most celebrated product on the charcuterie board is prisuttu (or jambon sec de Corse); this finely sliced, deep red ham is from the hind leg and is rubbed with salt, pepper and paprika as well as the charcutiers’ own spice blends; there’s a slight nuttiness to it and it’s best eaten as it is. Its glossy red swatches are incredibly moreish.

The charcuterie you’ll see hanging in every Corsican food shop are lonzu, coppa and saucisson. Lonzu is taken from the loin of the pig and salted for two or three weeks, before being smoked over beech wood and hung for three months. When sliced it looks rather like back bacon, with one side edged in a layer of fat; be sure to eat that rind though, it adds to the slightly sweet flavour. Coppa is a beautifully marbled ham, made from the loins; it is rolled with the fat and placed in a casing before being hung and dried for at least five months. You will also undoubtedly find salamu, which the locals also call saucisson (not saucisse), which is made from chopped shoulder meat, with salt and pepper, and often smoked. Finally, there is fromage de tête, which has nothing to do with cheese, but proves not an inch is wasted; the remaining meat from the head used for this terrine and served chilled.

Knowing what’s what is the first step to buying or ordering charcuterie, yet food lovers need to be canny about where they buy it. Three million visitors arrive on holiday to the island each year, so there are rather more mouths to feed than the existing population of 300,000 and demand can’t be met by local supply. To compensate, some brands of charcuterie are made with meat that has been imported from elsewhere in France, say Brittany and Normandy. The labels might well be emblazoned with the island’s emblem – a Moor’s head in black wearing a white bandana – but with some products marked ‘produit en France’, it’s unlikely those pigs have seen many acorns or chestnuts even if the saucisson was made on the island. First, look for the AOP label on the prisuttu, lonzu and coppa, which share the classification. If you can identify the producer, even better; restaurants that are proud of their charcuterie will most likely state their name on the menu (if they don’t, then you can ask). In épiceries fines, such as U Paesa in Bastia or A Robba Paisana in Corte, you’ll be able to find some excellent produce, and some shops might belong to the producer themselves, such as U Strazzu in Ajaccio.



Honey, Island-Wide

Stand out on a hilltop in Corsica and it isn’t just the exhilarating views that will engender awe, but also the aroma. When you inhale the maquis, which carpets huge parts of Corsica, you are breathing in a richly diverse landscape of myrtle bushes, yellow immortelle flowers and lesser-known herbs such as la nepita. The Corsican landscape is also abundant in chestnut forests, clementine orchards and hazelnut trees.

Bees turn all those incredible herbaceous fragrances into an intriguing array of honeys, nurtured by apiculteurs all over the island. Corsican honey is protected by an AOP, just one of two in France (the other is Sapin des Vosges honey), because islanders can be sure of its origin and its quality. Hives are placed in completely natural areas away from agriculture (even organic agriculture), of which there is little in Corsica anyway, and bees venture up to 3km to collect nectar. There are six kinds of Corsican honey, which vary greatly in flavour due to them being made by bees at different times of the year, when seasonal flowers are in bloom.

To taste them all without having to weigh down your luggage with six different jars, head to one of the many farms open to visitors. I visited the Jardin des Abeilles, near Ajaccio, where their short educational trail through the woods tells you all about how honey is made and what makes the island’s honey special. The shop is a treat, too; when you step through the door, the waft of honeyed aroma envelops your senses. The tasting goes from gentlest to the strongest flavour, starting with the miel de printemps, for which the bees collect nectar from flowering clementine trees and asphodel flowers in April, resulting in a gentle citrus flavour.

The miel de maquis de printemps has those same citrus notes, but there are hints of aniseed, caramel and pain d’épices too. In August, the bees make miel de maquis d’été; this amber honey is more fruity and aromatic. The miel de meillat du maquis (honeydew of the maquis), meanwhile, is a completely different experience; this dark, dark honey has the sublime consistency of golden syrup and doesn’t crystallise. Its long-lasting flavour is woody, malty and has a touch of bitterness. There are notes of fig and prunes too; I’d never tasted a honey like it. The nectar comes mostly from trees, such as oak and eucalyptus, rather than flowers, in summer when the maquis is really dry.

An even bigger surprise to the taste buds is the miel de châtaigneraie, chestnut honey, which is rich, caramelly and strangely moreish given how strong its flavour is. I took away a jar to drizzle over goat’s cheese, which worked a treat. Finally, the miel de maquis d’automne is lighter in colour than the two previous honeys but packs an equal punch in terms of flavour. It’s rich and caramelly with a slight bitterness, which makes it ideal with cheese after a meal, and perhaps not one to spread on your toast at breakfast. While those more used to gentle honeys might reject these stronger flavoured varieties initially, it’s worth trying those from other producers, as each honey will be slightly different according to the location of their hives. While one producer’s chestnut honey might be too strong for you, another might see you dipping another spoon in the jar.



Chestnuts and Pulenda, Mountainous Areas

It would be hard to find a menu in Corsica without a dish made with chestnuts in some way – it might be a rustic dish such as veal or pork with chestnuts caramelised in honey, or one more sophisticated such as a poached egg in a sweet potato purée with shards of chestnut and crispy panzetta, as served by chef Fabrice Giraud at La Dimora, Saint-Florent. Chestnut flour comes into play for desserts; there might be flan à la chataîgne or, better still, moelleux châtaigne with chocolate sauce and Chantilly cream. In bakeries, look out for castagnacciu, a cake made with chestnut flour, raisins and pine nuts. You can buy the flour in shops all over the island – make sure to look for the AOP Farina Castagnina Corsa label. It can be pricey, but that is because it is carefully hand-made by the centuries-old method of slowly drying the chestnuts on racks over a fire; they are sorted and shelled by hand and then milled. The slightly sweet, biscuity flour is almost all that is required to make one of Corsica’s staple foods: pulenda. That said, pulenda is hard to find in summer, as it’s principally a winter dish. It is similar in its simplicity to polenta, which is made with cornmeal. Pulenda is made by stirring chestnut flour, water and salt together in a pot with a wooden baton called a pulendaghju (which literally translates as ‘thing to stir your pulenda with’) until it comes together in a dough around the baton. It is then wrapped in a tea-towel sprinkled with flour (so it won’t stick) and left to cool. From there it is cut into slices and fried in oil or butter, and served with a slab of brocciu cheese and a figatellu sausage. Corsica’s gastronomic holy trinity.



Hazelnuts, Cervioni

Although chestnuts are lauded across the island, there’s another nut that also wins the hearts of Corsicans: the Cervioni hazel-nut (or in Corsican, nuciola di Cervioni). Standing on the main street of Cervioni, a small village perched high over the landscape that sweeps down to the beaches of the east coast, you get a feel for the amphitheatre-shaped valley that provides a perfect environment for growing hazelnuts. Steep groves are watered by run-off from the mountains and the nuts are naturally dried by onshore winds. The Cervioni hazelnut is a particular variety called Le Fertile de Coutard and it is heart-shaped and smaller than other kinds of noisette. Its woody and buttery-sweet flavour makes many a chef swoon.

Hazelnuts were introduced as a crop around the village in the early twentieth century, after a series of particularly harsh winters destroyed the lemon groves. Small family operations continued until the 1980s and 90s, when the import of cheaper hazelnuts from Turkey led many to abandon their groves. Slowly, they became overgrown with the dense vegetation that makes this side of the island more verdant than other areas; islanders called it the Costa Verde. However, the local growers’ association – called A Nuciola – worked hard to promote the product and in 2014 the Cervioni hazelnut was awarded an IGP; many groves have been put back into use while new ones have been planted. Today some 150 growers take their harvest to the local casserie, where the nuts are shelled by machine; between them they produce around 80 tons of hazelnuts a year.

