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Jeanne Strang’s interest in food and cooking took a professional turn when she was loaned by the Consumer’s Association, for whom she worked, to Raymond Postgate to help with the first publication under their auspices of his Good Food Guide. She is co-author of The Good Food Guide Dinner Party Book and The Good Cook’s Guide and has contributed articles to various wine and food publications.


She and her husband, Paul, bought a house in South-West France over forty years ago and they have been researching home cooking throughout the region ever since. Their knowledge of the country recipes and of the wines is unsurpassed.
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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK





Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.





Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.





Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.





You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.




All spoon measurements are for level spoonfuls.


Conversions to imperial weights and measures are rounded up or down where more practicable. Obviously it would be unwise to mix the two systems.


The glossary contains explanations of some less familiar or local French terms used in the text.
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AUTHOR’S PREFACE TO THE FOURTH EDITION



Not only is this the fourth edition of Goose Fat and Garlic but in celebration of the twenty years since it first appeared on the shelves of bookshops here and in France, my publisher has kindly agreed to my adding some more recipes. These have come our way over these years and I have grown fond of all of them.


There has been an enormous improvement in the standard of living in the countryside of the South West though paradoxically this has not led to a taste for haute cuisine or international cooking. Instead it has brought about an increase in popularity of the dishes of the terroir like, for example, l’Aligot which was almost unknown in the sixties and seventies but which today is staple fare at practically every country fête and is on the menu of many local restaurants in the Aveyron and Lot departments. Cassoulet which used to feature at only a few of Toulouse’s restaurants has similarly emerged as a traditional South West dish, to be found all over southern France, though not always up to standard I have to say!


These additional recipes all use local ingredients: some are traditional recipes like l’Oulado or La Coupétado, others show an inventive cook’s use of them, like La Tarte aux Courgettes à la Tome du Ramier or Le Macaronade de Foie Gras. South-Westerners have come to enjoy a bit of experiment, as long as the cook sticks to the tried and tested raw materials. Who knows what they might develop in the twenty-first century? Meantime I hope you will enjoy these additional recipes I have discovered. My warmest thanks to those friends who have generously shared their recipes with me.


JEANNE STRANG
January 2013
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LE GRAND SUD-OUEST



JANE RAN THE most colourful bar in our local village. That was in 1961 when we had just bought our abandoned farmhouse in the Aveyron, which is still one of the least discovered parts of South–West France. The area was then nearly unknown, though our village was listed in Green Michelin as ‘worth a detour’ and boasted in Red Michelin a small hotel where one could eat well for ten shillings, wine and service included. Indeed it was that Michelin accolade for good food at a reasonable price which first attracted us to the district.


Jane’s bar was always crowded after Mass on Sunday mornings, her customers–all men–gossiping and enjoying their aperitifs while their wives went home to put the finishing touches to Sunday lunch. On weekdays, the café was usually quiet and it was then, during a hot June, that we got to know Jane and she began to introduce us to local life and customs.


Each visit to France, while sometimes posing problems quite novel for us, opened new vistas and yielded fresh experiences, especially in eating. We remember vividly one morning spent in our local town, shopping at the open-air market in the central square where, once a week, the farmers’ wives arrived to sell their produce and livestock. We saw a vegetable new to us: peas in their pods but looking as if they had been picked too soon since the pods were quite flat. They were, we were told, mangetout peas since you ate them whole. On our way home we called at Chez Jane for further information. The bar was the front room of a house, with a few tables, a quantity of straggly potted plants and a counter behind which Jane presided – as often as not barefoot. She was a farmer’s wife and her name really was Jane; large, red-haired and with a voice like a Valkyrie, she had a southern accent and a temperament to match the hair. There were no other customers except one old boy so we had a more or less free hand to consult her about how to cook this vegetable which we had bought. Almost before we had opened our mouths, the other occupant of the bar cut in: ‘First you must have one or two pigeons…’ he began, only to be fiercely put in his place by Jane. A noisy debate ensued, too difficult for us to follow, in the strong local accent which we were still struggling to interpret. Having won the battle, Jane then gave us her own simple but quite delicious recipe, Les Pois Mangetout de Chez Jane.


Jane ruled her establishment with a rod of iron but had a soft spot for us because in those days English residents were rare enough to be regarded as acceptable eccentrics, not dangerous foreigners. She explained to us the mysteries of buying foie gras at Christmas time, though we had neither money nor opportunity to follow her advice just then. She described to us many of the traditions of country life, and we learned how different was the world of South-West France from that of our own experience, or more importantly, from even the rest of France. We learned of the poverty and struggles of the inhabitants of the hill country compared with the comfortable lifestyles of those living in the valleys or on the plains; of the violent swings of climate in winter and summer, about hailstones that could ruin a year’s work and impoverish whole villages; about those lucky enough to find and be able to market truffles at thirty pounds a pound; and about the young people in the countryside unable to find a job, even in the booming French economy.


