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            Foreword

         

         I managed to find a most exacting project in writing By The Atlantic. Much of it involved travelling to the South West Coast of France and the Basque Country. Here the job was hard.

         I had to spend as much time as possible in fabled, teeming market halls, finding out about the produce. It was necessary to keep renting a flat with a kitchen on the beach at Biarritz, with the Atlantic pounding outside the window. Friends came to help try out the fish restaurants and bistros. I had to have several stays in Bordeaux, Bayonne, Cap Ferret, Pau, St Jean de Luz, Souillac, San Sebastian and Bilbao.

         Then came The Road Trip, a phenomenal journey up into the Pyrenees with Kate Hill of Camont Cookery School, my friend and mentor on all things Gascon. There I inspected fat pigs and shoals of trout long and hard and had the picnic of my life.

         With Kate I learned grilling techniques from Basque gentlemen, and found out how to make a ham and we wandered with friends Bill Law, Cate McGuire and Lee Knox round the deep dark streets of San Sebastian looking for and finding the best pinchos and tapas in town. We explored the extraordinary menu at Asador Extebarri where everything is cooked in essence of wood smoke. We ate ice cream with cream puffs by the sea and drank hot chocolate in the mountains. It was all the hardest work imaginable.

         Then with Beth Coventry and Julian Biggs, both talented chefs, we tried out every one of the recipes that had accumulated and we sat down and ate them all.

         I have learned that its always important to have a good lawyer at hand and we could not have done better than to share these dishes with solicitor Michael Seifert, who was the essential critic to have on board, as he loved every single dish.

         So many thanks to all my friends who have cheered me on and to editor, author and friend Carmen Callil, who started me off on this long road. And thanks once again to all the other knowledgeable and talented writers whose books have inspired me and whose names are in the Bibliography.

         Lastly, my thanks to my publisher Catheryn Kilgarriff, without whom this book would not have been written.

      

   


   
      
         
            

            Introduction

         

         Experiencing the lively world of the pavement restaurant in South West France, where you listen to the laughter and watch the diners, you would be forgiven for thinking that the locals are loud. They are explosive! Even their names are explosive. Berasategui, Arbalaitz, Arzak, Eneko Atxa (four top Basque chefs), Xirikadis, Urraca, Darroze, Ramounada (four top Gascon chefs). Everyone likes to talk, shout to the next table or across the street, bring in another chair, another pushchair; they epitomise an enviable, full on, cheerful, friendly enjoyment of life and, hard to define, something Edmond Rostand called, in his classic Gascon play Cyrano de Bergerac, panache.1*

         As we find out in Rostand’s play, Cyrano and his cadets had plenty of panache; we also discover that food is very, very important to Gascons and today, 120 years on, the South West of France has some of the finest food and the most outstanding restaurants in the world. There are 25 starred restaurants in Gascony, 37 in the Pays Basque - the highest concentration of Michelin stars per capita in the world. One, La Tupina in Bordeaux, matches exactly the description from the opening scene in Act Two of Cyrano de Bergerac which takes place in Ragueneau’s bakery.

         
            “In the middle of the shop an iron hoop hangs from the ceiling. It can be drawn up and down; game hangs from it. The ovens in the shadow of the stairs glow red, The copper pans shine. The spits are turning. Heaps of food piled pyramidally. Hams hanging. Bustle and scurry…”

         

         La Tupina, whose motto is “between the kitchen garden and the fireplace”, is a gem, with chickens cooking on spits in front of a wood fire, fish from the Gironde, including local caviar, and counters piled with the very biggest spring asparagus, tomatoes or, in autumn, fresh ceps. It represents to me a certain local trait of generosity. 

         This is the South, as far South as the Mediterranean coast: Bordeaux is level with Valence, both on the latitude where the true Midi begins; Biarritz is, surprisingly, further South than Nice and the French Riviera. But the climate, although summers are very hot, is softer than the Mediterranean, governed by the weather coming off the sea and the mountains, the Atlantic Ocean and the Pyrenees, halcyon in summer, with plenty of sunshine, but also copious rains and, except for the high mountains, rather mild winters. The produce and the cooking are based on the fortunate coming together of that Atlantic climate, the influence of those mountains with their warm South wind, the splendid large rivers, and the immense fertility of the Garonne valley and the Béarn with its happy seasons.

         This book is about the food and cooking of South West France, but I am also including some aspects of Spanish Basque cooking in my book, since the two parts of the Basque country, French and Spanish, sharing a language of their own, are really one nation and have been so since before history began. I also find a symbiotic relationship between the French Maître Cuisiniers and the renowned chefs of Euskalda (the Basque Country) who openly acknowledge that some thirty years ago, at the start of their mission to improve the status of Basque food - when twelve chefs formed a group, agreeing to share every idea and invention, and deliberately set out to create a new style of Basque cooking - they were enthused by the ideas of the French Nouvelle Cuisine, a movement co-founded and nurtured by Gascony’s favourite chef, Michel Gúerard of Eugénie-les-Bains.

         This approach worked brilliantly, although they confess there were some failures - for example they tried to introduce cooking with lots of butter and cream, but people did not like it and still don’t. These chefs felt that what the French chefs were doing - freshening, lightening and innovating traditional cuisine, introducing new techniques, combinations and ingredients, turning themselves into celebrities - could easily be reproduced and even improved upon, in the Basque Country. They succeeded beyond their expectations and they consider their success is due more to their ability to work together, sharing everything, and to their invention of Basque Nouvelle Cuisine, than to traditional dishes. However they emphasize that it is important to bear in mind that modern and classic cuisine are one and the same - cooperation and continuity, a very Basque point of view.

         One thing chefs and home cooks in Gascony and Basqueland always insist upon is good, fresh, seasonal local ingredients, and the South West, with its warm, temperate, sunny-but-showery Atlantic climate, is the place for the best of everything. The food they cook can be summed up as vibrant, and to get the appetite going, many offer counters packed with irresistible tapas and pinchos, each one a powerful miniature taste-explosion, and an inviting ham or several hams, hanging from the ceiling, ready to be sliced. This is the breadbasket of France and country dwellers here are proud to be producers, supplying the finest asparagus, tomatoes, prunes, and fruits. Along the 200 km of coast, fishing boats still go out daily, although in decreasing numbers, and many families are working the oyster farms of the salty Arcachon Basin, and running oyster shacks, where you can taste the freshest oysters by the blue lagoon. The best free range poultry, grass fed beef, acorn fed pork, hams, charcuterie and cheeses are produced here to inspire home cooks at the daily markets and to satisfy the exacting standards of the chefs.

         It is not hard to be enthusiastic about a recent taste amongst cooks, chefs, food journalists, restaurant critics, lunchers and diners for strong, vibrant, challenging flavours - for acidic or vinegary notes, a hit of smoke from grilling over wood, fermented aged saltiness, fresh sourness, umami tanginess, briny anchovy fishiness, earthy beets and chard or bitter chicory, or grapefruits, or mineral notes from seaweed, samphire or kale, stingingly hot mustard, horseradish and pungent garlic, raw onion and shallots, powerful chilli heat - we love it all and bland, creamy and understated flavours are often essential, now, in helping to counterbalance the impact of some of these very powerful tastes.