The village itself is rather a sleepy place; but it’s busier in peak holiday season and I was told the place is positively buzzing for the annual Foire de la Noisette in August, when 6,000 people come for the tastings, produce stands and live music. I managed to find a few hazelnutty dishes at the restaurant Aux 3 Fourchettes, where my wild boar terrine was drizzled with hazelnut oil and sprinkled with powdered nuts. For more choice, however, visit L’Atelier de la Noisette, which is easily found on the T10 road that skirts up the east coast. Run by artisan Laurine Serra and her three colleagues, they turn the noisettes into everything from chocolates to biscuits, spreads and baking products. The most popular is salinu, a mixture of powdered hazelnuts and salt, which can be used as a garnish on savoury products. In Bastia, my food-loving guide Parisa Paolantoni gave me her top tip for salinu, which was to use it to coat cutlets of veal before frying in butter for a nutty crust. I also bought the local chocolate spread, nuciola, and a nut butter combined with cédrat, which gave nicely chewy dots of sweet peel through the chunky nut butter.

Laurine’s suggestion for the farine de noisette was to simply use it in place of flour in crêpes or in a gâteau au yaourt – the easy recipe that every French person is taught as a child. It starts with a pot of natural yoghurt: you tip this into a bowl and then use the empty pot to measure three pots of hazelnut flour, tip that in with the yoghurt, then two pots of caster sugar and a pot of oil (rapeseed, or hazelnut), as well as three eggs and a teaspoon of baking powder. Then mix until fully combined. Bake it in a greased circular tin (e.g. 21cm diameter, 7cm deep) in a preheated oven set at 180°C for 30 minutes (or stick in a skewer and if it comes out clean, it’s done). I threw in some chocolate chips and topped it with chocolate buttercream, which was not a bad idea.



Cédrat, Cap Corse

They say the cédrat is called the grandpa: not because its skin is uneven and knotty, but because it’s the fruit from which all other lemons, limes and bergamots genetically descend. This fragrant citrus, which is confusingly called citron in English, originated south of the Himalayas but came to the Mediterranean in the Middle Ages. Different varieties thrived in such places as Morocco, Italy and Cap Corse, where it proved particularly effective at banishing mosquitoes and treating maladies.

They can grow to weigh a kilo and to the size of a football. The other curious thing about the cédrat is that it has very little juice or flesh, so all its sweet, un-bitter flavour is found in its thick skin. This makes it ideal for making cédrat confit, which none other than Nostradamus is credited with inventing. It’s also ideal for that British favourite, marmalade. In the late nineteenth century, tons of the fruits were shipped to Britain to be cooked in jam pans and added to Christmas puddings and festive mincemeats after they were showcased at the Exposition Universelle in Paris in 1867. Much of this trade was thanks to industrialist Arthur Castell-Southwell, the son of the owner of Castell & Brown jam-makers, who himself was shipped off to Corsica aged twenty to investigate this unusual fruit. He became something of a hero among the locals and is buried in the cemetery at Île Rousse, having died aged fifty-two.

In the little museum at Barrettali – reached via terrifyingly precipitous roads – you can see old photos of the harvest time in the early twentieth century, where growers stand proud beside piles and piles, and sacks and sacks of cédrats. These days, there’s much less demand, because the fruit’s grandchildren – lemons and limes – are so much more versatile; to use a cédrat effectively, you need to do more than simply cut it in half and juice it. The owner of the museum, Xavier Calizi, and his family, whose orchards surround it on the steep hillside, are persevering with production; they’re just one of a few cédrat producers left on the island, and the only one in Cap Corse. His passion for cédrats spurs him on and the museum doubles as a shop selling their cédrat confit, confitures, liqueurs, beer and even beauty products. Xavier has even produced a little recipe book; with such enticing dishes as cédrat risotto, cédrat tiramisù and hazelnut and citron gâteau. Fresh cédrats are only available for a few weeks after the September to November harvest, so the easiest way to sample their flavour year-round is to sip a glass of cédratine liqueur after dinner. Had I not visited at 10 a.m. with more of those dizzying roads ahead of me, there would have been something special about sipping a little shot of liqueur as I gazed across the orchards to the blue Mediterranean below.




Lobsters and Rock Lobsters, Centuri

While most of Corsica’s people have a history of living on the land as shepherds, Cap Corse’s landscape was too mountainous and steep to cultivate much more than cédrats and vines, so it was traditionally an area of fishermen and sailors. This was especially the case in the village of Centuri, tucked away in a cove in the far north-west of Cap Corse. It is known for its rock lobster fishing; despite its small size, it is France’s biggest port for landing langoustes, as they’re known in French. There are more than a dozen restaurants crowded around its little harbour, each with a shaded terrace looking on to the shimmering water where the boats return with their catch. Some fifty years ago, there were twenty fishing families but now only five remain; they venture out at five o’clock each morning, to a rocky place about forty minutes from the shore where lobster and rock lobster thrive. Even with the fewer numbers of boats, there is still a danger of over-fishing, so the season is limited to March until September, and those caught must measure over a certain size or be thrown back.

From the boats, all the lobsters are transferred to the restaurants’ tanks, ready to be cooked. At U Cavallu di Mare (Corsican for seahorse, or hippocampe), chef Jean-Christophe Strinna, who is descended from fishermen, invited me into the kitchen to chat as he cooked my lunch. The rock lobster was certainly fresh as it hit the frying pan. Each restaurant has its own recipe and his is to simply cut them in half, then fry them before serving with crushed potatoes drizzled with golden olive oil, courgette gratin and confit tomatoes. The restaurant’s sea-facing façade is shaped like the prow of a ship, and as I sat at its table for two looking out over the fishing nets and harbour, I saw a little boat came into harbour with lunch for the next day.




Canistrelli, Island-Wide

If there’s one product you cannot fail to find in Corsica, it is the canistrelli. These little dry biscuits, similar to biscotti, fill the shelves of every small food store, supermarket and even petrol station. Their origins lie with the island’s long history of shep-herds, who subsisted on pocketfuls of these biscuits on long days as they guided their sheep. These days, they might more often be dipped in coffee or white wine, while hardier consumers will pack them in their backpacks for hikes that traverse the breathtaking (in more ways than one) mountains of central Corsica. Traditionally, canistrelli are made with white wine – particularly on Cap Corse – but other flavours are used, such as aniseed, chestnut flour, almonds and hazelnuts. A more recent trend has seen canistrelli take on savoury flavours, such as Tomme de Corse cheese or black olives, intended to be nibbled alongside an evening aperitif. There are little biscuiteries all over the island, such as the fifty-year-old La Biscuiterie Salvatori in Île Rousse, or Maison Cazenova in Corte. At the Biscuiterie Cap Corse, acclaimed pâtissière-biscuitière Émilie George’s ecofriendly operation brings in many different flavours from across the island to her biscuits, such as fig, almond and hazelnuts. She makes gluten-free versions of canistrelli, too.

[image: The exhibit presents a serving of cakes, cookies, and cheese.]


Corsican Cheeses

Corsicans are so fervently in love with one cheese – brocciu – that it can be quite hard to get recommendations for any others. Amazingly versatile, this sheep’s milk cheese is Corsica’s only AOP fromage, and when it’s in season – October to early June – it is served in countless dishes. Meanwhile, Corsica’s other cheeses are made by small producers all over the island, and they generally aren’t particularly pungent. Local tommes that have been matured more than a year are strong, while those made with milk imported from the mainland are also stronger.