Jane told us of the mystique of ‘midi’: how everything and everybody stops for two hours in the middle of the day, even if it is only to enjoy a bowl of soup, that national institution which is so embedded in farmhouse life but rarely finds its way on to bourgeois restaurant menus. She showed us the marvellous jars of preserves stored away in her cupboards; pâtés, of course, but also whole joints of duck and goose preserved in their own fat; pieces of wild boar in a rich wine sauce; parcels of lamb’s trotters wrapped in a thin piece of tripe and cooked in a spicy tomato sauce; or the famous cassoulet: preserved goose or duck pieces and sausage cooked with white beans, plenty of wine and garlic and destined for a final overcoat of crispy breadcrumbs dotted with goose fat.


We started to search out local produce, we ordered local dishes wherever we could so as to find out what to buy and how to cook the local ingredients. After all, there was little point in trying to cook à l’anglaise; the cuts of meat were different, the vegetables were different. What to do with cèpes, chanterelles, salsify, was at that time a mystery to us. We would ask for details from the owners of tiny country restaurants where they saw few English people in the ‘6os. Often it was grand’maman in the kitchen and she never hesitated to explain charmingly and lovingly the dishes she had prepared. Almost unwittingly, we built up a collection of recipes. We found ourselves fascinated by the origins and development of the real country cooking of the South-West. We are not the only ones: the old days of the haute cuisine with its wearisome formalities, heavy sauces and obsolete complications have been succeeded by its esthetic opposite – nouvelle cuisine, which has been wittily and accurately described as ‘children’s portions arranged by interior decorators’. Now at last there seems to be a real interest in getting back to basics. France has rediscovered the greatness of its regional cookery, and the South-West is deservedly top of the class. ‘Lá-bas, on mange bien’ they will say to you all over France.


The mention of South-West France to most Anglo-Saxons produces a slightly glazed look in the eye. The South of France or Normandy, yes, most of us could pick them out on a map, but even those who have motored from the Channel toward Spain will probably have driven too fast to have registered much of a picture. That is, apart from those who discovered the Dordogne from the 1950’s onwards, who fell in love with that valley and who returned year after year, or even bought property and settled there.


But as seen from Jane’s bar, the South-West is not just the Dordogne valley, lovely as it is. The French call this country of the goose, the duck and the pig le grand sud-ouest. Its area exceeds that of all England south of the Wash. Look at the map and you will see that all the tributaries of the river Gironde have risen in an amphitheatre of mountains and hills swinging from the Limousin in the north, eastwards to the mountains of Cantal and the western Auvergne, then on to the Cévennes, southwards towards the Black Mountain, the hills of Corbières and finally the Pyrenees. The waters from these mountains sometimes flow through narrow gorges between barren limestone plateaux – causses – and then into wide fertile valleys and out between the vineyards of Bordeaux into the Atlantic.


Until the coming of modern communications, not only was the South-West cut off from the rest of France but its fertile river valleys and plains were cut off from each other. Conditions have changed today but there is still a vivid contrast between the small-holdings on the causses and the huge fruit farms in the lower river valleys. In the hill country there persists the same attachment to a tiny local neighbourhood, the same awe of travelling any further than the local market town, even in an emergency like going into hospital. We buy our wine from a vigneron whose farm is half an hour’s drive away but he and his family have never been to our village. It is almost unheard of for the older generation to take a holiday and they smile uncomprehendingly when you speak of your own. We employed a roofer who had moved into the area from Lyon and he was described locally as un étranger. Once we made ratatouille when our neighbours were coming for lunch, and they regarded it with amazement. In the earliest days we made the even greater mistake of offering them gazpacho – a cold soup – and this they simply could not face.


Variety of landscape is the keynote to the complete culinary repertoire. On the lush rolling hills of the Limousin in the north, handsome brown cattle are grazed for beef, but on the rich mountain pastures of the Cantal (the lower western slopes of the Massif Central) or in the Pyrenees, they are grazed for their milk, made principally into a variety of lovely cheeses. Below the treeline the sweet chestnut tree finds its perfect environment – hot sunshine but also rain to swell the fruit – and there are chestnut woods everywhere. Chestnuts used to be one of the most important staple foods, pre-dating the potato by many centuries; if the crop failed, a disastrous famine was inevitable. In these mountains of the Auvergne, in the old days, the poverty was sometimes almost impossible for us to imagine. Pork was the only animal meat consumed by most people – the pig is easily fed and it adores chestnuts – and we shall see the variety of ways in which practically every part of the animal enters into the cuisine.


On the quick-draining limestone causses it is difficult to make things grow and in the past the farmers eked out a precarious living. Those who lived near enough to the mountain pastures sent their cattle and sheep up there to graze because there was not enough water at home. Nowadays more and more farms are deserted and those remaining are among the poorest in the South-West. You can come across a farmer with a troupeau of sheep or goats but in summer it is hard for him to find enough water for even such unthirsty animals. As the great rivers flow further west into the old counties of Perigord and Quercy the causses become less wild and inhospitable. Honeysuckle, wild sweet pea, dog roses and poppies grow in profusion, as does a particularly puny kind of oak tree which plays host to one of the gastronomic wonders of the region – the truffle.