         Traditional French cooking avoided challenging or overwhelming the palate and looked for balanced, harmonious flavours that pleased the taste buds without scaring (or scarring) them. I was eating dinner with three star Burgundian chef Georges Blanc, when he had a fearful tantrum because he was served a Thai soup with chilli in it at Simon Hopkinson’s Hilaire Restaurant in London. “Do you want to ruin my palate?’ he screamed. But in South West France, vibrant, heightened tastes have always been at the core of their cooking. Gascons and Basques love strong flavours: it’s the only part of France where they traditionally use hot chillies in their food. They love smoke and grilling on vast grills, using different woods; they love rare meat, raw fish, grilled fish and salt fish - anchovies and salt cod, salted goose, duck, pork and sausages cooked in fat, extra deep-flavoured beef from very aged animals. They also love strong, salty sheep cheeses, cured foods of all kinds and very intense-flavoured charcuterie, which they serve with pickled chillies; they are master ham makers. They love salt - who else would put a salty piece of ham on top of a croûton spread with tangy, ultra-aged blue cheese or wrap a salty olive and a pickled chilli in a brined anchovy?

         These well-liked, traditional local tastes come from the means of preserving foods, an age-old skill essential for survival. This was a regular job for women and girls in every household. They knew how to preserve with salt, with fermentation, with smoke, with air-drying or fire-drying on racks. They preserved en confit (salted and slow-cooked in pork or poultry fat), with alcohol, with sugar or in a pickle with vinegar, and by distillation. A short drive into the mountains from cosmopolitan Biarritz, it is easy to find many Basque women who continue to make superb artisan sheep’s cheeses, an inherited occupation, and small co-operative charcuteries of the highest quality.

         As in the rest of Europe, the family pig was, over the centuries, a lifesaver. Every single bit was eaten, including the ears, tails, guts, blood and feet: these still feature in soups and stews. Everyone knew how to make chorizo or dried saucisson, while the hams were hung up in a reasonably cool place, having been rubbed with hot pepper on the cut side to keep the flies away. This still imparts a delicious characteristic flavour to Bayonne hams. Because salt from Béarn was cheap and plentiful and the warm foehn wind on the French side of the Pyrenees creates a climate perfect for curing meats, this region became renowned for its charcuterie. Some of the unusual local combinations, such as shellfish with meat in rice dishes, also came originally from necessity. If what you had to feed your family was a couple of cabbages or a wild rabbit, a bit of chorizo or confit sausage and a few wild mushrooms, or perhaps a few small fish or snails, then they can be put together to make a potato laden soup, or a bean or rice dish. A local dish that crops up in the Médoc, Cap Ferret and in Arcachon is a surprising combination of hot and cold - burning hot crépinettes, (coarse little pork patties covered in pig’s caul,) or little, sizzling chipolatas, served with icy cold oysters, a lovely contrast.

         Kipling declared that he could detect two essential characteristics in the smell of a country; the type of wood that people burnt, and the condiments they used in the kitchen. In the Médoc, look out for the smell of game, especially pigeons, and for beefsteak and bone marrow cooking over vine prunings or vine stumps. In the Pyrenees look for spicy sausages, lamb cutlets and whole heads of garlic on glowing oak wood, or fish, generously salted, crisping over a vast grill. In the Basque country prawn whiskers are singed on a plancha, where the condiment is paprika or their own fierce red pepper, piment d’Espelette, often partnered with a simple sauce of olive oil pungent with slices of gently fried garlic. In the South West, a region as vivid in its food as it is in its landscape, after millions of years of cooking on wood, people have not given up on char grilling, which the Basques call Erretegia. Just about every household with an outdoor space has a barbecue. In some Erretegia restaurants the fire is played like a theatre organ, with grids that can be raised and lowered, grills shaped to hold different types of fish, special perforated pots with wide funnels for delicate foods, and various instruments for moving pieces of wood around. Smoking can be applied to butter, to chestnuts, to chorizo, to potatoes, to razor clams, to fresh shrimp, to almost anything at all.

         In Extebarri, a now world-renowned restaurant in the village of Axpe in the Spanish Basque country, it is the essence of smoke that the inspirational figure behind this exciting food is looking for. Not too much actual, billowy smoke but intense aromas from the heart of the wood. Bittor Arginzoniz, the owner, chef and fanatic grill master, hates charcoal and the coarse flavour it gives. For him grilling over wood is an atavistic activity, one in which he can recover something intensely ingrained in human beings over millennia. He is correct - some European households did not achieve their first gas or electric stove until the 1970s - not even a tiny dot in the timetable of human history - and it has to be admitted that although it would now be hard to go back, the price we paid was the loss of a certain flavour. Cooking with fire is also, for Bittor, about the logs - he uses vine stumps, orange wood, olive or oak and differentiates their flavours.

         “For me it is the most natural form of cooking there is,” he says. “And it has the greatest potential to improve the flavour of any ingredient”.

         If you want the best results for your outdoor grill, forget charcoal from the supermarket, or even worse, the compressed nuts from commercial packs or - quelle horreur - gas bombs, only acceptable under a plancha, Spanish style. If you can, always cook over hardwood. It takes longer but if you can do it, it is worth it for the flavour.

         The plancha is another Spanish influenced institution. According to Basques it should be a massive iron plate, heated from below. They do not agree that a portable one on top of the cooker will do. Slightly inclined, it has a cup to collect the fat, and is a brilliant way of flash-cooking lots of small pieces of food very fast for a very short time, so they retain all their juices. It is perfect for small fish such as red mullet, squid, prawns, mussels, scallops, sliced aubergines, artichokes, mushrooms - anything that can be cooked quickly, even foie gras. Yes, fresh foie gras, fattened goose liver, is an unavoidable item on every menu. Here there is no ban, it is a favourite local food and people eat it without a pang, in fact it is a trigger for feeling special and having fun. In the South West, people are having lots of fun wherever you go, whether it’s Bordeaux or Cap Ferret, the lush Dordogne valley or the high Pyrenees, the unspoiled villages of the Basque country, or the heart of Gascony, the Guyenne, and they really are enjoying themselves completely, even if all they are doing is swopping recipes with a neighbour or buying a few leeks or downing a few oysters and that glass of white wine on the way home from work. In places, particularly by the sea, there will also be tourists having fun, but apart from the surfers this stunning coast remains very much a French travel destination, although there are always some sturdy foreign hikers and cyclists getting ready to explore the Pyrenees.