Cheese tends to be sold in the markets and directly from producers, as well as from épiceries fines and Corsican food stores, rather than from a fromagerie that you would see on typical French high streets. If you’re in Corsica in late April/early May, you can tuck into a huge choice of local farmers’ cheeses at the Foire du Fromage (A Fiera di u Casgiu in Corsican) in Venaco, a village near Corte. When buying cheeses elsewhere, look out for the teal-coloured labels that denote that the cheese won a prize, either Premiu d’Eccellenza or Premiu di Tipicità.

Finally, there is one cheese you might hear rumours about but won’t be able to buy: casgiu merzu. Similar to the casu marzu in Sardinia, the idea is that a tomme cheese (goat’s or sheep’s) is left out in the air, a cheese fly lays its eggs on the cheese, they hatch and as the tiny maggots (les astigots) develop and eat the cheese their digestive juices cause it to decompose. It’s illegal to sell this cheese, but you might spot it festering in a corner if you visit a cheesemakers’ farm.



Brocciu

The first thing to get right with ordering, buying or eating brocciu is saying it correctly. So summon your inner Corsican shepherd and put your heart into saying ‘brohdg-cho’ with as strong an Italian accent as you can manage. The waiter or shop assistant might just narrow their eyes as they decipher what you want, realise you’re trying to say brocciu and bring you Corsica’s most famous cheese or one of the many, many dishes made with it. Brocciu is a mild-tasting sheep’s whey cheese, similar to ricotta, and is one of most versatile cheeses in France. As if to add to its allure, it has a limited season. From June, it’s too hot for the sheep to produce milk so production ceases until the rains fall again in October. At this point, its return is celebrated throughout the island. In between times, they get by using la brousse (brossa in the local dialect), a fromage frais made from cow’s, goat’s or ewe’s milk.

Traditionally, a chunk of brocciu was plated alongside a slab of pulenda and a figatellu sausage. But on today’s menus you’ll find it in inside cannelloni tubes or ravioli; deep-fried in beignets; and stuffed into chaussons, courgettes, sardines or omelettes (nice with mint by the way). You don’t need to stop when it comes to dessert either: it’s stuffed into figs and apricots, or used in flans such as fiadone, which is the island’s signature dish. It’s also in the falculella, the town of Corte’s signature pastry made with egg yolk, flour, sugar and orange zest and baked on a chestnut leaf; the historic pâtisserie Maison Cazenove is particularly proud of theirs.

With so many different products and dishes available in restaurants and boulangeries, you hardly need worry about how you might cook with it, but if you want to give it a try it’s a good excuse to visit one of the many producers across the island. You can find them thanks to the Route des Sens Authentique signs, their brochures or their website. I visited Joseph Orsatelli, whose farm is set in the hills outside Corte. It was fascinating to hear him explain, as he served us each a 10 a.m. glass of muscat pétillant, how this small family operation does just as their ancestors did. Because it is made with the whey, it’s always made alongside other cheeses, which were all maturing on shelves in the dairy. As he gave me a tour of the tiny operation, his family were placing the hot, just-made brocciu into plastic baskets to drain. Joseph’s father gave me a spoonful to try, the steam rising from the spoon. When I remarked that it tasted good, Joseph shrugged and affectionately scolded me, ‘Bien sûr, c’est delicieux!’

The easiest brocciu dish to make is the fiadone, made by simply whisking together 5 eggs with 150g of caster sugar until it’s light and fluffy. Break up 500g of brocciu in a separate bowl, then whisk it in with the sugar and eggs. Some cooks add a tablespoon of flour too, to make it firmer, but it’s not necessary; the cheese has quite a grainy texture anyway. Adding flavours gives you further excuse to buy other Corsican specialities: add a tablespoonful of fresh cédrat for its zest, orange flower water or myrtle liqueur or another eau-de-vie. Place the batter in a buttered baking dish and bake in a preheated oven at 180°C for 25–30 minutes.



Fromage Fermier De Brebis Corse

This tends to be the product made alongside brocciu, and technique can vary from farm to farm, while the flavour also changes depending on the maquis on which the sheep graze. Bastelicaccia comes from the valleys near Ajaccio and tends to have a fine, bloomy rind and soft and creamy texture. Another kind of fromage fermier is Venachese from near Venaco, a brine-washed, yellow-rinded cheese with a strong flavour.



Tomme De Corse

This semi-hard sheep’s milk cheese can be found all over the island, with individual cheeses drawing slightly different flavours from their terroir, but expect aromas from the maquis and hay, hazelnut or mushroom. There are tomme de chevres as well.




La Calenzana

Made with goat’s or occasionally sheep’s milk, la calenzana originates from the Balagne region in the north-west of the island. Square or rectangular, it has a white rind and is produced between January and June, but can be eaten all year round at various stages of ripeness, getting crumblier as it ages.



Le Niolo/Niulincu

Similar to la calenzana, le niolo (niulincu in Corsican) is from the Niolo valley in northern Corsica and is most often made with goat’s milk. The strongest versions have aged for more than three months and have a strong, tangy flavour and farmyard aromas. It has a whiteish rind and a texture that is quite clay-like, which crumbles when cut.



Brin D’amour

Eating a bite of this soft sheep’s cheese coated with dried herbs will spirit you away to the maquis itself. The sheep consume all the herbs and flowers of the scrubland on the Corsican hills and those flavours filter through to their milk and therefore their cheese, which is matured for just one to three weeks. Similar versions might also be named Le Petit Corse or Fleur du Maquis aux Herbes. This is also one you are likely to find in fromageries elsewhere in France, so tuck in when you see it, you won’t be disappointed.
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	Chandeleur (Candlemas) 30

	Chantilly, Hauts-de-France 83–5

	Chaource cheese, Grand Est 116–17

	Chapuis, Yohann 127

	charcuterie, Corsica 329–32

	Charente-Maritime, Nouvelle

	Aquitaine 245–6

	Charolais cheese, Burgundy 143–4

	Château de Chantilly, 83–5

	Château de la Bourdaisière, Centre-Val de Loire 193–4

	Château de la Treyne, 275

	Château de Saint Paterne 48

	Château des Briottières, Champigné 190

	Chateau Virant (olive oils) 321

	Chatillon, Le (bistro), Boulogne 76

	Chaudes-Aigues, Cantal 225–6

	Chaudron, Le (restaurant), Bibracte 131–2

	cheese 41–3, 64–7, 90–93, 115–17, 140–45, 171–5, 201–3, 232–8, 263–5, 292–5, 323–5, 339–43