The uplands between the rivers Lot and Tam are underpinned with solid granite, which is covered with a top soil of more or less red earth – hence its old name of le Rouergue, literally meaning red earth. Nowadays it is the modern department of Aveyron and this is Jane’s and our home county. The soil used to be acid and waterlogged and nothing much would grow except a rather feeble rye crop. This land used to be desolate and was known as le Ségala, deriving from seigle, the French for rye. Now fertilization has changed the soil structure; potatoes and cereals grow well and the region has been transformed. But traditional recipes we have found here obviously date from former times.


Where there are woods, beneath their canopies another harvest may lie. The same mushrooms are as common or rare in the northern province of the Limousin as they are in the Pyrenees – girolles, coulemelles and the most prized of all – cèpes.


The old county of Perigord, which has given its name to many of the finest regional dishes, covers some of the most varied and beautiful landscapes, each providing the raw materials for these dishes. The geese and ducks which have made the pátés of the Périgord world-famous are reared on every farm. In the north there are lush meadows interlaced with chestnut woods, then comes the higher ground to either side of the river Dordogne where the truffles grow. The valley of the Dordogne seems to be one continuous orchard, while everywhere there are the elegant walnut trees, one of the most important of local crops, supplying half the demand in France.


Just to the south is the old province of Quercy – the name deriving from quercus, the Latin name for the oak tree. Quercy stretches from the Dordogne down to and beyond the river Lot as far as the north banks of the rivers Tam and Garonne. It has much in common with the Périgord; rich valleys growing cereals, fruit and nuts alternating with barren plateaux producing truffles of competing renown.


The south of this county is known locally as the Bas-Quercy or Quercy Blanc and the countryside becomes richer and more fertile as you go down to the wide Garonne valley. The gentleness of the climate allows melons, peaches, apricots and nectarines to grow. There are orchards of plums, too, many of which are dried when fully ripe and marketed as les pruneaux d’Agen, claimed to be the best in the world. You are now well on the way to Toulouse, the centre of a wonderfully rich agricultural area, and which in many ways can be regarded as the ‘capital’ of the region. Toulouse, rather than Paris, is the Mecca for the young people of the South-West who cannot find employment in their local towns and villages. This vibrant southern city has also given its name to the giant goose which is almost the symbol of the South-West.


Wine used to be made over nearly the whole region, but after the devastating phylloxera epidemic a hundred years ago, only the better areas had the resources to replant with new vines. Many peasants still grow their own grapes and make their own wine, while at the other end of the quality scale the South-West makes the greatest wines in the world – the clarets of Bordeaux.


Beyond Bordeaux and the great rivers lies the heartland of Gascony, the armagnac country, a rolling landscape almost Italian in style, where appetites are gargantuan and of whose gourmand inhabitants the whole South-West is respectful. The finest poultry in France comes from here and from the adjoining area called Les Landes. Even Jane, fiercely proud aveyronnaise that she was, would concede that. She would also agree that the foie gras from Gascony is among the finest in France. And as for the brandy, well. . .


Jane’s first real lesson was that the local cuisine was based on poultry and pork fat. We soon found that this was true of the whole of the South-West, except for a few pockets – the Languedoc coast, the Basque country and the coastal area north of the Gironde. Pork and poultry fats give to cooking a quite distinct character and are healthier than either butter or beef fat. However their use is determined largely by the climate. The summers are too dry for rearing cattle on a large scale, except in the higher mountains, and the winters can be too cold for the olive tree. So the South-West was compelled to develop its own cooking medium.


During July and August it can be fiercely hot and dry but during the rest of the year the climate is just as unpredictable as Britain’s. Rain, wind and cold, either singly or in any combination, can reach a ferocity difficult to imagine at that latitude. In spring and autumn the rainfall can be Welsh in wetness, and the wind which blows up from the southeast (le vent d’autan), gathering strength and heat as it crosses the southern arm of the Cévennes, is reputedly capable of driving the locals out of their minds.


In summer there is always the risk of storms which can demolish the results of a year’s careful and painstaking husbandry with five minutes’ hail. In winter the cold can be severe enough to keep the population indoors round their fires, though it comes generally in short, sharp snaps. Much of the winter can be, by our standards, spring-like.


Jane explained to us how these vagaries of weather have taught farmers the wisdom of polyculture. If her husband concentrated on one crop he might easily find that he had lost his entire income through the ravages of one storm. He therefore spread his risks and grew a little bit of everything. The typical farmer was fiercely independent. His basic aim was to supply himself as far as he could, and to produce enough by way of surplus to pay for his clothes, electricity, petrol and the very few commodities which his own land could not provide. More often than not he would keep a pig or two, a few cattle (Jane’s husband was always down at the river with his cows) while his wife or the older generation made themselves responsible for the chickens, ducks, geese and rabbits. They grew whatever was required to feed the animals – maize, beet, Jerusalem artichokes as well as hay. In the country every home has its kitchen garden which supplies practically the entire demand for vegetables all the year round, and there are usually vines and fruit and nut trees on the property.