         But travelling in South West France for entertainment (casinos, golf, tennis and hunting) and health (sea bathing at Biarritz and taking the waters in the Pyrenees) has at times been very fashionable. In the nineteenth and first half of the twentieth century Biarritz was made fashionable by Napoleon III and his wife Eugénie, and became the place to go for well-connected people, particularly Russian and British, including, at the peak of its popularity, their Royal families. Queen Victoria, Edward VII and even the Czar and his entourage loved to get together in Biarritz. The fashion was to journey South, perambulating through Bordeaux, the Médoc, les Landes and Gascony, the Pays Basque and the Pyrenees. Notable amongst all the travellers were several writers who jotted down their impressions as, travelling by coach and horses, they discovered the Midi for the first time. Their impressions were fresh, as this journey South was a novelty - and not an easy voyage.

         The roads were often very bad, which lengthened the journey interminably. According to the poet, Théophile Gautier, the travellers in his coach, having run out of biscuits and chocolate, started to feel as if they were on the raft of the Medusa, and were ready to eat their breeches, the soles of their boots and their top hats. When the passengers finally arrived at the coaching-stop in Bordeaux, there were abundant inns and throngs of pushy hotel porters, grabbing at legs and coat tails and shouting insults about rival establishments. “Monsieur they never clean their pans!” “They cook with lard!” “They will rob you!” And there were desperate dining rooms. In 1838 Stendhal found:

         
            “A fairly good dinner and fairly good company in the hotel I was staying in; but this dinner, which started at quarter past five, took place in a vast room on the ground floor, black, without light, low ceilinged and such a sad room as does not exist anywhere in Geneva probably, and we are in Bordeaux, the centre of Gascon vivacity, and more méridionale than Valence.”

         

         But he still decided “Bordeaux is, without contradiction, the most beautiful town in France”. At Lesparre, the former capital of bas-Médoc, he ate at the Lion d’Or, which I find is still there. He asked for something to eat and the wife of the patron replied

         “Nous vous donnerons Monsieur, un morceau de confit - at this word I trembled”. (my guess is that he thought it was jam) “Monsieur c’est du canard confit”. “The little dinner was exquisite, composed as it was strictly of a leg of duck confit and rather few potatoes. I asked for lots more”.

         It seems people did not over eat. He stated that in the whole of Bordeaux he saw only one fat person, unlike Paris where people’s noses disappeared in rolls of fat. He made several unfavourable remarks about Paris, which was stiff, proud and affected in comparison. However the German philosopher Schopenhauer, who came to stay in Bordeaux with his parents in 1804 aged 15, was taken to a crowded ball and was appalled to note that people of Bordeaux had a characteristic smell, ‘very disagreeable to a foreigner’: they all, even in elegant, very well dressed society, stank strongly of garlic. In spite of bad roads, dark rooms, small portions and bad smells, the writers’ journals show their liking of beautiful Bordeaux, and their affection for the warmth and relaxed attitude of the dazzling South. Stendhal loved the Bordelais, particularly the finesse of the women with their lovely eye lashes and lack of affectation, and remarked:

         
            “The good-sense Bordelais do not get worked up about anything except to be in a state that will give them the means to lead a joyful life. ‘Joyeuse Vie’.”

         

         Flaubert was beguiled by the children. “As young children, still new and unselfconscious (peu modest) the effect is charming with their white bonnets. Their intelligent gaiety is very pleasing.” Bordeaux, he says, is “magnificent and gay, people only think of amusing themselves”.

         
             

         

         Crossing les Landes on his voyage to Spain in 1840, with his friend Eugène Piot, Théophile Gautier was less than enthusiastic:

         
             

         

         “One comes across the first of les Landes; these are immense sweeps of grey, violet and blueish earth, with more or less noticeable undulations. A short sparse moss, some russet coloured heather and stunted broom, are the only vegetation. It has the sadness of the Egyptian Thébiade, and at any minute you expect to see a file of dromedaries and camels; you cannot imagine that man has ever been here…”

         
             

         

         Nobel Prize winning author François Mauriac lived, as a youngish man, in his family house Malagar, near Saint Méxant, Gironde; he adored the valley of the Garonne, which, he said, “spread out its riches in an excess of light’”. In 1924 he writes to a friend about “the ravishing beauty of the end of Spring”. And later of “the strange sweetness of Autumn, which perfuses, saturates and penetrates the landscape”. In 1926 he was eating interminable meals in Arcachon where his children would fall asleep between the turbot and the roast and he describes the beaches as “swarming with naked bodies like the banks of Ganges. This generation knows how to live without clothes, the children and adolescents play ball clad only in suntan.”

         
             

         

         Like us, when we go South, most voyagers were seduced not only by the landscape but by the people as Henry James, aged 24, was, by the Basques:

         
             

         

         “Strong and brown, such as I have seen many times in Biarritz, with their soft round haircut, their white espadrilles and their air of fulfilling a pledge. One has never seen a race so tough, so enduring.”

         
             

         

         Although the Biarritz of Henry James, of Coco Chanel and Charlie Chaplin is long gone and today, Biarritz is no longer loved by the smart set, it remains a gay, sunny little place with amazing beaches and Bordeaux is still the most beautiful town in France. The Gascon spirit and the enduring quality of the Basque, even after terrible persecution by Franco, lives on, and they have indeed renewed themselves. And throughout the South West, the Médoc, Gascony and the Basque country, you still find people concentrating on enjoying themselves, and eating and drinking are a very great part of the enjoyment. The food they enjoy, and the way they cook it, is the subject of this book.

         
            1 *Panache in its primary sense means a plume of feathers on a helmet, but in its figurative sense is ‘display, swagger, verve, but also a grace.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

            Chapter One
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            The Taste of South West France

         

         SEA AND MOUNTAINS


         
            The food is good, the drink flows free

            At lunchtime, suppertime and tea.

            Its true without a doubt, I swear

            No earthly country can compare;

            Under heaven no land but this

            Has such abundant joy and bliss.

            (The land of Cockaygne, 1330s, anonymous)

         

         The South West of France, bordered by the flawless, sandy beaches of the Atlantic, runs South from the vast Gironde estuary, the valley of the Garonne bathed in light and the dramatic Dordogne, winding through limestone cliffs. After les Landes – many hundreds of kilometres of pine woods, grey sand and heather – it ends in those high mountains, the Pyrenees. This is all Aquitaine and it encompasses the Médoc, the Dordogne, the Agenais and Lot-et-Garonne, les Landes, the Pays Basque and the Béarn.

         Wherever there are river valleys there are vegetables and fruits, and wherever there are mountains there are cheeses and hams. Terroir is the secret of this and terroir is the lovely evocative word that describes the special flavours and qualities that come uniquely and specifically from the matrix of local conditions.

         Character comes from the breeze blowing off the Atlantic which gives the Basque wine Txacoli its fresh, salty tang; the South wind called a foehn from the Pyrenees that helps dry and cure the air-dried hams of the mountains, the oak and pine trees that grow in the grey sands of les Landes that are favourable to ceps and all kinds of wild mushrooms, the moisture-holding properties of deep river valley soil in the Garonne valley that makes it perfect for growing melons and tomatoes, the way that water runs straight through limestone in Périgord, providing ideal conditions for the truffle.