	Chemilly-sur-Yonne, Burgundy-Franche-Comté 122

	cherries 128–9, 247

	chestnuts 229, 308–9, 333–4

	Chevrotin cheese, Auvergne-RhôneAlpes 239

	Chez Denise (restaurant), Paris 151

	Chez Fonfon (restaurant), Marseille 318

	Chez Madie Les Galinettes (restaurant), Marseille 318

	Chez Mattin (restaurant), Ciboure 242

	Chez Moustache (restaurant), Toulouse 270

	Chez Pipo (restaurant), Nice 303

	Chez Thérésa (restaurant), Nice 303

	Chez Yvonne (winstub), Strasbourg 98, 99

	chicken 48–9, 123–5, 132–3, 133–4, 169, 261–2

	chicory (root) 72, 80

	chicory (vegetable), Pas-de-Calais 80–82

	Child, Julia 275

	chilli: piment d’Espelette, Basque region 252–4

	Chocolat Cazenave (tea room), Bayonne 259

	chocolate 103, 258–60, 287–8

	Chocolaterie Puyodebat (tea room), Bayonne 259–60

	choucroute garni, Alsace 97, 99–100

	chouquettes (pastries) 195–6

	choux pastry 127, 195–6

	Christmas

	Christmas markets, Alsace 102–4

	Grand Est 102–4

	Le Gros Souper, Provence 322–3

	Les Treize Desserts, Provence 322–3




	Cianni, Sophie 291

	cider, Normandy 47–8

	Cimentelle, La (chambres d’hôtes), Vassy-les-Avallons 136

	clafoutis (dessert), Corrèze 247

	Clairac, Lot-et-Garonne 244

	Claire’Marais (restaurant), Saint-Omer 83

	Clarke, Stephen 8

	Cocagne, Anto 168–9

	Cochon à l’Oreille, Le (bistro), Paris 151

	Cochons Sont dans le Pré, Les (charcuterie), Saint-Ouen-deSécherouvre 63

	cockles, Bay of the Somme 85–6

	cocos de Paimpol (haricot beans), Brittany 40

	Colagreco, Mauro 306

	Colbert, Jean-Baptiste 91

	Collioure, Occitanie 289–90

	Collobrières, Provence 308–9

	Collonges-au-Mont-d’Or, Lyon 211–13

	Colombe d’Or, La (restaurant), Saint-Paul-de-Vence 314

	Comerro, Isabelle 207

	Commercy, Grand Est 106–8

	Comté cheese, Burgundy-FrancheComté 140–42

	Conches-en-Ouche, Normandy 47

	Confiserie Azuréenne (marron glacé factory), Collobrières 308

	confit de canard (duck), South-West 249

	confiture de groseilles (white-/ redcurrant jam), Bar-le-Duc 110–11

	Conquet, Sophie 270

	Conraux, Nicolas 14, 26

	Conticini, Philippe 158

	Cook’s Atelier (cookery school), Beaune 136

	coppa (ham), Corsica 331

	coquilles Saint-Jacques (scallops), Bay of Saint-Brieuc 38–9

	cornichons, Chemilly-sur-Yonne 122

	Corrèze, Nouvelle-Aquitaine 27, 247

	Corte, Corsica 341

	Côte d’Azur, Provence 302–3

	Côte d’Opale, Hauts-de-France 77–9

	Côte d’Or, Burgundy-FrancheComté 134–5

	Côte Vermeille, Occitanie 289–90

	coucous, Paris 165–8

	Couillon, Alexandre 178

	coulant au chocolat (dessert),

	Laguiole 287–8

	Coulon, Pierre 65

	courgette and cheese madeleines 109

	Couronne, La (restaurant), Rouen 57

	Cours Saleya market, Nice 303

	Cousin-Martin, Jean-Paul 199–200

	Couvreur, Yann 158

	Cozzano, Corsica 329–30

	crab, Audresselles 79–80

	cramaillotte (dandelion jam),

	Franche-Comté 137–8

	Créances, Normandy 54

	crème d’Isigny, Isigny 51–2

	crème de cassis, Burgundy-FrancheComté 127, 134–5

	crème de Chantilly 83–5

	Crème de Fontainebleau cheese, Île-de-France 174–5

	crème de marrons (chestnut purée), Ardèche 229

	crêmets d’Anjou (dessert), Angers 190–91, 191

	crêpes

	Brittany 30–31

	crêpes griottines 129

	crêpes Suzette, Monte Carlo 307




	Cressent, Christophe 61

	croquembouche (choux dessert) 196

	Crottin de Chavignol, Loire Valley 202

	croustade (pastry), Occitanie 272–3

	crozets (pasta dish), Savoie 27, 230

	croziflette (pasta dish), Savoie 230

	Curnonsky see Sailland, Maurice Edmond custard tart, Vendée 182–3

	Cutillo, Serge 98, 99

	Cutò, Procopio 84




	D

	Dalloyau (coffee shop), Paris 161

	dandelion jam (cramaillotte), Franche-Comté 137–8

	Daniel et Denise (bouchon), Lyon 207

	Dans la Grand’ Rue (restaurant), Saint-Pol-de-Léon 17

	Dar Mima (restaurant), Paris 167 daube (beef stew), Nice 301

	daube de sanglier (wild boar stew), Collobrières 309

	Dauphin, Le, cheese, Hauts-de-France 93

	David, Elizabeth 283–4

	Delair, Frédéric 57

	Delcroix, Camille 83

	Dépériers, Franck 188

	Desfontaines, Pierre 161

	Di Foggia, Agostino 99

	Diat, Louis Felix 217

	Dijon, Burgundy-Franche-Comté 120–21, 125–7, 132–3

	mustard 120–21

	Dimora, La (restaurant), Saint-Florent 334

	Domaine de Barbe (farm), Périgord 251

	Donckele, Arnaud 298

	Dordogne Valley, Occitanie 280–81

	Douarnenez, Brittany 31–2, 34–6

	Doubs, Burgundy-Franche-Comté 138–40

	Douceurs Chocolats t’, Landerneau 31

	Drôme, Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes 216–17

	Ducasse, Alain 36

	duck 55–6, 151, 249

	Duclair, Normandy 56–7

	Dumaine, Alexandre 119

	Dunkirk, Hauts-de-France 78

	Dupuy, Marie-Eugénie 136

	Durand, Louis 159

	Durand, Paul 160

	Durand, Stéphane and Dorothy 160

	Dutriez, Anne 110–11

	Duval, Baptiste-Adolphe 149




	E

	L’Eau à la Bouche (pizzeria), Marseille 319

	Écrou du Fromager cheese, Normandy 64

	L’Écu de France, Paris (restaurant) 4

	Edl, Lukas 99

	Élevage des Granges (farm), Tursac 252

	endives, Pas-de-Calais 80–82

	endive and ham gratin 81–2

	L’Épicerie & Cie, (restaurant), Dijon 133

	Époisses cheese, Burgundy-FrancheComté 142–3

	Erramun, Josette 256–7

	escargots (snails) Alsace 97

	Burgundy-Franche-Comté 126–7

	Escoffier, Auguste 162, 298, 302

	estaminets, Hauts-de-France 70–72

	Étape Louis XIII (restaurant),

	Beaumesnil 47–8

	L’Étier (restaurant), Île de Noirmoutier 182




	F

	falculella (pastry), Corsica 341

	far Breton (cake), Brittany 34

	farçous (fritters), Aveyron 288–9, 288–9

	Fehr, Marie-Christine 99

	Ferme Andrévias (farm), Sorges 252

	Ferme d’Eugénie (chambres d’hôtes), Burgundy 136

	Ferme de la Garrigue Haute (farm), Prats-de-Carlux 251–2

	Ferme de Marie-Eugénie (chambres d’hôtes), Louhans 125

	Ferme Fruirouge (farm), Concoeur 135

	fiadone (cheese flan), Corsica 341, 342

	figatellu (sausage), Corsica 330

	figs, Solliès-Pont 310–13

	fig tart 312–13 Fillioux, Françoise 207

	Finistère, Brittany 17–18, 32–3

	fion Vendéen (custard tart), Vendée 182–3

	fish dishes, Boulogne 75–7

	flammekueche (bacon and onion tart/ pizza), Alsace 101–2, 104

	flan Maraîchin (custard tart), Vendée 182–3

	Flavigny-sur-Ozerain, Burgundy-Franche-Comté 129–31

	Flemish cuisine, Hauts-de-France 70–72

	Fleur de Loire (restaurant), Blois 178

	fleur de sel, Guérande 23, 25, 178–80

	flognarde (dessert), Corrèze 247

	flognarde à la pomme Limousin 248

	foie gras Alsace 97

	Nouvelle Aquitaine 250–52

	fondant de Pithiviers (pastry dessert) 197

	fondue, The Alps 230–32

	Fourme d’Ambert cheese,

	Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes 232–3

	Fontainebleau, Île-de-France 174–5

	Fort de Lens cheese, Hauts-de-France 92

	Fougerolles, Burgundy-FrancheComté 128–9

	Fourme de Montbrison cheese, Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes 233