We asked Jane in our best French whether such a system was inefficient. Did farming on such a small scale not prevent investment in modern machinery, and so deprive them of the benefits of big crop production enjoyed elsewhere in France? Her reply was that the excellence of the produce in the South-West derives from the painstaking labour and surveillance which only polyculture allows. What substitute is there for home-grown vegetables and fruit or for free-range, corn-fed chickens and ducks? Mass production would no doubt increase the prosperity of the local farmers but many would not even today put up with the resulting fall in standards. Jane’s generation is scornful of convenience foods; it has taken many years for the freezer to become accepted. This is surprising in a country which pioneered refrigeration, until one remembers that the household refrigerator, unlike the freezer, does not modify the texture or consistency of the food.


Jane’s important gift to us was an appreciation of the dignity of the peasant and his way of life. It took a long time for us to understand the fundamental contrasts between country life in South-West France and the bourgeois concept of ‘living in the country’ as it is understood in other countries. In English the word ‘peasant’ has a pejorative ring, suggesting a refusal to better one’s condition and to participate fully in the modern world. In France, and above all in the South-West, it means none of these things and we do not hesitate to use the word in Jane’s sense, connoting a whole way of life attached to the soil and lived according to the seasons, involving a constant love-hate relationship with nature and the elements, rooted in the necessity to provide for oneself with one’s own hands from one’s own land. The peasant is as little reliant on others outside the family as possible, proud and perhaps a little obstinate but always dignified and with no sense of inferiority to any other class or group. So we use the word in this book in its factual, descriptive sense and always as a compliment.


For the peasant, the basic family unit has always been the farmhouse as represented by those living within its walls. This is not quite the same as our concept of ‘family’ because to the peasant there is an almost mystical link between the human beings living under the same roof, whether related or not, and the physical reality of the house. This enlarged concept of home is called in the South-West l’oustal. The family and the farm are one and the same. Jane would have endorsed this description of peasant life in the Middle Ages as still largely valid today:




The main effort (of a farming family) is directed towards more or less satisfactory subsistence rather than towards the creation of accumulated surpluses. The aim is not so much the extended reproduction of agricultural capital as the production of usable values such as food and clothing. Abundance is not asked for, but want can be avoided or dealt with. People are not necessarily lazy, but . . . there are no inordinate incentives to work. The peasant family, when it is large enough, with sons and daughters old enough to work, as well as adults, functions below its capacity . . . This refusal to over-exert oneself is reflected in all the naps taken, the time spent sitting in the sun.


Montaillou, Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie (Penguin, 1980)





What is difficult to imagine is the extent of the privations of Jane’s parents and grandparents a hundred years ago when poverty and starvation were commonplace. The South-West happens to provide the gourmets of the world with at least two of the most luxurious foods: foie gras and truffles. Perhaps this is why Parisians like to pretend that the peasants are really rolling in money, with gold bars and sacks of Napoléons under the bed. Paradoxically, until modern times the country people have been very poor by any standards, and up to the end of the last century real famines were frequent and tragic in their effect upon whole areas of countryside.




The house where I was born was built on high ground, with views to the blue line of the horizon. My grandmother used to tell me how, further off, there was a very large plain through which flowed a river – le bas-pays – rich and highly cultivated. She had been in service before she was married and came to live in our hilly part of the world… She had the eyes of a real gourmand when she conjured up the food which could be grown on that miracle soil. My grandmother was extrovert and highly strung and she was always hungry. I felt she must often have suffered the pangs of hunger without being able to enjoy any of these treasures. I would go with her to watch over the sheep and I would sit on her lap, listening to the throbbing of her hunger as she evoked memories of the bas-pays and her bitterness towards her rich and tyrannical employers. If I wanted to throw a crust of bread to the dog, her patois became threatening. It was amazing how hunger, even at that age, struck me in my relationship with my parents, ‘Eat up your soup or you’ll get nothing else.' How it continued to govern my ties with my mother and how typical she was of the end of the last century when poverty was total.


Bonaguil ou le château fou, Fernande Costes (Seuil, 1976, pp 7–8)





From a gastronomic point of view family life in the oustal was based at the central fireplace which is known in patois as lou cantou. The principal fireplace in our farmhouse has a mantel or hood eight feet wide. It was striking enough visually as soon as we walked in for the first time but only over the years have we come to appreciate its significance in a peasant farm. We know now that every house had at least one room in which there was a large chimney where the fire served to keep the family warm and where all the food was prepared. The fireplace was always constructed on such a scale that it could house a number of people and keep them away from the draughts. The French still have a phobia about draughts but on the poorer farms this was not surprising since the doors and floors were often ill-fitting and families needed every insulation they could get. Indeed the cattle were often housed next to, or underneath, the living room to provide some added warmth. After dark during both winter and summer and after a supper which would have been prepared at the fire, the household would gather round the hearth. Sometimes this would be to complete such farm chores as shelling the new crop of walnuts. Or neighbours would be asked in to help with stripping the leaves off the maize cobs; they would be fed in lieu of payment before going home. On long winter evenings chestnuts might be roasted and old, familiar stories told and re told over a glass of wine.