         In one area of the Pyrenees a liquorice plant, herbe réglisse, grows abundantly in the high pastures and gives a special flavour to the milk of the sheep that graze there – this in turn flavours the Ossau Iraty cheese, while on the Atlantic side of the Pyrenees the cheesemakers use alder wood – which grows freely by their mountain streams – to give an unusually subtle flavour of smoke to their sheep’s cheeses.

         Each area has its own unique breed of animals, poultry, special means of preserving fish or pork, unusual dairy products, vegetables, and fruit and each has a unique flavour that comes from the very land itself, in all of its aspects.

         Until recently, people had forgotten a good deal about the importance of their local specialities, and in particular their breeds of cows, sheep and pigs, their local tomatoes or plums. But when cheap pork imported from Brittany and goodness knows where else, flooded the ham industry in Bayonne, many people became alarmed.

         Rare old local breeds suddenly gained a new respect and their unique strengths were appreciated again. Many were saved from the brink; pie noir (black and white) pigs, Gascon porc noir (black pigs) and brindled Bazas beef cattle were almost gone; to lose these marvellous animals, bred to thrive in local conditions, would have been a tragedy. Now people take pride in their local species and in the way they are reared, and cherish old indigenous varieties of fruit trees and vegetables.

         There are fêtes and festivals to celebrate these cattle, pigs, cheeses, asparagus, peppers, garlic or plums. In this chapter (and throughout the book), I have tried to describe just some of the extraordinary, beautiful and unique foods that are a true reflection of the terroirs of the South West.

         CHEESE


         La transhumance is the romantic tradition of herdsmen leading their beasts, decorated with jingling bells, up to the mountain pastures of the Pyrenees for the summer. It may sound archaic, but it still continues, many still go on foot, and at the last count there were still transhumeurs (seasonal movers of livestock) on 300,000 hectares of the Haute Pyrénées on the French side, more on the Spanish side.

         In mid-June, as the lowland pastures of the Béarn and the Pays Basque dry up in the heat, herdsmen and shepherds take up 35,000 cows, 120,000 sheep, a few goats and 2,300 horses.

         The shepherds and cowmen are happy to go up in June, when the South Wind suddenly starts to blow and the snow begins to melt, and just as happy to come down in September when the evenings draw in.

         In the past, the shepherds lived up in the mountain pastures throughout the summer, in groups of stone cabins, called cayolars, in which the men, whose job it was to milk the sheep twice a day, slept, cooked, ate and drank and made cheeses. In the Béarn, some two hundred still follow the tradition.

         The cheeses, mostly large wheels or cylinders called Tommes, can be made of sheep’s milk or cow’s milk or a mixture of the two – the flowers and herbs of the mountains give fragrance to the milk.

         The men have a community system called the tchotch, agreed on over a glass or two in the inn the night before the departure, which includes taking turns to keep watch for predators such as bears (there are still a few dozen roaming the mountains).

         Some of these shepherds still spend summer in their stone dwellings, milking and making cheeses, although they may now have microwaves to cook their dinner, electric milking parlours and computers to keep tabs on their straying sheep and lambs, by means of a device clipped onto the sheep’s ears.

         Some of the living cabins may also provide a refuge for walkers and climbers.

         But today many farmers drive up to the high pastures to milk and check over the sheep during the day and then shut them into pens, sending the milk to the cheese makers in chilled vans and getting back to the comfort of home at night.

         When the sheep come down at the end of the summer, the ewes start to have their lambs, the custom is then to butcher the lambs between 15th December and 1st March. The ewes, bedded on dried bracken, continue to produce milk and once the young milk-fed lambs have gone, are milked twice a day; much of the milk from the ewes goes to a farm dairy, to the Roquefort cheesemakers or to local cheesemakers.

         Ossau Iraty, Fromage d’Estive, Tomme d’Estive

         In three valleys of the Béarn mountains, Aspe, Barétous and Ossau, the Ossau Iraty cheese is made.

         This Basque sheep’s milk cheese has a long history, one that predates Christianity, and it was mentioned by the Roman writer Martial in the first century, by which time it was already well known.

         Traditionally, it is made from the rich milk of just two breeds of sheep. The animals of choice are the Basco-Béarnaise and the Red-faced or Black-faced Manech sheep, with curling horns, bred to thrive in the mountains, and to give large quantities of particularly rich milk which is ideal for cheese making. In the high Iraty forest area, where they stay for the summer months, pastures are rich with wild flowers, wild thyme and a type of liquorice plant, herbe réglisse, and the cheese is subtly charged with their fragrance; it has a beautiful nutty and herby flavour.

         Ossau Iraty has been given an aoc. It can only be made from milk from the area of the Ossau river valleys in Béarn, where the sheep overwinter, and the highlands and forests of Iraty in the summer.

         The best cheeses are made between June and September when the grass is at its richest.

         The pressed, hard cheeses are matured for at least 60 days; they are drum-shaped, weighing from 2 kilos (4½ pounds) up to 7 kilos (15½ pounds). Buttery but firm, they are eaten in every possible way, and are the favourite ‘farmer’s dessert’, served with black cherry jam or quince cheese, or with walnuts and hazelnuts. It is a ‘fromage de garde’ which means cheese that will keep in perfect condition over the winter, necessary in this region to feed the mountain villages cut off by snow. This cheese is long-matured.

         Keep it wrapped in cling film or a damp cloth in a cold place, and remove it from the refrigerator an hour before serving.

         Look for the label Fromage de Brébis Agour; this dairy makes prize winning cheeses.

         Ardi Gasna

         If you drive south from the coast at St Jean de Luz, you are soon in the green foothills of the Pyrenees, and you are bound to see signs saying ‘Ardi Gasna’ which means sheep’s milk cheese.

         Follow these, and you will come to remote farms where the fences are made of huge slabs of stone that remind one of Asterix.

         In one quite large farm, I found a charming schoolgirl, with black hair and dark eyes. She showed me the dairy where the sheep’s cheeses are made. It is she who gets up early in the morning to milk the family’s flock of sheep before she goes off to school. When she comes home she milks them again and she makes the cheeses. They are small wheels of a delicate and flowery flavour, perfectly delicious and just the cheese to eat in thin slices with home made black cherry jam, which is also made on the farm. By the way, not surprisingly, she does not like cheese.

         Pur Brebis de l’Abbaye de Belloc

         Made by Benedictine monks since the seventeenth century at the Abbey of Belloc and Urt, in the French Basque mountains, this fabulous cheese is one of the great Pyrenean ewe’s cheeses. The high meadows, close to the Atlantic, and under its influence, are always green and ideal for pasturing milking sheep. The texture of the cheese, which comes in large wheels, is smooth and supple, and the flavour is described variously as nutty, fruity and with a taste of caramelised brown sugar.