	Fournil de Saint-Congard, Morbihan, 31–2

	François, Patrice 163

	French-African cuisine, Paris 168–70

	Frescolet (fromagerie), Paris 171–2

	Frézier, Amédée-François 21

	fricadelle (sausage), Hauts-de-France 75

	Friterie des Nations, Calais 75

	frites, Hauts-de-France 74–5

	frog’s legs 161–3

	fromage de tête (pork terrine), Corsica 331

	Fromage Fermier de Brebis Corse cheese, Corsica 342

	Fromagerie Barthélémy, Fontainebleau 174

	Fromagerie Berhaut, Époisses 142

	Fromagerie du Bout du Monde, Guipavas, Brittany 42

	Fromagerie Gaugry, Brochon 142

	Fromagerie Goncourt, Paris 171

	Fromagerie Graindorge, Livarot 67

	Fromagerie Philippe Olivier, Boulogne 72–3, 92, 93

	Fromageries Marcel Petite, Fort Saint Antoine 141

	Fumaisons d’Iroise, Le Conquet 33




	G

	GAEC Rodier-Sartre, Aubrac 286

	galette (pancake), Brittany 26–8

	galette des Rois (cake/pastry) 197

	galette-saucisse (pancake), Rennes 39

	galettes sarrasin (cookies) 28

	Galvaing, Philippe 233–4

	Gannac, Laurent 305

	garlic 273

	Lautrec pink 273–5

	pink garlic soup 275




	Gascony, Nouvelle Aquitaine 244–5

	gâteau au yaourt (cake) 336

	gâteau Basque (cake) 261

	gâteau Nantais (cake) 178, 187–8

	Gaul cuisine, Bibracte 131–2

	Gauthier, Alexandre 70

	Gautier, Benoit 246

	goose 249–52

	George, Émilie 339

	Gers, Occitanie 272–3

	Ghazal, Yann 269

	Giraud, Fabrice 334

	Giulietta (gourmet food shop), Sète 291

	Goddard, Laura 253

	Gotteri, Jean-Claude 62–3

	gougères (cheese pastries), Burgundy-Franche-Comté 127

	Gourvennec, Alexis 17–18

	Grain de Sel, Le (restaurant), Lons-le-Saunier 124

	Grand Aïoli (vegetable platter), Provence 313–14

	Grande Épicerie (gourmet food shop), Paris 156

	Grande Mosquée de Paris 167–8

	‘Grandma’s Favourite’ cheese, Brittany 41

	Granier, Sébastien 282

	Gransagne, Aurélien 225

	Granville, Normandy 54–5

	Gratte-Cul, Le, cheese, Normandy 64

	Greco, Jennifer 172

	Grenoble, Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes 215–16

	Grenouillère, La (restaurant), Montreuil-sur-Mer 70

	griottines, Fougerolles 128–9

	Grolet, Cédric 158

	gros sel, Guérande 23, 25, 178–80

	Gros Souper, Provence 322–3

	grumbeerekiechle (potato dish), Alsace 98

	Guémené-sur-Scorff, Brittany 22–4

	Guérande, Pays de la Loire, 23, 25, 178–80

	Guérard, Michel 212, 242

	Guéret, Michel 57

	Guilloux, Arnaud 40

	guinea fowl: pintade de la Vallée d’Auge 48–9

	Gwizdak, Fabrice 105




	H

	Haeberlin, Marc 96

	ham see jambon

	haricot beans: cocos de Paimpol, Brittany 40

	Hay, Christophe 178

	hazelnuts, Cervioni 334–5

	Hénaff, Jean 36

	Hermé, Pierre 157, 161

	herring, Hauts-de-France 77–9

	Hirel à l’Ail des Ours cheese, Brittany 42

	honey, Corsica 332–3

	Honfleur, Normandy 50–51

	Hotel Brittany, Brittany 15

	Hotel Brittany, Roscoff 33

	Hotel de la Mer, Brignogan-Plage 32–3

	Hotel de la Musée d’Eau, Pont-enRoyans 217

	Hotel des Maures, Collobrières 309

	Hotel Dieppe, Rouen 57

	Hotel le Brittany, Roscoff 25

	Hôtel le Castel Ac’h, Plouguerneau 18

	Hotel Restaurant Georges Blanc, Vonnas 124

	Hôtel Rocaminori, LouresseRochemenier 193

	Hôtel Tatin, Lamotte-Beuvron 198–9

	Hotel Tribunal, Mortagne-au-Perche 64

	Hugo & Victor (patisserie), Paris 161

	Hulin, Alexandre 133




	I

	Île d’Yeu, Vendée 184–5

	Île de Noirmoutier, Vendée 179, 180–82

	Île de Ré, Charente-Maritime 179

	L’Incomparable (spa hotel), Aix-les-Bains 27–8, 206

	Isère, Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes 216–17

	Isigny, Normandy 51–2




	J

	jam/conserve 110–11, 135–8

	jambon de Bayonne, Basque region 254–6

	jambon de Kintoa, Basque region 254–6

	jambon de Paris 155–6

	Jardin des Abeilles, Ajaccio 332

	Jeune Montagne (cooperative), Laguiole 284

	Joan of Arc’s tears (chocolate almonds), Rouen 57–8

	Jonchée, La, cheese, Nouvelle Aquitaine 265

	Jouadé, Jérôme 14

	Jung, Emile 104




	K

	kig-ha-farz (dumpling) 27

	kir, Burgundy-Franche-Comté 127, 132

	kirsch 128 kougelhopf (brioche cake), Alsace 98, 103

	Krautergersheim, Alsace 100

	kouign-amann (butter cake), Brittany 31–2




	L

	Ladeyn, Florent 75

	Lafon, Franck 307

	Laguiole, Occitanie 287–8

	Laguiole cheese 292

	Laiterie de Paris (fromagerie) 65

	Lalbenque, The Lot 279

	lamb, Quercy, The Lot 277–8

	Lamotte-Beuvron, Centre-Val de

	Loire 198–200

	Langres cheese, Grand Est 115–16

	Lardello, Nicole 306

	Larnicol, Georges 28, 32

	Lautrec, Occitanie 273–5

	Le Bail, Loïc 14, 15–16, 33

	Le Calvez, Jérémie 17

	Le Crotoy, Hauts-de-France 87

	Le Guel, Yves 156

	Le Mans, Western Loire 188–9

	Le Puy-en-Velay, Auvergne-RhôneAlpes 220–22, 224

	Le Roux, Henri 37

	Le Stanc, Dominique 300

	Lecomte, Thomas 231

	leeks, Leblond 82–3

	Lefebvre, Pascal 87

	Lefeuvre, Clémence 189

	lemons, Menton 304–6

	Lenôtre, Gaston 61, 157

	Lepoivre, Jérôme 63

	Leroy, Fabrice 154

	Lestienne, Stellio 79 lewerknepfle (dumplings), Alsace 98

	Lignac, Cyril 158

	Lille, Hauts-de-France 70–72, 87–8,

	88–9

	Livarot cheese, Normandy 67

	Livradois-Forez Regional Natural

	Park 219–20, 232

	lobsters, Centuri 338

	Loire Valley 177–8

	Loiseau, Bernard 119, 221

	Lons-le-Saunier, Burgundy-FrancheComté 145 lonzu (cured pork), Corsica 331

	Lorraine, Grand Est 96, 111

	Lot, The, Occitanie 277–8, 278–80

	Lou Balico (restaurant), Nice 301

	Lozère, Occitanie 283–5

	Lu Fran Calin (restaurant),

	Nice 299

	Lyon, Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes 113–14, 205, 206–10, 211–12




