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WHERE I BEGAN


Bonjour! Before we begin, a word—and it’s an important one: I’m an American. Though I’ve lived in France for fifteen years and now hold two passports, I grew up in Bruce Springsteen’s U.S.A. of the 1980s, eating instant macaroni and cheese, General Tso’s chicken, and Pillsbury vanilla frosting out of the can. I did not have a French grandmother who made me leek soup or served me fish with the head on. Like almost everyone I knew, I ate baked beans and fish sticks. Cheese meant fluorescent orange Kraft singles. I did not know anything about the pleasures of champagne cocktails or the digestive benefits of herbal teas. The radical change in my eating habits came when I moved to France, at the age of twenty-eight, to be with my French husband, Gwendal. I discovered a culture of fresh seasonal ingredients, the pleasure of cooking for and eating with family and friends, and ingredients I’d never thought about, like lentils and almond flour, that have become staples of a heartier—and healthier—diet. I’m not a chef; I’m a home cook who was delighted to discover that good things don’t take all day to prepare, and that if you start with great ingredients, a great dinner is almost inevitable. I’m writing this book because I know it is possible to change ingrained eating habits, even in adulthood, and because I know these are changes a lot of people are trying to make—in ways big and small—in their own kitchens. I hope this book is equal parts inspiring, helpful, and fun!
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INGREDIENTS
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I will never forget my first trips to the Tuesday-morning market on the rue de Belleville in Paris. The fishmonger asked me for a date over glassy-eyed whole mackerel, and the man who sold me green beans called me his gazelle. I bought myself a bouquet of fresh herbs instead of flowers and tasted a plump fresh fig for the first time—an almost religious experience. For the first few weeks I stayed away from the hairy beige bowling ball that turned out to be a very tasty celery root. There was definitely some impatient foot-tapping behind me at the local butcher as I slowly mastered the vocabulary necessary to order my épaule d’agneau désossée, deboned shoulder of lamb.


Unless you’re a born cook, or a bit of a mad scientist, most of us have a fear of new ingredients. We cook what we know. This chapter breaks down the essentials of my French kitchen; some of them will be familiar, some more mysterious. I’ve divided my list into pantry staples, a few things I always have in my fridge, and some new things you should try the next time you see them (in season!) at the market. I’ve provided an easy-to-follow recipe for each to help you along in your culinary discoveries and, where appropriate, some ways to dress things up for guests. Where relevant I’ve also recommended brands that will get you as close as possible to the authentic French taste.



MY FRENCH PANTRY
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I’m a cook who likes a full pantry. I love to go hunting through my cabinets on a rainy day and see what I can create without a trip to the store. Here are some of the things I always have in stock:





Secret #1


A decent bottle of olive oil: Not a single day goes by that I don’t reach for my bottle of olive oil—for salad dressing, roasting vegetables, making pasta sauce, browning meat, even baking. A tablespoon of olive oil is the single best way I’ve found to get friendly with green vegetables—it elevates them from merely virtuous to outright delicious. I know good olive oil can be expensive in the States. In Provence, we are spoiled; it’s basically the same price as bottled water. Although olive oil tends to be associated with Italy, the Spanish section of your local supermarket is also a good place to look.







Tip


I buy my olive oil in three-liter jugs from my local butcher (it’s cheaper that way) and decant into a smaller bottle. I recommend having one bottle of fruity extra-virgin olive oil for sauces and salad dressing and one bottle of milder ordinary olive oil for everyday cooking and baking.








HARICOTS VERTS IN OLIVE OIL



Haricots verts à l’huile d’olive


Serves 4 as a side dish; if doubling, make two batches (the beans won’t char if they are crowded




Many of our weekday meals include a single serving of protein and a big heap of seasonal vegetables (green beans, leeks, brussels sprouts, Swiss chard, or spinach) cooked with olive oil. My method is somewhere between steam and sauté—I find this keeps the fresh taste and gives you the delicious charred bits everyone loves. In my humble opinion, slim French haricots verts beat the pants off regular old green beans and are worth searching around for. They cook quickly yet retain their signature snap. If you decide to use thicker, American-style green beans, you may want to blanch them in boiling water for thirty seconds (then run them under cold water to stop the cooking) and proceed with your recipe from there.







1½ pounds haricots verts (extra-slim French green beans), topped but not tailed


2 to 3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


Coarse sea salt


Freshly ground black pepper









Rinse trimmed green beans in a colander—no need to dry them. In fact, you want some water clinging to them; it will help them steam.