         Cabrit des Pyrénées

         Made from the milk of an ancient and very imposing race of goats, (the Billy goats are majestic with massive curling horns) is la chèvre des Pyrénées. The nannies are rustic and shaggy, and produce milk that is rich and gives a taste of flowers to the creamy white cheeses.

         Chaumes

         Although this cow’s milk cheese has been made in Périgord, East of Bordeaux, for less than 50 years, it is said to be similar in style to the Monastery cheeses made by Trappist monks throughout Europe since the Middle Ages. It is firm but supple, rich and creamy with a flavour of hazelnuts. It is also a good melting cheese.

         Idiazábal

         Another Basque raw sheep’s milk cheese, Idiazábal is made by sheep farmers and shepherds in the high pastures, some 60 miles south of San Sebastian. Their large flocks of shaggy Latxa sheep are pastured all summer on the Spanish side of the Pyrenees in the highlands known as Goierri. Many of the artisan cheesemakers smoke their cheeses over alder wood, which gives a much finer flavour than the usual commercial smoked cheese.

         
Roncal Cheese

         If you like strong cheese, this is for you, a whole milk, unpasteurised mountain cheese, made in the Roncal valley in north Navarre, on the Spanish side of the Pyrenees, by small farmers, from December to July. Made mainly with the milk of Latxa sheep, it comes in cylinders of up to 3½ kilos (8 pounds). It has a strong, piquant, spicy flavour and is good served with walnuts and a glass of wine.

         Cabécou de Périgord - Cabécous

         These are the small white goat’s cheeses of Périgord.

         Always and only made by hand, they have the flavour of meadows. The goats are allowed to forage at large in the stony hills and find all sorts of wild herbs to eat there, including a type of mint and wild marjoram. It is a creamy cheese that melts in the mouth – available all year round, it is particularly good for cooking when young. Eat it hot on a piece of toast with a splash of olive oil. Some people rub the toast with garlic or spread it with jam.

         La Compostelle or Fromage Compostela

         An outstanding deep-flavoured, creamy goat’s cheese with a slight kick. One of many strong little goat’s cheeses made on the Causses of the Lot, near the spectacular vertical village of Rocamadour from May onwards. The fromagerie is near the Pilgrim’s Way to Compostella, hence the scallop shell impression on the top. The flavour is subtle, as the well-fed goats are either out in the pastures eating wild marjoram, mint and tough little grasses, or inside eating dried peas, barley and locally made hay.

         Bleu des Basques

         This is a rather successful mountain cheese of rich, unpasteurised ewe’s milk introduced recently by a young cooperative, high in the Pyrenees. It has a hard rind and a creamy interior with greeny-blue veins. The flavour is creamy, earthy and salty. Accompany it with a sweet white wine such as Sauternes and fresh figs.

         
COCHONAILLE

Everything in the pig is good

         Andouille Béarnaise

         If you like the taste of garlic sausage, pepper and tripe, then you will like this. Milder than most andouille or andouillette and quite succulent, it is made with pork chitterlings, cut in strips and salted in a mixture of salt, pepper and garlic for four days, then stuffed into casings and hung up to dry. The air drying process is similar to the drying of Bayonne hams. The andouille was traditionally eaten at the annual pig killing – pèle-porc – after maturing for a year. It can be eaten sliced, like salami or cooked. Fry thick slices with a shallot for one minute. Mix cream and mustard together and stir into the pan, cover and cook for 5 minutes.

         Salade de Museau

         Fromage de tête, a jellied terrine of pig’s tongue, cheek and ears, is sliced thinly and then into little pieces the size of large postage stamps. These are mixed with thinly sliced gherkins, finely chopped onions or shallot, pepper, oil and vinegar.

         Hure is similar to fromage de tête but usually made with wild boar.

         Gratton de Lormont

         Well liked throughout the Gironde, this gratton is nothing like the normal, crunchy grattons or scratchings made of skin and tissue with the fat rendered out. It is more like a jambon persillée, and is made with pork shoulder, back fat and throat meat, cooked with white wine, garlic, black pepper, nutmeg, cloves and bay leaves. It is eaten sliced.

         Grillons d’Oie, Grillons de Canard

         A speciality from Périgord, grillons are made with shredded, long cooked duck or goose and the fat and remnants of tissue in which they were cooked, mashed together to make a rough spread for a tartine (slice of bread or toast) and are similar to rillettes.

         
Galabard or Boudin Béarnais


         This not a blood sausage, it is a hot spicy sausage with some blood in it, together with pig’s head and offal, especially the tongue, heart, lungs and teats. These meats are simmered until soft and then chopped and mixed with lightly sautéed onions and leeks, lots of chilli powder and flakes, salt and enough blood to bind and colour the mixture. It is then stuffed into intestines and tied with string. The sausages are simmered gently at 87 – 90°C.

         Grill this splendid sausage over a wood fire, or slice and fry it, and serve it with fried apples and mashed potatoes.

         Alan Davidson enjoyed a Basque version of the Galabard describing it as, ‘A huge black pudding with tiny pig’s tongues embedded in it. Sliced it gives the impression of two pink eyes staring out of a round black face.’

         
             

         

         The Boudin Landais is a pure black pudding, flavoured with hot chilli and stuffed into a large intestine, hence its impressive size and irregular shape.

         Boudin de Burgos

         This is the best of black puddings, a speciality from Northern Spain, extremely tender, speckled with rice, flavoured with cumin, paprika and pepper and air dried. Use it in cooking or fry in slices and put it on pieces of toast for tapas, perhaps with a fried quail’s egg on top.

         
Bayonne Ham

         Jambon de Bayonne is probably the most famous product of all Basque charcuterie, if not the best. It is an example of how terroir affects the ways in which man conspires with nature. Salt is necessary to preserve meat and preserved meat was essential for winter survival, before refrigeration and deep-freezing were available to everyone.

         Without local salt, the ham industry would never have become what it is. Sel de Bayonne came from Mouguerre, by the river Adour, and salt was mined there until 2010. Very white rock salt also came from Briscous, a village about 15 kilometres from Bayonne. Fossil salt from Saliés, a bit further away, in the Béarn, is also used. More about Saliés in a minute (see page 33).

         Most Bayonne ham is made outside Bayonne, but there is one artisan, Pierre Ibaïalde, making good ham at his saloir right in the heart of the old city.

         He uses the dry-mined salt from the deep mines of Saliés de Béarn and mixes it with sweet paprika, pepper and vinegar. It is said that this cure combined with the warm, strong foehn give the characteristic Bayonne flavour. The foehn is a wind that flows down the sheltered Northern, French, side of the Pyrenees making it warmer by some degrees than the windward Spanish side. The puzzle is to see how the vent gets into the temperature controlled curing rooms at all.

         The sizeable hams and shoulders of pork are massaged daily with handfuls of the salt mixture and left on wooden shelves for 12 days in a humid salting room (100% humidity) kept at a temperature of 2°C (35°F). The hams are pressed by hand to squeeze out any blood.