	M

	macarons 89–90, 160–61, 260–61

	Mâchon breakfast, Lyon 209

	Madame Herbin (conserve shop),

	Menton 306

	madeleines (cakes), Commercy

	106–8, 109 Maison Adam (pâtisserie), Saint-Jean-de-Luz 260

	Maison Aubard (charcuterie),

	Bayonne 256

	354

	Index

	Maison Cazenova (biscuiterie), Corte

	339 Maison Chaplais (cake shop),

	Noirmoutier-en-Île 183

	Maison Conquet (charcuterie),

	Laguiole 285, 288

	Maison de Kouign-Amann,

	Douarnenez 32

	Maison de l’Andouille, Guémenésur-Scorff 22–4

	Maison de la Brandade, Nîmes 282

	Maison de la Mirabelle (distillery),

	Rozelieures 111

	Maison de la Vache Qui Rit,

	Lons-le-Saunier 145

	Maison de la Violette (shop),

	Toulouse 271

	Maison de Sarrasin (shop), Saint-Malo 28

	Maison des Soeurs Macarons

	(confectioners), Nancy 106

	Maison du Comté (visitor centre),

	Poligny 141

	Maison Durand (patisserie),

	Maisons-Lafitte 160

	Maison Durée (patisserie), Paris 161

	Maison Dutriez (conserve shop),

	Bar-le-Duc 110–11

	Maison Francis Miot

	(confectioners), Saint-Jean-de-Luz 261

	Maison Gannac (lemon grove) 305

	Maison Gwizdak (bakery), Nancy

	105 Maison Jean Trogneux (chocolatier),

	Amiens, 89–90

	Maison Jollit (fromagerie), Rouen 65

	Maison Kammerzell (restaurant),

	Strasbourg 100

	Maison Marc (cornichon producer),

	Chemilly-sur-Yonne 122

	Maison Moinet (sweet shop), Vichy

	217, 219

	Maison Nicolas Alziari (olive oils)

	321 mafé (peanut stew), Paris 169

	Mama Bubbele (restaurant),

	Strasbourg 102

	Mama Kossa (restaurant), Paris 169

	Manège à Moutardes, Le (mustard shop), Dijon 121 manele (pastries), Strasbourg 103