In a large frying or sauté pan with a lid, heat oil. Add green beans and stir to coat. Cover and cook over medium-high heat for 3 minutes. Stir and add a good sprinkle of sea salt.


Cover and cook for 4 to 6 more minutes, stirring every 3 minutes or so. Don’t worry if you see some charred bits—that’s my favorite part. Taste and see if the beans are cooked through. If not, give them another 3 minutes. Transfer to a serving platter. Add a pinch or two of salt to taste and a good grinding of black pepper.


Serve warm or at room temperature. If you have leftovers (doubtful), eat them topped with big chunks of tuna or a poached egg for lunch the next day.











Dress Up: If you want a gussied-up version of this dish for guests, replace one tablespoon of the olive oil with walnut oil and top with some toasted walnuts before serving.




Try this


Substitute olive oil for all or part of the vegetable oil in your favorite banana bread (or zucchini bread, or carrot cake—you get the idea). I use olive oil to make my French yogurt cake (see here). I recently started using olive oil to make my stovetop popcorn!








Secret #2


Coarse sea salt: Salt is a culinary enlivener—it makes other ingredients taste just a bit more like themselves. But salt requires control, something I’ve never achieved with a grinder or shaker. I keep my salt in a covered container handy to the stove, so I can take a pinch whenever I need it. If coarse sea salt seems an unnecessary extravagance, think again. The French would tell you that little things make a big difference. And why buy something that is more refined than necessary? Highly processed table salts with iodine and anticaking agents fulfill a function but have no taste. Sea-salt crystals have a very specific terroir, as individual as the mineral content of the body of water they come from. They are also beautiful—like topping your food with a scattering of tiny diamonds. Attention! You will notice that almost all the recipes in this book (even the baked goods) specify coarse sea salt. You can use kosher salt in a pinch, but please do not substitute the same amount of regular table salt (or fine sea salt). Because of the fine grain, one teaspoon of table salt actually contains more salt than a whole tablespoon of coarse sea salt!
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When I used to give tours at the Louvre Museum, I would stop to admire an ornate gold-and-agate saltcellar that once belonged to Louis XIV. (The French have always taken their tableware very seriously.) A saltcellar is a small bowl of sea salt that the French often put on the table instead of a shaker. When I got married, my friend Amanda’s mom sent me a crystal saltcellar complete with miniature wooden spoon. This may seem old-fashioned, but hey, I’m an old-fashioned girl, so of course I loved it. It also turned out to be one of my most useful gifts. I use salt sparingly in my French cooking; if my guests want to add salt, the tiny spoon lets them see exactly how many grains they are adding to their plates. Next time you are looking for a hostess gift for a foodie friend, why not arrive with a small jar of exotic sea salt and a wooden saltcellar!
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Secret #3


A bottle of sherry vinegar or red wine vinegar: I considered calling this book French Women Don’t Buy Salad Dressing. The way the French make salad dressing says a lot about their culinary philosophy in general: fine ingredients, simply combined.


All you really need to make perfect salad dressing are your first three pantry ingredients: olive oil, sea salt, and vinegar. Most French people I know mix them right in the bottom of the salad bowl and gently toss the leaves on top. This method has lots of advantages. When you mix from the bottom, you rarely drown your greens. Just toss until the salad is very lightly coated; any extra will remain at the bottom, so you might get one soggy leaf but not a whole soggy bowl. You can add a dab of Dijon or whole-grain mustard and a clove of crushed garlic if you like, but stay away from honey and other sweet ingredients—the French don’t want to eat dessert on their salad.


I prefer sherry vinegar to plain red wine vinegar; it’s just a bit more robust. I do have balsamic vinegar in my cabinet, but I find it too sweet and heavy for traditional French vinaigrette; I keep it around for tomatoes with mozzarella in the summer. In addition to dressing salads, vinegar will help you make a great pan sauce with fruit (duck with blackberries, anyone?), give zing to grilled sardines, and add a sweet-sour kick to honey-braised cabbage.








MY FAVORITE FRENCH VINAIGRETTE



Vinaigrette à l’ail


Dresses I average-size head of lettuce




When I arrived in France, I was floored by the number of different kinds of lettuce—delicate mâche, frilly violet Batavia, spiny bitter frisée.