         They are then hung up in rows, in a curing room and kept there to air-dry for 9 months (at 60% humidity) and next the cut side is rubbed with a mixture of flour, black pepper, and pork fat, to protect it and the hams are hung in a drying chamber for 3 months. Finally they are boned and pressed for 2 – 3 days and the cut side is scraped clean and powdered with piment d’Espelette to keep off the flies. During this year of curing, they shrink from 12 kilos (26½ pounds) down to 8 kilos (17½ pounds). They will keep well, but toughen as they age. If offered a slice of aged ham that has become dry, sprinkle it with olive oil.

         According to a Gault et Millau ‘Guide Gourmande de France’, Bayonne ham was sometimes cooked whole and then cut in slices almost as thick as a beef steak; even raw ham was cut into much thicker slices (hard to cut it thin by hand) and you needed good teeth. Nowadays it is cut paper thin.

         For most of the twentieth century across the South West, jambon crû, which is served at every opportunity in every restaurant throughout Aquitaine, was mostly hard, dry and salty, and very inferior to Parma ham.

         Disappointingly, the famous Bayonne ham is still mostly made from pigs reared in Normandy, but things are changing.

         
Ibaiama Ham

         In the 1980s, a group of pig farmers and charcutiers decided to get together and return to the traditional Basque way of rearing pigs, and old ways of making ham; the result is intensely flavoured ham, dark ruby in colour with copious amounts of really delicious, soft fat.

         The pigs, some of them the indigenous old Basque black-foot breed, are kept outside on the mountain slopes, where they share their woods and meadows with milking sheep, ponies and cows.

         Here, in the Autumn, they forage for acorns, beech mast and chestnuts, which give the meat good fat and a characteristic, deep flavour. They are also fattened far longer than normal, eating only organic foods; all these pigs must be reared in the Pays Basque.

         The hams are aged for 15 – 20 months.

         The result is silky, velvety ham, and richly flavoured charcuterie, well-marbled with fat, delicate and juicy. They make traditional saucisson sec, chorizo, txirula de porc (a long thin hot salami) and lomo, (cured loin) from their beautiful pigs.

         Eric Ospital, who, with Christian Etchebert, has written a useful book called Tout Est Bon Dans le Cochon, was one of these entrepreneurs. He has a magnificent charcuterie in Hasparren, high in the Pyrenees, where he sells their wonderful Ibaiona or Ibaiama ham.

         And in the large and airy room where his hams hang to mature – a visitor will see that they are marked with the names of all the smartest restaurants in Paris, plus the Elysée Palace.

         
Kintoa Ham

         Another branch of Basque pig farmers is the collective who make Kintoa ham. The Kintoa was the tax of one in five pigs which once had to be given to the king from every herd.

         Kintoa pigs are reared in Les Aldudes in the hills of the Pyrenees, a lush farming commune, half French and half tied to Spain, where 20 pig breeders have revived an ancient, almost extinct race of Basque pigs.

         In the Autumn, towards the end of the fattening, the pigs are sent to graze in the high meadows and forage under the oak, chestnut and beech trees.

         I visited a farm in les Aldudes rearing the old Basque black and white Pie Noir pigs (not the same as Spanish patta negra – black feet – pie means magpie and also black and white or piebald). The sows were lolling under the apple trees with their piglets, while older pigs were to be seen trotting high on the mountain slopes; 30% of what the pigs eat comes from foraging.

         This diet and the fact that the pigs are allowed to get big and fat, and are not slaughtered until over a year old, gives a characteristic deep flavour, softer more delicious fat, juicier meat and a deeper red colour.

         Look for Basque Kintoa ham; Patriana import these hams from Pierre Oteiza.

         
Baïgorri Ham

         At St. Étienne de Baigorri nearby, the hams from pie noir pigs are dry cured with salt from the Adour gemme (fossil) salt works, rubbed lavishly with paprika and dried, hanging in temperature controlled sheds for the first six months and then traditionally, in draughty wooden lofts, with the warm foehn wind from the South and the Atlantic breezes from the North whistling through (these have mostly given way to temperature and humidity controlled sheds).

         They mature altogether for a minimum of 16 months.

         By now the hams have developed a beautiful, tender, velvety feel and a sweet flavour of caramelised hazelnuts and spice; such hams are true rivals to the Pata Negra Iberico hams of Spain.

         Copeaux de Jambon

         In Les Halles de Biarritz you can choose from a range of wonderful hams and take home a box of very thin, delicate shavings of ham cut in copeaux, (about ⅓ of a slice). You can choose dark Pie Noir ham or pink Bayonne ham and the skilled charcutière will slice it for you. To serve, buy a ficelle (thin breadstick). Cut it in half and pile the lower half with copeaux of ham. Put the top back on, cut into four and serve as a heavenly breakfast or lunch or, very important, just spread out the ham on a board or a slate as tapas.

         Lomo

         Served hot or cold, lomo is salt cured loin of pork with a paprika and olive oil mix on the outside (to make it see page 235) – try it with salsa de piquillos.

         Cecina

         Cecina is meat cured with salt and air-dried, much like ham, but not made with pork – it can be made with beef, with goat or mutton or with donkey, mule or horsemeat.

         Grenier Médoquin

         A sausage made with pork chitterlings, seasoned with an unprecedented amount of spice, garlic and pepper, compressed into a natural skin (more intestines) and then cooked in broth, this is saucisson with a ‘burning soul’. It is served thinly sliced, either by itself or with other local charcuterie and a glass of red Médoc.

         Locals feel it is ready to be discovered by the world, and recently I saw it offered up in Pau with a little floral salad. Crimped tripe sausage scattered with little blue pansies and pink prawns – who could resist?

         L’Assiette Ibérique

         A slate or wooden board for two or more people to share, on which are arranged some or all of the following, in thin overlapping slices:

         Chorizo, jambon de Bayonne or other local ham, sheep’s cheese, a slice of Pâte Basque, which is a coarse pâte seasoned with hot red pepper. There will be pickled guindillo peppers or gherkins, good bread and possibly some radishes to accompany it.

         SAFFRON AND YELLOW POWDERS


         Paëlla, chick peas, mussels, potatoes, tripe, fish soups, aïoli, all get a new vibrancy with the addition of saffron. The warm, velvety flavour and singing yellow colour add a certain class to any dish. But it takes 20,000 of the stigmata of the crocus plant crocus sativa to get 125 grams (4½ ounces) of the spice and each one has to be gathered by hand; consequently this spice is always regarded as precious.

         In the fourteenth century, saffron was much prized and the price became terrifically high, encouraging a trade in false saffron, ‘safran bastard’. This was so severely frowned upon that the penalty for this passing off, if you were caught, was death.

         Today, whether in stamen form or powder, saffron is still prohibitively expensive.

         However there are substitutes which are much cheaper. I find they work quite well; they are quite different but they taste good and give a beautiful colour.

         Spigol, invented by Spaniard Anton Espig in 1876, and made in France, contains 3% saffron plus turmeric, sweet paprika, unnamed spices and salt. Traditionally an edible yellow dye E102 – E124 is included but a new version has only natural ingredients.