	Manoir du Lys (hotel-restaurant),

	Bagnoles-de-L’Orne 59

	Marc, Sten 42

	Marchal-Guéret, Julien 57

	Marcon, Régis 60, 221

	Marcon, Jacques 60

	Marguet, Emile-Gabriel-Félicien

	138–9

	market gardening 18, 82–3

	Maroilles cheese, Hauts-de-France

	71, 91–3 marrons glacés (chestnuts),

	Collobrières 308

	Marseille, Provence 303 317–18, 319

	Martel, Lot 280–81

	Mas du Trident, Le (farm shop),

	Vauvert 324

	Matelote, La (restaurant), Boulogne

	79 Mazzia, Alexandre 298

	Meaux, Île-de-France 173–4

	Méert, Michael Paulus Gislinius 88

	Méert (pâtisserie), Lille 87–8

	melon, Cavaillon 315–16

	Menon, Joseph 84

	Menton, Provence 304–6

	Mère Poulard (hotel-restaurant),

	Mont Saint-Michel 275

	Merenda, La (restaurant),

	Nice 300

	Meurice Hotel, Paris 158

	Michalak, Christophe 158

	Michon, Reinette 86

	Millasseau, Patrice 182

	Mimolette cheese, Hauts-de-France 91

	mint pastilles, Vichy 217–19

	Miquel, Jean-Louis 284

	Mirabelle plums, Lorraine 111–12

	Mirabelle tart 111–12




	mirliton (pastries), Pont-Audemer 60–61

	mirliton de Rouen (cakes) 61

	Mon Oncle Malker (fromagerie), Strasbourg 117

	Monsieur Txokola (chocolatier), Bayonne 259

	Mont Blanc (chestnut dessert), 229

	Mont d’Or cheese, Burgundy-Franche-Comté 144

	Montagné, Prosper 268–9

	Monte Carlo, Monaco 307

	Montélimar, Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes 226–7

	Montreuil-sur-Mer, Hauts-de-France 70

	Morbier cheese, Burgundy 144

	Moret-sur-Loing, Île-de-France 170–71

	Mortagne-au-Perche, Normandy 62–4

	Morvan Regional Park, Burgundy-Franche-Comté 131–2

	MoSuke (restaurant), Paris 170

	Mothais-sur-Feuille cheese, Nouvelle Aquitaine 265

	mouchou (macarons), Saint-Jean-deLuz 261

	moules à l’éclade, Charente-Maritime 245–6

	moules marinières, Normandy 52–3

	Moulin à Huile de Noix Castagné (nut oils), Martel 281

	Moulin Castelas (olive oils) 321

	Mousnier, Alain 185

	Moutarderie Edmond Fallot (mustard shop), Beaune 121

	Mouton, Christophe 282

	Mulot et Petitjean (bakery), Dijon 125–6

	Munster cheese, Grand Est 117

	Musée de la Fraise, PlougastelDaoulas 22

	Musée des Goémoniers, Plouguerneau 33

	mushrooms 58–60, 191–3

	mussels 52–3, 245–6

	mustard, Dijon, 120–21




	N

	Nancy, Grand Est 105–6

	Nantes, Pays de la Loire 187–8

	Nasti, Olivier 99

	ndolé (bitter leaves), Paris 169

	Negresco, Le (restaurant), Nice 303

	Nepita, A (restaurant), Ajaccio 330

	Neufchâtel cheese, Normandy 67

	Nice, Provence 302–3

	Vieux Nice 298–301




	Nid de cigognes (chestnut tart), Alsace 98

	Nîmes, Occitanie 281–2

	Niolo, Le, cheese, Corsica 343

	Nissarde cuisine, Vieux Nice 298–301

	Noé, Le (guinguette), Bouchemaine 191

	Nonette Banh Mi (sandwich shop), Paris 155

	nonettes de Dijon (cakes) 125–6

	North African cuisine, Paris 165–8

	nougat, Montélimar 226–7

	nougat de Tours (sweet tart), Loire Valley 194–5

	Nyons, Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes 227–8




	O

	octopus, Sète 290–91

	oeufs en meurette (eggs), Burgundy-Franche-Comté 136–7

	offal 113–14, 151, 206–9

	olive oil, Provence 320–21

	Olivier, Sylvain and Isabelle 134–5

	Ombelle (restaurant), Dinard 25

	omelette géante, Bessières 275–7

	onions, Roscoff pink 14–16

	Ossau-Iraty cheese, Nouvelle Aquitaine 264–5

	Orléans, Loire Valley 177, 198

	Ormière, Brigitte 275

	Ossau-Iraty cheese, Nouvelle Aquitaine 264–5

	Oteiza, Pierre 255–6

	Oudot, Stéphane and Nathalie 136

	oysters 18–21, 245–6




	P

	Pagès, Robert 274

	Pagès, Victor 224

	Pailherols, Cantal 225

	Paimpol, Brittany 40

	pain d’épices (gingerbread), Dijon, 125–6

	Palais des Bonbons du Nougat et des Souvenirs, Montélimar 227

	panzetta (pork belly), Corsica 330

	Parc des Graves, Le (restaurant), Mornac-sur-Seudre 245

	Paré Gabéa macaron, Saint-Jean-deLuz 260–61

	parfait de verveine (dessert), Le Puy-en-Velay 224

	Pariès (pâtisserie), Saint-Jean-de-Luz 261

	Paris 135–6, 148–64

	bistros, bouillons and brasseries 148–50

	Chateau Rouge district 168–70

	French-African cuisine 168–70

	Goutte d’Or district 168–70

	Les Halles 150–51

	Marché des Enfants Rouges 165

	pâtisserie 156–8

	rooftop farm produce, 15th arrondissement 163–4




	Paris-Brest (pastry dessert) 159–60

	Parmentier, Antoine-Augustin 152

	Pas de Fraise à Noël (restaurant), Caen 51

	Passard, Alain 180

	Passedat, Gérald 298

	pasta 27, 216–17, 230, 299

	pastis Gascon (apple pie), Gers and Ariège 272–3

	Pâté Hénaff, Brittany 36–7

	pâtisserie 196

	Paris 156–8




	Patissérie Authié, Toulouse 272

	Pâtisserie Marinangeli, PontAudemer 61

	Pâtisserie Mousnier, Saint-Sauveur 185

	Pâtisserie Olivier Deschamps, Pont-Audemer 61

	Pau, Béarn region 262

	Pavé de Roubaix cheese, Hauts-de-France 91

	Pavé Toulousain cheese, Occitanie 294–5

	Pays d’Auge, Normandy 46–8

	Pelletey, François 51

	Perchoir, Le (restaurant), Paris 164

	Pereon, Simon 178–9

	Périer, Florence 207

	Petit Jardin, Le (restaurant), Château la Chenevière 51

	Petit Moulin, Le (restaurant), Martel 281

	Petit Port, Le (restaurant), Menton 306

	Petit-Beurre biscuits, Nantes 187

	Petite Boulangerie, La (bakery), Nantes 188

	petits farcis (stuffed vegetables), Nice 300

	Peyre en Aubrac, Lozère 286

	Phare, Le (restaurant), Granville 55

	Physiology of Taste, The (BrillatSavarin) 173

	Piasco, Karin 311

	Pic, Anne-Sophie 205

	pickled cucumbers (cornichons), Chemilly-sur-Yonne 122

	Picodon cheese, Auvergne-RhôneAlpes 239

	pied de cochon grillé (pig’s trotter), Les Halles, Paris 150–51

	piment d’Espelette (chilli), Basque region 252–4

	pine de Barbezieux (pastries), Barbezieux-Saint-Hilaire 246

	pink garlic soup 275

	pintade de la Vallée d’Auge 48–9

	piperade (pepper dish), Basque region 254, 256–7, 257–8

	pissaladière (anchovy tart), Nice 299

	pithivier (pie) 197

	Pithiviers, Centre-Val de Loire 197

	pizza, Marseille 319

	Pizza Charly (pizzeria), Marseille 319

	Plougastel-Daoulas, Brittany 21–2

	plums 111–12, 244–5

	see also prunes poche de veau farcie (veal dish), Nice 300

	Poissonnerie Gourmande, La (gourmet fishmonger), Boulogne 77

	Pomme d’Api, La (restaurant), Saint-Pol-de-Léon 17

	pommes dauphinoise (potato dish), Le Dauphiné 214–15

	pommes de terre à la Sarladaise (potato dish), Dordogne 249

	Pommier, Freddy 51

	Pont de L’Ouysse, Le (restaurant), 278

	Pont-Audemer, Normandy 60–61

	Pont-en-Royans, Auvergne-RhôneAlpes 217

	Pont-l’Évêque cheese, Normandy 66

	potatoes 74–5, 98, 152, 180–82, 214–15, 225–6, 230, 283–5

	potjevleesch (potted meat) 71

	poule au pot (chicken dish), Béarn region 261–2

	Poulet de Bresse (chicken) 123–5

	poulet de la Vallée d’Auge (chicken dish) 48–9

	poulet Gaston Gérard (chicken dish) 121, 133–4

	poulet Yassa (chicken dish), Paris 169

	Pouligny-Saint-Pierre cheese, Loire Valley 203

	pralines de Lyon (brioche buns) 209, 214

	praluline (brioche buns), Roanne 209, 214

	Pralus, Auguste and François 214

	préfou (garlic bread), Vendée 183–4

	presskopf (pork terrine), Grand Est 97

	Prince de Paris, Le (ham) 155

	prisuttu (ham), Corsica 330–31

	Proust, Marcel 106

	prunes 34, 184–5, 186, 244–5

	pulenda, Corsica 333–4

	Puy lentils, Le Puy-en-Velay 220–23

	Puy lentil salad with poached egg 223




	Q

	Quai, Le (restaurant), Amiens 78–9

	quenelles de brochet sauce Nantua (fish dish), Lyon 208

	Quercy lamb, The Lot 277–8

	Quetsche plums, Vosges mountains 112

	Quiberon, Brittany 37–8