French vinaigrette is like your favorite lip gloss; it should add the merest shimmer of flavor. Above all, you want the taste and texture of the salad leaves to shine through. This is the way Gwendal’s grandparents made vinaigrette. Don’t be scared of a little raw garlic—the French certainly aren’t—but don’t overdo it either. I’ve given quantities here for one average-size head of lettuce to be mixed directly in the bottom of the salad bowl.







2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


1½ teaspoons sherry vinegar (in the summer, I often use fresh-squeezed lemon juice)


2 generous pinches of coarse sea salt


A good grind of black pepper


½ teaspoon whole-grain or Dijon mustard


1 small clove garlic, finely grated or pushed through a press


Pinch of herbes de Provence, ñora pepper, or smoked paprika (optional)









Whisk all the ingredients together directly in the bottom of your salad bowl. Just before serving, add lettuce leaves and toss until lightly coated.











Trick: You might measure at first, but you’ll soon be eyeing it like a pro. I think of vinaigrette in terms of concentric circles: If the disk of olive oil in the bottom of my bowl is the diameter of a softball, I want my disk of vinegar to be about the diameter of a quarter. Add a pinch of salt, whisk, taste, and see how you feel.




Attention!


If you are opening the 1953 Château Margaux your parents have been saving for a special occasion, the French would tell you to dress your salad with only olive oil and a little salt. Vinegar will alter the taste of the wine.







“Pardon me. Would you have any Grey Poupon?” the ad used to say. Why, yes, I certainly do. Dijon mustard is the only condiment you will see regularly on a French bistro table. Ketchup is for tourists. Dab Dijon on steak and sausage, add it sparingly to your now-perfect French vinaigrette, or mix a little with crème fraîche for braised leeks. My mother-in-law taught me to smear a little on the bottom of the tart crust when making a quiche.
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I won’t pretend this is a recipe, but if you want a wonderful side dish for chicken: Cut 3 leeks (white and light green parts only) into ½-inch rounds. Boil for 1 minute; drain. Heat 1 tablespoon olive oil in a large saucepan. Add the leeks, a sprinkle of salt, and a good grind of black pepper and sauté for 10 minutes, stirring occasionally. Just before serving, add a teaspoon of Dijon mustard and a tablespoon of crème fraîche or sour cream. Yum.








Secret #4


Wine: With the amount of wine in my cooking, I should be drunk off the fumes. I’m a cheap date; I probably use more wine in my recipes every week than I drink in a month. Red, white, rosé—wine is plentiful and cheap in France, so it shows up at pretty much every meal. It is my base liquid for stews and braises, makes wonderful syrup for poached pears, and completes a quick pasta sauce with garlic and tomatoes. In the summertime, there always seems to be a bottle open from some early-evening apéro (wine that’s a few days old and a bit off for drinking is fine for cooking). In the winter I often buy cheap boxes of white and red wine, the kind with the spigot that lasts for weeks. Handy for poaching plums, making pot roast, and oven-roasting fish.





Tip: I use a dribble of white wine instead of water to add flavor and moisture when defrosting soup or lentils.
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OVEN-ROASTED MONKFISH WITH WHITE WINE, CURED HAM, AND GREEN OLIVES



Papillotes de lotte au jambon cru


Serves 6




These little fish parcels wrapped in cured ham are elegant enough for a dinner party but easy enough to make on a weeknight. If you can’t find monkfish, thick cod fillets are a good substitute. The salty crisp of the ham provides a nice contrast to the meaty white fish, and the wine keeps everything moist in the oven. One Christmas, my mother-in-law and I made this with whole sea bass. She added plump green olives to the mix—the result was so good, I’ve been doing it that way ever since.







3 tablespoons olive oil


6 monkfish fillets, 5 ounces each


Coarse sea salt


Freshly ground black pepper


1 tomato, cut into 6 thin slices


6 thin slices of cured ham, such as prosciutto


12 green olives, such as picholine or manzanilla


½ cup dry white wine


¼ teaspoon fresh or dried thyme leaves or a pinch of herbes de Provence








Preheat the oven to 375°F. Put the olive oil in a 9-by-13-inch casserole dish. Roll the fish fillets in the olive oil and sprinkle with a little coarse sea salt and a grind of black pepper. Roll the tomato slices around in the oil as well, then top each fillet with a tomato and wrap the fish with a slice of cured ham. Add the olives and white wine, then sprinkle with fresh or dried thyme. Cook for 30 to 35 minutes, depending on the thickness of the fillets. This is excellent (and very pretty!) served on a bed of wilted spinach with a side of sweet potato puree. If I wanted to make a paleo dinner party without anyone noticing, this would be the main course.