Our cantou is typical. Behind our wood fire, built on the ground beneath a wide chimney opening, we have a large iron fireback, about three feet square, studded with nails, which prevents the fire’s heat from eating into the thick stone wall of the house. One or two small hollowed-out squares in this wall serve as dry places to store kindling or spices. At the fireside is a coffre à sel, a wooden box, made of carved chestnut wood, originally used for keeping the salt dry and doubling as a settle. A large, cast iron firedog – un chenet – stands at either side of the fire to support the logs and also serves to hold a roasting spit. The top of each firedog is cup-shaped so that a soup bowl can be warmed in it. Close to the fireplace is an oblong wooden table, flanked by wooden benches, and containing a large, deep drawer in which the huge loaves of country bread can be stored. Numerous hooks are fixed to the thick oak beams across the ceiling, from which hams and sausages can be hung to dry. Shelves for the storage of bread or pots of conserves are also slung from these beams because the thickness of the stone walls makes driving in a nail virtually impossible. An important piece of furniture is le pétrin, the wooden, lidded trough in which the bread dough is mixed and left to rise.


Next to this room is another which used to house two or three sleeping quarters, built along one wall in alcoves. Each would have contained a straw mattress and a feather eiderdown and could be curtained off for privacy or warmth. (Many of these features can be seen at Sailles near Saint-Nectaire where a typical Auvergnat house and its contents have been preserved as a museum.)


Food is prepared and the dishes washed up in a small scullery leading off the main room. This is known in the region as la souillarde, a narrow, stone-floored, vaulted room lined with stone shelves – often solid sheets of granite – for storing food and cooking utensils. At the end a huge slab of stone forms the sink – l’évier – hollowed out and sloping towards the wall where a small outlet hole allows the water to drain outside. At one time running water indoors could only be had if you possessed une fontaine. This was a copper, brass or earthenware tank, which hung on the wall and was filled from the outside well. A tap at the bottom of the tank released the water and below it a matching bowl held any overflow. Fontaines were often beautifully crafted; nowadays they are preserved as valuable ornaments in local homes or antique shops. Our house used to be lit by wall-mounted brass oil lamps known as les calels. More simple forms of lighting were home-made resin or beeswax candles, or even, in poorer homes in the very south, resin-wood twigs stuck to a piece of slate.


The use of an open fire as the sole place for cooking does mean that the number of different processes and utensils is somewhat limited. In the old days the all-purpose saucepan was a kind of cauldron – l’oule – often with small feet. It could either be suspended over the fire by means of an adjustable hook called une crémaillère or it could stand on a trivet beside the fire or even sit in the ashes. (The charming French phrase for giving a house-warming party is pendre la crémaillère.) A neighbour of ours tells us that in his childhood the family oule could hold as much as 50 litres and so contain a good supply of constant hot water or a week’s supply of stock. Obviously it was difficult to manage many pots at once so there gradually evolved a repertoire of composite stews and braised dishes, or even a succession of dishes all of which could be cooked simultaneously in the same utensil. La garbure or la poule au pot are recipes where the cooking liquid is first eaten as a soup and the meat and vegetables cooked in it are then the subsequent main course. In this way the solids flavour and enrich the bouillon, thereby providing two courses from the one set of basic ingredients.


The other principal cooking vessel was roughly the equivalent of our frying pan – la poéle. It usually had an extra-long handle – an asset if frying meant the cook had to be close to the hot fire. Or it could be fixed by its handle to a hook in the chimney.


It is not surprising that within this setting meals acquired something of a ritual significance, at once shaping and underlining social attitudes within the household. Until quite recently, for example, it was quite common for only the men to sit at the dining table, the women taking their food as they could, standing in another part of the room or house. When we have been invited into a home for an aperitif or glass of wine, the women rarely take anything, and often stand somewhat in the background while we sit at the table with our host. The men, working extremely hard all day, needed and expected sustenance, so took their meals and mealtimes seriously.


For the women life was equally hard, perhaps harder. Cooking for a large household was the responsibility of the wife, but she was also expected to work outside – in the fields, in the kitchen garden, and to feed the poultry – and raise the children. So it is easy to see how a composite style of cooking was not only the result of the primitive facilities but of the demands put on the cook. This is demonstrated by the variety and importance of soups in the repertoire and so the most appropriate starting point for our culinary journey. Allez-y et bon appétit!
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LA SOUPE


THE FIRST SOUP we ever tasted in South-West France was a chicken bouillon with vermicelli. This is one of the few soups you see on restaurant menus and we call it ‘Maz soup’ because it was made so well by our local aubergiste, Louis Mazières. He managed to produce such a densely flavoured stock – not like the usual watery stuff of which this sort of soup is made elsewhere.