	quiche Lorraine, Grand Est 104–5

	Quinette, Nicolas 50

	Quinton, Franck 59




	R

	ratatouille, Nice 300

	ravioles de Royans (pasta), Drôme and Isère 216–17

	Reblochon cheese, AuvergneRhône-Alpes 237

	Reims, Grand Est 112–13

	Renard, Mikaël 33

	Renaud, Christophe 314

	Renaud’Mets (restaurant), Isle-surla-Sorgue 314

	Renéaume, Marie 190

	Rennes, Brittany 39, 40

	Republic of Saugeais, FrancheComté 139

	Restaurant Acchiardo, Nice 299

	Restaurant au P’tit Mousse, Courseulles-sur-Mer 53

	Restaurant du Fromage, Lac Saint-Point 142

	Restaurant du Parc, Duclair 57

	Restaurant L’Émotion, Le Puy-enVelay 222

	Reydellet, Mickaël 154

	rillettes (potted meat), Le Mans 188–9

	Riotte, Cécile 136

	Rivalan, Benoît 23–4

	Roanne, Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes 214

	Robart, Anne 32–3

	Rocamadour cheese, Occitanie 294

	rock lobsters, Centuri 338

	Roellinger, Hugo 14

	rooftop farm produce, Paris 163–4

	Ropert-Le Bihan, Vanessa 41

	Roquefort cheese, Occitanie 293–4

	Roquefort-sur-Soulzon, Occitanie 293–4

	Roscoff, Brittany 14–16, 17

	Rouen, Normandy 46, 55–6, 57–8, 61

	Rouff, Marcel 3

	Rouge (restaurant), Nîmes 170

	Roulleau, Jacky 192–3

	Roussel-Voisard, Rachel 123–4

	Roy René (confectioners), Aix-en-Provence 316

	Royer, David 18

	Roze de Chantoiseau, Mathurin 150

	Ruat, Michaël 222 rum baba, Paris 158–9

	Rumillet-Charretier, Joseph 224




	S

	Sabarot (food shop), Le Puy-enVelay 221–2

	Sacko, Mory 170

	Sailland, Maurice Edmond (Curnonsky) 3–4, 132, 198, 205

	Saint Joseph de Clairval Abbey, Flavigny-sur-Ozerain 130–31

	Saint-Jean-de-Luz, Basque region 241, 260–61

	Saint-Marcellin cheese, AuvergneRhône-Alpes 239

	Saint-Nectaire cheese, AuvergneRhône-Alpes 235

	Saint-Omer, Hauts-de-France 82–3

	Saint-Pol-de-Léon, Brittany 16–17

	Saint-Tropez, Provence 309–10

	Sainte-Maure-de-Touraine cheese,

	Loire Valley 201

	salade Alsacienne 97

	salade Lyonnaise, Lyon 208

	salade Niçoise, Nice 300, 301–2

	salade Périgourdine 249

	Salers cheese, Auvergne-RhôneAlpes 233–5

	Salers Tradition 233–4

	salinu (hazelnut garnish), Corsica 335–6

	salt, 23, 25, 178–80

	salted caramel, Quiberon 37–8

	Sammut, Nadia 298

	samphire, Bay of the Somme 86

	sardines 34–6

	Sarlat-la-Canéda, Dordogne 249

	saucisse de choux d’Arconsat, Auvergne 219

	saucisse de Molène, Brittany 33

	saucisse de Morteau, Doubs 138–40

	saucisson (sausage), Corsica 331

	Saulieu, Burgundy-Franche-Comté 119

	Saumur, Pays de la Loire 191–3

	scallops see coquilles Saint-Jacques Scordia, Yves-René 31–2

	sea vegetables, Bay of the Somme 85–7

	seaweed, Finistère 32–3

	Selles-sur-Cher cheese, Loire Valley 201–2

	Serra, Laurine 335–6

	Sète, Occitanie 290–91

	Smith Franchini, Kendall 136

	smoked herring, Côte d’Opale and Alabaster Coast 77–9

	Smyczynski, Inga 19

	snails see escargots socca (pancake), Nice and Côte d’Azur 302–3

	Sodade (restaurant), Chaudes-Aigues 225

	Solliès-Pont, Provence 310–13

	soup

	pink garlic soup 275

	soupe pistou, Nice 299

	soupe Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, Lyon 211–13, 279

	Wazemmes, Lille 88–9




	Sousa, Eduardo 251

	spaetzle (noodles), Grand Est 98

	speculoos (biscuits) 72

	Stohrer, Nicolas 159

	Strasbourg, Grand Est 102–4, 250

	strawberries 21–2, 247

	street food 88–9, 165, 302–3

	Strinna, Jean-Christophe 338

	sucres d’orge (sweets), Moret-surLoing 170–71

	Suquet, Le (restaurant), Laguiole 284, 287

	Swiss chard, 288–9, 299




	T

	Table de Sébastien Gravé, La (restaurant), Bayonne 260

	Table des Pères, La (restaurant), Piré-Chancé 4

	Table du 2, La (brasserie), Nîmes 282–3

	tablier de sapeur (tripe dish), Lyon 209

	tapenade (olive paste), Provence 314

	tarte à la bière (beer tart), Hauts-de-France 71–2

	tarte à la Praline (praline tart), Roanne 214

	tarte au citron (lemon tart), Menton 306

	tarte au Maroilles (cheese tart), Hauts-de-France 71

	tarte au sucre (sugar tart), Hauts-de-France 72

	tarte des noces (prune tart), Île d’Yeu 184–5, 186

	tarte flambée (flammekueche), Alsace 101–2, 104

	tarte Tatin (apple tart), LamotteBeuvron 198–200

	tarte Tropezienne (pastry dessert), Saint-Tropez 309–10

	tartiflette (potato dish), The Alps 230

	Tatin, Stéphanie and Caroline 198

	Taylor, Marjorie 136

	Terroirs de France, Les (fromagerie), Fontainebleau 174

	Tessier, Jessica 182

	tête de veau (calf ’s head), Lyon 208

	tétons de la Reine Margot (sweets),

	Saint-Jean-de-Luz 261

	teurgoule (rice pudding), Honfleur 50–51

	thiep bou dien (fish and rice dish), Paris 169

	Théret, Michel 81

	tielle siètoise (octopus pie), Sète 290–91

	Tirel, Guillaume (Taillevent) 60–61

	tomatoes, Château de la Bourdaisière 193–4

	Tome de Rhys cheese, Brittany 42

	Tome des Bauges cheese, AuvergneRhône-Alpes 237–8

	Tomme d’Arles cheese, Provence 324

	Tomme de Corse cheese, Corsica 342

	Tomme des Landes cheese, Brittany 42

	tommette fenouil cheese, Brittany 43

	Toque Cuivrée, La (pâtisserie), Bordeaux 243

	torche aux marrons (chestnut tart), Alsace 98

	Toulon, Provence 303

	Toulouse, Occitanie 268–70, 271–2

	Tour d’Argent, La (restaurant), Paris 57

	Tours, Loire Valley 194–5

	tourte aux blettes (Swiss chard pie) 299

	tourtous de la Corrèze (pancake) 27

	Toute la Mer sur un Plateau festival, Granville 54–5

	Train Bleu, Le (restaurant), Gare de Lyon, Paris 148

	Trèfle de Perche cheese, Normandy 64

	Treize Desserts, Les, Provence 322–3

	‘troglodyte’ restaurants, Saumur 193

	Trogneux, Jean-Baptiste 89

	Troisgros, Michel, César and Léo 205

	Troisgros, Pierre and Jean 212

	Troubat, Catherine 130

	Troyes, Grand Est 113–14

	truffade (potato dish), Cantal 225–6

	truffles 278–80

	Tuyé du Papy Gaby, Le (smokery), Gilley, 138

	Ty Pavez cheese, Brittany 41




	U

	U Cavallu di Mare (restaurant), Centuri 338




	V

	Vache Qui Rit cheese, La, Burgundy-Franche-Comté 145

	Valbray, Charles-Henry de 48

	Valençay cheese, Loire Valley 202–3

	Valentin, David and Adrien 8

	Vatel, François 84

	Vaudésir, Le (restaurant), Thizy 136

	vegetables 17–18, 82–3

	see also names of individual




	vegetables verbena, Le Puy-en-Velay 224

	Verger, Roger 212, 314

	verveine (liqueur), Le Puy-en-Velay 224

	Vichy, Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes 217–19

	Vichyssoise (soup) 217

	Vié, Hélène 271

	Vieille France, La (estaminet), Lille 71

	Vieira, Serge 225

	Viel, Glenn 298

	Vieux Logis, Le (restaurant),

	Trémolat 250

	Vieux-Boulogne cheese, Hauts-de-France 92–3

	Vigneron, Vincent 117

	Vignolis (cooperative), Nyons 228

	Vildi, Laura 207

	Villa du Châtelet, Compiègne 108

	Villeneuve-Loubet, Provence 298

	Vinaigrerie La Para, Nyons 228

	Viola, Joseph 207

	violets, Toulouse 271–2

	Viou, Georgiana 170

	Virduci, Adrienne 291

	Vonnas, Burgundy-Franche-Comté 124–5




	W

	wädele (braised pork knuckle), Grand Est 98

	waffles, Méert, Lille 87–8

	walnuts 215–16, 280–81

	Walton, Patrick 53 waterzooi (stew) 71

	Wazemmes, Lille 88–9

	Welsh, Le (Welsh rarebit), Hauts-de-France 72–3, 73–4

	whelks: les boulots, Granville 54–5

	wines

	Alsace 97

	Burgundy 119




	winstub cuisine, Alsace 96–9

	Winstub Henriette, Mulhouse 99

	Winstub Le Chambard, Kaysersberg 99

	Wistub Brenner, Colmar 99

	Wistub de la Petite Venise, Colmar 99




	X

	Xavier (fromagerie), Toulouse 294




	Z

	Zins, Stéphane and Thierry 107–8
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