         Spigol gives a bright and beautiful yellow colour and adds spice and perfume to rice, potatoes, paella, chicken or fish. You can put it in aïoli and mayonnaise and in all kinds of fish and shellfish soups.

         La Dalia is specifically meant for making paëlla but can be used in any other dishes where saffron might be used except mayonnaise and aïoli or other uncooked dishes.

         Made in Spain since 1913, La Dalia also contains saffron, (but only 1%), paprika, cornflour and other spices, and yellow colourings, E102 – E110.

         SALT


         Salt is the white gold mined from the earth beneath the Adour valley.

         It has an ancient history; salt has been mined here for more than 3,000 years and has been a commodity since the Middle Ages, when a salt tax was imposed; it is essential to the salting of cod and the curing of Bayonne ham, charcuterie, anchovies, tuna and sardines.

         300 million years ago, this valley was under the ocean; as it retreated it left an enormous salt pan. This was then covered and the salt remains there, in some places as much as quarter of a mile underground, fresh and unpolluted.

         Rock salt – sel gemme – has always been precious, since it can be used to preserve food for the winter when fresh food is scarce, an essential technique before refrigeration.

         There are also naturally saline waters ten times saltier than sea water, springing up at Saliés-de-Béarn near Pau. A legend tells us that a wild boar, escaping from Gaston Phoebus, fourteenth century Count of Foix and author of Livre de Chasse (Book of the Hunt), fell into a spring at Saliés de Béarn and was found months later in a state of perfect preservation, hence the salting of hams began.

         The history of Saliés was shaped by salt – for centuries salt water ruled the waking hours of the inhabitants; at set intervals the tiradous (drawers) would draw salt water from an open air pool in the centre of the town and run through the town, emptying their wooden buckets into troughs placed outside the salt makers sheds. Today, at the annual Festival in September, there are races for women, running as fast as they can with big wooden buckets of salt on their heads. The salt made here is vital for the local trades of brining and preserving meat and fish and in fact must be included in the making of Bayonne ham.

         FAT

The Cooking Medium of the South West

         The fact is that animal fats were the main cooking medium of the whole South West over the centuries.

         Ham fat, bacon fat and pork fat were popular in the Pyrenees for most dishes, while in Gascony and les Landes, goose and duck fat were the favourites. In Périgueux and the Lot it was again pork fat and goose fat. Not olive oil - although this is the Midi, it is not the Mediterranean and winters here are too tough for olive trees.

         However they do have local oils that they often prefer today, to replace the traditional animal fats, which although healthy and natural, can sometimes be heavy.

         Now cooking is mainly done with large quantities of sunflower oil, and of course corn oil. For salads, there are walnut and hazelnut oils.

         But in the Pays Basque and now along the West Coast, the easy connection with Spain means that olive oil has long been an everyday commodity; a real taste for it has developed and it is much in use for cooking too.

         THE TASTE OF THE VINE COUNTRY


         The banks of the Gironde – croaking frogs in green meadows, a golden brown river glowing with light, misty grey sky. On the water, a dark huge ship. Three fishing cabins in blues or greys on stilts above the flood of water. Yellow vines behind.

         This is the Médoc – every few hundred yards another château, all the familiar names flashing by, followed by neat rows of well-groomed vines. All the vine workers seem to congregate at a riverside restaurant, Le Port de la Grange at Parempuyre, happy with its no-frills, ‘lets get this good food on the table’ attitude and 13 euro menu.

         It is packed with outdoor guys and they are eating piquillo peppers stuffed with brandade, followed by lamelles d’encornets (squid) or lomo (cured pork loin) served with, can it be cauliflower cheese? The desserts include crumble de fruits. Surely these are imports from Britain?

         Quite a few of the châteaux, for example Château Loudenne, for a long time had English or Irish owners. The British were always lovers of good claret and the top châteaux have always entertained a great number of English buyers. Many have chefs in the kitchen who are trained to understand the importance of serving food which flatters and showcases the wine.

         Over the years of serving this kind of food to potential wine buyers, wine journalists and other guests, bizarrely, some of the British or Irish recipes such as steak pie, le rosbif of course, cauliflower cheese, apple crumble – have deeply taken root.

         I asked about this when I went to stay at Château Loudenne and my hostess explained that the best dishes may be rich but should be somewhat bland, free of strong flavours – no strong fiery red pepper, a top favourite taste further South, a mere hint of garlic, no vinegar or other acids, no astringent vegetables such as spinach or artichokes, shallots in preference to onions. Mashed potatoes, a local favourite, are very good!

         For the fish course, you were allowed fresh sole, or the local white fish maigre, from the Gironde, plainly grilled and served with creamy cep-flavoured rice, the fresh ceps chopped very fine. The next day, I seem to remember, it was sea bass in a creamy sauce, also with mushrooms - morels or champignons de Paris.

         For the main course, red meat such as fillet of beef en croûte or roast venison works well. Game such as partridge or pheasant is great, as is beef daube in a red wine sauce, roast veal, perhaps with carrots, and roast chicken with truffles. Pasta has been a favourite for over 100 years according to Christian Coulon and tagliatelle can be served with daubes or civets of wild boar or pigeon. No citrus fruits or eggs are allowed but cream and chocolate are both acceptable, as is cheese; with a big strong St Emilion serve a non-tannic, well ripened Chaumes, not a young cheese. With a sweet wine such as Sauternes serve salty Roquefort and choose nutty Ossau Iraty with a younger, lighter red.

         
LA PLANCHA 

A Whiff of Spanish Smoke

(or how to singe a prawn)

         In the Pays Basque, ideas have always been shared readily across the borders because they can be explained and described in a shared language (Basque or Euskadi). When it comes to cooking, one great shared invention is undoubtedly La Plancha.

         I first came across the plancha, and specifically gambas alla plancha, at a club called Madame Zozo’s in Catalonia, a sixties scene of great euphoria, and have felt very romantic about the gadget ever since those heady days.

         Often used outdoors, as there can be plenty of smoke, it can quickly cook large quantities of little things such as small squid, sliced octopus, gambas (prawns), that might slip through the bars of an open grill, kidneys, tiny lamb cutlets, sausages, sliced peppers or other vegetables and toasted pain de campagne can be moved around individually on a flat plate, but not in a wire sandwich grill.

         Cooking on a plancha, it turns out, is pretty ubiquitous throughout Atlantic Spain; happily the French South West Atlantic coast has adopted the plancha too, and the smell of singeing prawn whiskers wanders at will in the streets of St Jean de Luz and Cap Ferret alike.

         Originally a metal plate or griddle placed over a wood fire, on which food was grilled quickly in seconds, the plancha, now described as a flat top grill, eventually became a sophisticated gadget, a massive piece of equipment weighing a ton, consisting, basically, of a heated, slightly sloping metal hotplate on a stand.