An old farmer just across the valley from us, who sent his grandchildren over to our field to graze his few cows, explained that real soup had been the staple diet of all peasant families for hundreds of years. Taken at breakfast time, at midday and again in the evening, it not only served as standard fare but as the starting point from which other more luxurious dishes were conceived. Peasants do not speak of lunchtime or suppertime but of l’heure de la soupe. One does not talk of cooking: vous faîtes la soupe. When it is time to go home to eat, vous allez à la soupe. La soupe is a meal in itself.


Le potage, on the other hand, is something quite different: a first course intended to line the stomach so that the diner can better appreciate what is to follow. There are borderline cases, of course, but generally la soupe is trempée – that is to say, pieces of stale bread (nothing ever being wasted) are put in the bottom of the bowl or the tureen and the hot soup poured over them. The ‘soaked’ bread gives a serious and solid character. The bread makes the soup. According to an old timer in our district:




It was market day so my father would go and tend the animals, and while he changed his farm trousers and put on some clean ones for the market, my mother would prepare this meal which never changed: a torril and fried egg. Torril is a quickly made soup: you fry small slices of onion and cover them with water. You boil them for a little while and then pour the whole lot over the slices of bread. Oh, and the egg too, a fried egg, which you turned over and seasoned with vinegar.


Les Mangeurs de Rouergue, A. Merlin & A.Y. Beaujour (Duculot, 1978, p 84)





This is nearly the same soup as le tourin, torril being the equivalent in patois.


In its fuller and more elaborate forms, la soupe is both food and drink, hardly surprising since it can combine just about every available ingredient. From the basic formula many regional varieties have emerged, making use of the different farm products available in each district; la garbure from Les Landes incorporates preserved goose or duck, la potée from the Auvergne is pork-based, le mourtairol from the Rouergue is founded on chicken or veal stock, le sobronade from the Perigord substitutes haricot beans for bread, and so on. What remains constant is the fundamental principle: pork or poultry cooked with vegetables in water or stock, the solids then either wholly or partially removed and eaten as a second instalment or main dish.


We were initially puzzled as to why there were so many postcards illustrating peasants in berets drinking their soup from the bowl without a spoon. A gourmet dentist whom we met in Perigueux explained why. The last few mouthfuls of hot broth are diluted with a little wine, the warmth developing the alcohol into what was believed to be a fortifying tonic. The custom is called faire le chabrol, and is also said to aid the digestion.




Après Ie potage un coup de vin vole un ecu au médecin.


(After the soup, a glass of wine robs the doctor of a fee.)





is an old saw from the Ariège. To some palates the chabrol is a custom which can safely be left to other people: it certainly cools down the bouillon although it must be emphasized that the French do not take their soup as hot as we do. Our French friends insist that too much heat detracts from the flavour and takes away the appetite.


The country people have a much fattier diet than we do. The rules of bourgeois cuisine require that as much fat as possible is removed from any stock or soup but this would be unthinkable in, for instance, the Cantal or the Rouergue. Chicken bouillon in particular is often served with quite a lot of the fat left in it and the bread, or sometimes nowadays the pasta, seems to absorb the surplus well enough. The older generation will nevertheless complain that soup is no longer what it was and that the young don’t like fat in it. And according to one of our friendliest neighbours, now in his seventies: ‘Avant la guerre on mangeait davantage de graisse que maintenant; les gens n’etaient jamais malades.’ (Before the war we ate more fat than nowadays; then, people were never ill.) He also recounted to us with relish how, as a special treat, he was sometimes given a lump of pork fat to eat with his bread at breakfast. Although this might seem highly unhealthy to the diet-conscious, it has to be related to an everyday diet which did not provide butter on the bread, nor any manufactured fat-containing foods like cakes or biscuits, so what fat was eaten was that surrounding the small quantities of meat when these appeared at table, or that used in cooking.






LA GARBURE



Rich soup with vegetables and preserved meats


This is a typical meal-on-its-own from Southern Gascony, where in the pine forests of Les Landes – François Mauriac country – and the foothills of the Pyrenees, a hearty soup is needed to fight the winter fogs and rains. The vegetables will vary from season to season and in the old days the meat would have depended on what was to hand, even if it was only a small piece of salt belly of pork. The Sunday-best version is made with lou trebuc, pieces of confit of goose or duck – those luscious joints of poultry conserved in their own fat which. The soup must be thick which means you must use either potatoes or white haricot beans. When the pot is put on the table, the ladle should stand up in it on its own! The pieces of meat are taken out and kept warm, to be served afterwards, with either gherkins or salad.


It is important that the vegetables are as fresh as possible. In England we tend to think that soup can be made with even the stalest materials but the French rightly insist that they must be absolutely fresh, even if not the finest specimens. In many cases they will have come straight from the kitchen garden to the soup pot.


Here is perhaps the most traditional version of la garbure with all the trimmings; adapt it to your own requirements as you wish. This is the first of many recipes which use salt belly of pork. You can either prepare this yourself or buy it ready salted at a charcuterie. The jambon de campagne fully and can also be readily bought.