Secret #5


Chickpeas: Cheap, nutritious, and available year-round, chickpeas are the backup singers of my Provençal cooking. I always keep three or four cans in the pantry; they are my go-to ingredient when I want to add heft to a lunchtime salad or need a quick side dish for whatever’s on the grill (see Whole-Grain Salad with Chickpeas and Herbs, here). Though we tend to associate them with the other side of the Mediterranean, chickpeas have made their mark on Provençal cuisine. They pop up everywhere, from socca, the traditional chickpea-flour crepes made in Nice, to poichichade, the garlicky Provençal equivalent of hummus. Now that we live in a tiny village of thirteen hundred people, there’s not a ton of choice when I crave more exotic tastes (i.e., takeout), so I use chickpeas to make a simple vegetarian curry (Google Nigella Lawson’s chickpea curry) or for my improvised garlic ginger shrimp.








SPICED CHICKPEAS WITH GARLIC GINGER SHRIMP



Crevettes et pois chiches aux épices


Serves 2 adults and 1 little guy (i.e., my family) for a light dinner




This is what I make on a weeknight when I rush in the door and feel like I have to start cooking with my coat on. With a can of chickpeas, a few herbs and spices, and a bag of shrimp from the freezer, I can make one of my family’s favorite dinners in ten minutes.







1 28-ounce can chickpeas, drained and rinsed


3 tablespoons olive oil (you can use part sesame oil if you have it on hand)


1-inch piece of fresh ginger, finely grated


4 large cloves garlic, finely grated


½ teaspoon garam masala (or use half cumin, half pumpkin-pie spice plus a pinch of paprika and/or hot pepper)


Coarse sea salt and black pepper


1-pound bag of frozen raw shrimp (they will be gray, rather than pink, in the bag)


1 handful fresh cilantro, finely chopped


½ lemon









In a colander, rinse and drain the chickpeas. I like to rub off and discard the waxy skins, but it’s not strictly necessary. In a large sauté pan, heat the olive oil over medium-high heat. Add the ginger and garlic and sauté for 30 seconds. Add the chickpeas, spices, and a good sprinkle of salt and pepper. Sauté for 3 to 4 minutes, scraping the bottom of the pan so the garlic and ginger don’t burn. When the chickpeas start to make a sound like popcorn, lower the heat, remove the chickpeas from the pot, and place them on a serving platter. Put the heat back up to medium-high and add the frozen shrimp. Use the water they give off to scrape the garlicky ginger goodness from the bottom of the pan. Cover and cook until the shrimp are pink and just cooked through (this won’t take long). Add the shrimp to the serving platter and top with a handful of cilantro and a good squeeze of lemon.














Secret #6


Lentils: A big pot of lentils with sausage is my definition of French comfort food. I don’t know why I never cooked with lentils in the States; it might be because somewhere in my mind they were linked with the sludgy brown mass of 1970s vegetarian meat loaf. Lentils are standard family fare in France, used in winter stews and cold summer salads. They also freeze well, so I always make a big batch and put half in the freezer for another meal.







Try this


From Middle Eastern mujaddara to Peruvian tacu tacu and Indian khichdi, rice and lentils are natural partners. If you are looking to add protein to any rice dish, boil ½ cup of lentils for 15 minutes, drain, and stir into the raw rice before cooking.








LENTIL AND SAUSAGE STEW



Lentilles aux saucisses fumées


Serves 6 to 8




This is a favorite dish in our house year-round—warm and comforting as a big bear hug. Friends and family request it each time they visit, even if it’s 100 degrees in the shade!







2 tablespoons olive oil


2 pounds high-quality smoked sausage, such as Jésu de Morteau, sliced into 2-inch rounds (or use Toulouse or Italian sausages, left whole)


2 medium carrots, finely chopped


2 medium onions, diced


1 small bulb fennel, finely chopped


2 stalks celery with leaves, chopped


1 large handful flat-leaf parsley, chopped (use some stems as well), plus more for serving


2 cloves garlic, peeled but left whole


2 pounds Le Puy lentils


3 sun-dried tomatoes, chopped


1 cup white wine


1 bay leaf


Freshly ground black pepper


12 cups very hot or boiling water


Dijon mustard, for serving









In a large Dutch oven or stockpot, heat the olive oil and brown the sausages. Add the vegetables, parsley, and garlic, stir to coat, and sauté until softened, about 10 minutes. Add lentils and sun-dried tomatoes; stir to coat. Add wine; it will sizzle a bit. Add bay leaf and a good grinding of black pepper. Add the very hot or boiling water. Bring to a boil, turn down heat, and simmer, cover slightly ajar, until lentils are tender and most of the liquid is absorbed—50 minutes to 1 hour. I don’t add salt to this dish, as the sausage tends to take care of that. I used to add a bouillon cube to the water at the beginning, but now I prefer the purer taste of the lentils and veggies.