         The cook, provided with a metal scraper and a pair of tongs, flips small morsels of food over and then onto a dish, while larger pieces of meat or fish are drizzled from a bottle containing lemon juice and water or lemon juice and oil, and sprinkled liberally with fine salt beforehand or while they cook.

         There is also a mixture called Xipister (pronounced chipister) which contains hot red pepper from Espelette, vinegar and various herbs and spices, plus a little olive oil (see recipe page 39). This can be sprinkled onto grilled fish, chicken, steaks and chops and anything cooked on a plancha.

         If you want to do it the Basque way, according to the lady in the hardware shop by Biarritz covered market, you get a big, hefty one – no Basque worth his salt would use the small stove top planchas that she has on sale there – in fact she almost begged me not to buy one.

         A good plancha has a bowl at one side into which the fat and juices flow, so these do not get wasted or burned. It is a very quick, easy, healthy way to cook; it uses little fat, just a brushing of olive oil, and the food cooks in its own juice.

         According to Cedric Béchade of the classy, one star restaurant l’Auberge Basque, outside St Pée sur Nivelle, the plancha is ‘un art de vivre’, in fact he has written two books about it and he even uses it for cooking fruit. And there is hardly a popular restaurant in coastal Pays Basque that doesn’t have calamars or sardines à la plancha on the menu.

         If you want to improvise, use a metal grill plate with a handle, or even a large iron frying pan and place it, without fat, on a fire, a barbecue or even on the gas, but watch out for the smoke.

         Let it get very hot.

         Be prepared with tongs, a hot dish, and a bowl of olive oil and a brush – you can start with small squid, sardines, prawns in their shells and sliced vegetables such courgettes, peppers and aubergines; all easy to cook on the plancha. Brush the food lightly with olive oil, place it on the plancha and season with salt while it cooks. Turn the pieces individually with tongs. A squeeze of lemon finishes the cooking.

      

   


   
      
         
            

            Chapter Two
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            Basic Sauces and Accompaniments

         

         These recipes reflect some local tastes. As any visitor to the Atlantic coast, to Gascony or the Pays Basque, will know, certain flavours are omnipresent. One important one, which stands out, is the use of the tingling condiment, ground hot red peppers, the piment d’Espelette, made from special aoc chillies with just the perfect amount of bite; it is far superior to any normal chilli product and far more expensive. The plastic string of red peppers found in any local bistrot is mimicking the strings of real peppers that hang on the outside walls of the timbered red and white houses to dry in Espelette village.

         Espelette pepper crops up in everything, including some of the following sauces, and even in bread, and it is definitely addictive. Basque men use it in large quantities without flinching. It can be bought online.

         The nearest thing to it would be chilli flakes, cayenne pepper or hot paprika, all of which can be substituted, but do not always give that exactly perfect balance of heat and flavour.

         Fresh red and, particularly, many varieties of green sweet peppers are superb in the region and are used all the time, you might say indiscriminately. They are eaten on their own fried in olive oil and sprinkled with salt as tapas, or roasted, or simmered with beef, lamb, chicken or pork, in mellow daubes. They also add their sweetness to the wonderful Sauce Basquaise, which is regularly served with meat or fish, with eggs and with ham.

         When it comes to salads, dressings are often powerful, and cider vinegar which is a little stronger and a little deeper in flavour, can replace wine vinegar, while sherry vinegar, perfumed and mellow but with quite a strong buzz, adds character to a dressing or a sauce.

         Many sauces are sharp and freshened up further with raw shallots, mustard, capers, or cornichons.

         There are a number of Red and also Red and Green sauces, containing tomatoes and herbs, which add colour as well as flavour to popular dishes such as Pot au Feu and Poule au Pot.

         Garlic is ubiquitous and is not used in small amounts, but in mighty quantities. The pink garlic of Lautrec, sweet, juicy, tender and long lasting, is the variety most favoured and after that, the stripey violet garlic of Cadours, hot, strong and sweet, from the Haute Garonne or white garlic from Lomagne, in Gascony. There are also the green leaves of wild garlic, which make a spicy tasting green oil used for enlivening soups.

         Local pickles are simple and easy to make. Particularly good with cheese and with duck are pickled cherries, while as an accompaniment to charcuterie, pickled peppers are popular.

         In this chapter, I have tried to capture a few of these local flavours and to describe sauces and condiments that help to give food and cooking that particularly smack of the South West.

         Sauce Xipister

         Known in the Béarn as Sauce Goxoki, this hot and sour sauce is sprinkled on grilled fish, used as a marinade for fish or mixed with the juices of a fish cooked in the oven. It can also accompany roasted Agneau de Lait and may be used without moderation to accompany Pot au Feu.

         It usually contains vinegar, garlic, sprigs of thyme, chilli flakes or piment d’Espelette, black peppercorns. Other spices and herbs are sometimes added. Mix the ingredients, pour into bottles and keep it for a month, shaking from time to time, before using.

         A more complex version is recommended by Pierre Henri Vannieuwenhuyse, author of several books on cooking à la plancha, including Recettes et Cuisine à la Plancha.

         
            1 teaspoon chopped red chillies

            ½ teaspoon chilli flakes or Espelette pepper

            350ml (12 fl oz) cider vinegar

            50ml (2 fl oz) olive oil

            1 teaspoon coriander seeds

            1 teaspoon mustard seeds

            2 cloves garlic cut in half lengthwise

            1 bay leaf

            1 sprig rosemary

            2 sprigs thyme

            10 black peppercorns

            1 small teaspoon salt

         

         Stir the fresh chilli and Espelette pepper or other chilli into the vinegar. Add the olive oil.

         Toast the coriander seeds and mustard seeds lightly in a dry frying pan to bring out the flavour

         Put the spices, garlic, herbs, peppercorns and salt into a bottle. Pour the vinegar and chilli mixture into the bottle, cork it and shake it well. Leave it in the refrigerator for 2 weeks, shaking it every 2 or 3 days. It will keep for 2 months or more. (Makes a small bottle.)

         Chorizo Sauce

         Chorizo brings a characteristic glow to any dish and this sauce is much in use to liven up plain white fish, particularly fillets of bream or cod fried lightly in olive oil.

         
            2 tablespoons olive oil

            1 small onion chopped

            3 cloves garlic

            70g (2½ oz) chorizo, skinned and finely diced

            50ml (2 fl oz) dry white wine

            300ml (10 fl oz) chicken stock

            2 tablespoons cider vinegar

            250g (9oz) canned chopped tomatoes

            1½ teaspoons sweet paprika

            ½ − 1 teaspoon piment d’Espelette or ground chilli

            3 sprigs thyme

            salt

         

         Heat the oil in a medium saucepan and soften the onion for 5−10 minutes, until its starts to be transparent.

         Add the garlic and chorizo and cook gently for 5 minutes. Add the wine and let it bubble until the alcohol evaporates, 2−3 minutes.

         Add the chicken stock, vinegar, tomatoes, paprika, piment or chilli and thyme. Add salt and simmer for 20 minutes or until it reaches the right consistency.
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