Serves 6


2 small leeks


250 g (½ lb) potatoes


125 g (4 oz) celery


125 g (4 oz) white turnips


1 large onion


4 cloves garlic, peeled


250 g (½ lb) white haricot beans (previously soaked if dried)


175 g (6 oz) jambon de campagne


250 g (½ lb) salt belly of pork


1.75 litres (3 pt) water


bouquet garni


salt, pepper


1 Savoy cabbage


6 small pieces confit d’oie or confit de canard


12 small slices stale country bread (to line soup bowls)


You are supposed to use an earthenware pot but an enamelled marmite – one of those tall, bright red or orange ones which all French ironmongers seem to sell – will do just as well.


Chop fairly roughly all the vegetables except the cabbage, and dice the ham and salt pork. Cover these with water, bring the pot to the boil, skim, and add the bouquet and seasoning. The amount of salt will depend on what meats you are using. Simmer over a low heat, or better still, over a wood fire, for two hours at least. At the end of this time, either coarsely shred the cabbage, or if it is small divide it into segments, and add it to the pot, together with the pieces of confit, and continue the cooking for another half an hour. Your confit will come with some fat attached, whether you get it out of your preserving jar, or out of a tin or if it has come from the charcutier. Do not be too fussy about removing every scrap of fat; a little left on the joints of meat will help the soup no end and the potatoes and beans will absorb it.


Just before serving, line the soup bowls with the slices of bread, take the meats out of the pot if you are going to serve them as a separate course, and serve the rest of the soup.
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An extra, authentic touch can be added with the help of a fireside utensil called a capucin or in patois flambadou. This is a conical piece of iron shaped like a Franciscan friar’s hood, pierced at the point and fitted to the end of a long handle. It is mainly used for basting a joint which is being roasted in front of the fire. The cone is placed in the embers of the fire until it becomes red hot. Then a piece of solid fat – back pork fat – is put into the cone, catches fire and drips flaming fat on to the joint through the small hole at the point. You can improve your garbure in almost the same way by trickling a thin coating of melted goose or duck fat on top of the soup, and leaving it to cook for a final ten minutes.


Dishes of the same character as la garbure are to be found all over the South-West. In Béarn they add red peppers. If meats are not to hand, there may well be a ham bone available, and if it is a little rancid, it is said to add a richness to the soup. If a little salt belly of pork is the only meat to be included, it is chopped up to make a hachis. This too gives added richness and body. Towards the end of winter, when so many vegetables run to seed, their shoots are not spurned, particularly those of cabbages and turnips. Cut into 15 cm (6 in) lengths, they are incorporated into the soup and are then eaten either with the broth or separately with a vinaigrette. In winter chestnuts often replace the white haricots or potatoes.


Closely related to garbures are the potées of the South-West. The beautiful pink city of Albi has a particularly successful version called la potée albigeoise. This uses shin of beef instead of pork, adding some saucisse sèche (thin dried country sausage) and carrots instead of turnips and potatoes. Otherwise the cooking method is similar.


The cabbage is ubiquitous, but it grows particularly well in the Auvergne. Here is a basic recipe for their cabbage soup, to be found no doubt in as many different versions as there are farmers’ wives.





LA SOUPE AUX CHOUX AUVERGNATE



Cabbage soup from the Auvergne


Serves 6


500 g (1 lb) salt belly of pork, soaked overnight


1 ham bone or salt pork knuckle, soaked overnight


bouquet garni


250 g (½ lb) saucisse sèche


250 g (½ lb) carrots


500 g (1 lb) potatoes


1 large onion, sliced


3 leeks, cut into 2.5 cm (1 in) lengths


2 small green Savoy cabbages


slices of rye or wholemeal bread


Put the pork and bones in a large marmite or soup pan with the bouquet garni, cover with plenty of cold water and bring slowly to the boil; skim thoroughly and leave to simmer very gently for at least an hour before adding the sausage and carrots, followed shortly by the potatoes, onion, leeks and the quartered cabbages. Simmer for a further hour. Check the seasoning.


Serve the bouillon over the slices of bread, followed by the meat and sausage and then the vegetables. The meat can be accompanied by gherkins.
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The fondness of the Auvergnats for stuffed cabbage, a dish which seems somehow more east European in style than French, is well known. See le chou farci for the full version of recipe. Cabbage leaves are also used as the wrapping for le farci, the embellishment for many soups of the region. Sometimes each diner has his own little stuffed chou which is baked in a little pork fat for an hour before being transferred to the soup tureen.


Here from further south is a delightful variation on the same idea where the stuffed cabbage is optimistically referred to as a ‘green chicken’.