Serve a hefty bowl of lentils with the sausage on top. Accompany with Dijon mustard and more chopped parsley.











Tip: I nearly always get two meals out of this. It freezes well; reheat with a few tablespoons of white wine. If you still have leftover lentils after all the sausage is gone, serve them with broiled salmon fillets or puree with 1 part white wine and 2 parts chicken broth to make a thick soup. Serve the soup (or the salmon, for that matter) with a squeeze of lime, a dollop of crème fraîche or Greek yogurt, and lots of chopped cilantro.
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Peanut butter: Do not make peanut butter cookies when a French family moves in next door. The French have only experienced peanut butter in Asian or African cuisine, as part of the savory sauce for mafé, for example. They just don’t get the sweet version.


Corn: Most people in France think corn is something you feed to animals. You can find popcorn at the movies (not to be eaten during a serious film), but it’s not an ingredient French people tend to cook with. Every time I convert a French person to my corn soufflé at Thanksgiving, I feel a little burst of American triumph.








Secret #7


Farro: Petit épeautre (einkorn wheat) is an ingredient that I discovered when we moved to Provence. In the States, it is easier to find one of its cousins, emmer wheat, often sold under the Italian name farro.


There’s been a lot of whole-grain hoopla in the States over the past few years, but the French eat farro for the same reason they eat everything else—because it tastes good. An ancient form of wheat, the grains function a lot like barley, perfect for a thick winter soup, a cold salad with lots of herbs and veggies, or a whole-grain risotto with a bite. I love the nutty taste and firm texture. Serve farro instead of rice with stuffed cabbage, pot roast, or any dish with lots of sauce to soak up. Farro is terrific if you want a risotto-like texture without the constant supervision.







Try this


Cook one pound of farro according to the manufacturer’s directions. Drain and freeze in one-cup portions. Add to your favorite chicken noodle soup, clam chowder, or minestrone. Farro’s satisfying texture and whole-grain goodness can turn a cup-a-soup into a full meal!










Nobody wants to speak Latin at the supermarket, but buying farro can be confusing; vague labeling means you may have to read the fine print to find out exactly what you’re getting.




farro piccolo; in French, petit épeautre (einkorn); Triticum monococcum


farro medio (emmer); Triticum dicoccum


farro grande (spelt); Triticum spelta





Emmer and einkorn can cook up firm and nutty for salads but will burst into a creamy risotto texture if you cook them long enough. Spelt is like that girl in high school, impervious—best for salads, when you don’t want anything to get mushy. Pearled and semi-pearled varieties will cook up faster for everyday use. Whole grains (hulled) hold up better in soups and stews. Petit épeautre (einkorn) is the only form of wheat that has never been hybridized, and so, although it’s not gluten-free, it is more easily digested by some people with gluten intolerance. If you are new to all this, I would suggest Bob’s Red Mill brand for farro (emmer) and spelt, and the Jovial brand for einkorn.








PROVENÇAL FARRO RISOTTO



Risotto de petit épeautre à la Provençal


Serves 8




This recipe is somewhere between a soup, a stew, and a risotto—in other words, all my favorite things. It would be hard to fit more good—and good for you—things into a single pot. This is an excellent alternative to vegetarian chili when you are cooking for a crowd. Serve with a handful of grated Gruyère for an extra-creamy feel.







3 tablespoons olive oil


1 red onion, chopped


1 small bulb fennel, including fronds, chopped


3 carrots, chopped


1 large stalk celery with leaves, chopped


1 trimmed leek (white and light green parts), finely chopped


2 cloves garlic, chopped


3 tablespoons tomato paste


Freshly ground black pepper


1 pound farro or einkorn wheat berries—not the quick-cooking (pearled) kind!


2 small zucchini, chopped


1 cup dry white wine
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