LA POTÉE LANDAISE ‘POULE VERTE’


A soup of cabbage dressed as chicken


Serves 6


For the potée:


750 g (1½ lb) salt belly of pork, soaked overnight


1 green cabbage


4 or 5 carrots


3 leeks


1 onion stuck with a clove


a few peppercorns


for the poule verte:


several large cabbage leaves


1 slice jambon de campagne


250 g (½ lb) fresh belly of pork


1 onion


3 or 4 cloves garlic, peeled


1 egg


Put the pork into a soup pan, cover it with plenty of cold water and bring slowly to the boil. Skim, then add the vegetables, cover and simmer gently for 2 hours.


Meanwhile prepare the poule verte. Briefly blanch and then refresh the cabbage leaves. Drain them and spread out flat on a board. Chop up the ham and belly of pork together with the onion and garlic. Bind these with the beaten egg. If the mixture is too wet, you can if you like add some breadcrumbs. Wrap the stuffing in the cabbage leaves in the shape of a chicken and tie up securely with string. Put into the soup pot to cook gently for an hour.


Serve the bouillon first on slices of bread. Lift the meat, stuffed cabbage and the other vegetables out of the remaining stock, drain them and arrange on a heated platter. Gherkins or mustard are traditional accompaniments.
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The peasants often thicken their soup particularly in the Périgord and the Quercy with a mixture known as la fricassée, especially if the meat or vegetables are to be removed and served afterwards on their own. If in winter the soup has to be made with dried pulses, then a simpler method called le hachis is used.






LA FRICASSÉE



To give body to a soup


2–3 tablespoons sliced vegetables


1 tablespoon goose or duck fat


2 tablespoons flour


stock from the soup


A fricassée is often made with the same vegetables as are being used in the soup; you can either extract some from the soup half way through the cooking or start with raw ones. Do not include potato or dried pulses, or tender vegetables like peas or beans, but keep to onions, carrots, turnips, leeks or tomatoes which all colour well.


Chop the onion and slice the other vegetables thinly and fry them in the fat until they are golden. Stir in the flour and colour it lightly then gradually add several spoonfuls of bouillon from the soup until you have the consistency of a thinnish sauce. Simmer this for a few minutes before tipping it back into the soup.






LE HIACHIS



To give body, where there are no vegetables


60 g (2 oz) salt belly of pork


2 cloves garlic, peeled


2 tablespoons chopped parsley or chopped onion


1 tablespoon goose or duck fat


stock from the soup


Le hiachis is also added to the soup half-way through the cooking. Chop the pork finely. If you use a crescent shaped chopper – un hachoir – heat it first over a flame as this makes it easier to chop finely.


Melt the fat in a heavy frying pan and fry the pork for 10 minutes or so quite gently to extract the fat. Then add the chopped garlic and parsley or onion, raise the heat a little and cook for long enough to colour the contents before mixing in enough of the stock to make a thinnish sauce. Stir back into the soup.
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An hachis is also used in winter to give taste and aroma to ragoûts of dried pulses like lentils or haricot beans. An old cook from the Périgord once said that without a fricassée ‘the ragoût would only be pap and the soup like washing up water’.


Another way in which extra weight is given to a soup is by adding le farci. This ball of savoury stuffing is either cooked inside a chicken in the pot or is wrapped up in cabbage leaves before being popped into the soup. This ‘treat’, as it often was, was really a way of stretching a small quantity of meat. The amount would vary according to availability, though on poorer farms the stuffing would contain none at all.


It used to be the custom that the master of the house carved the farci into slices and distributed them to the rest of the family. As with our own tradition of father carving the joints this was symbolic of his authority. Not long ago we were invited to an evening meal and the father of the household was unexpectedly held up on his way home. The chicken came to table and the mother was just about to send one of the children with it out in the pouring rain and pitch dark to ask a neighbour to carve it. She would not carve herself, and felt it was wrong to ask us to do so.






LE FARCI PÉRIGOURDIN OU LE FARCI DE GASCOGNE



Savoury stuffing


125 g (4 oz) fresh breadcrumbs


125-150 g (4-5 oz) chopped pork or jambon de campagne


2 tablespoons chopped parsley


1 clove garlic, peeled and chopped


1 shallot, chopped


2 egg yolks


salt, pepper


2 or 3 large cabbage leaves


Soak the breadcrumbs in stock or milk for a short while, then drain off any excess moisture. Add all the other ingredients and bind together with the beaten egg yolks.


Blanch the cabbage leaves in boiling water for a few minutes to make them supple. Drain them and wrap them round the ball of stuffing, then tie it round with string to keep the leaves in position.


Have the vegetable soup or meat broth at simmering point, and gently lower the ball into it. Bring back to simmering point and cook gently for half an hour. At the end of the cooking, remove the farci, cut off the string and sort out who shall cut it into slices. Put these into the soup plates and ladle soup over.
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In poorer areas, a good filling soup can still be made if the farmer’s wife has some chicken stock, plenty of bread and a little saffron. This spice was brought to South-West France during the Moorish invasions in the eighth century and for a time it was cultivated widely in the region. This soup, still to be found in Quercy, the Rouergue and the Auvergne, is one of the few surviving recipes which uses it. Then it disappeared but attempts have recently begun in the Quercy to restart its cultivation. Without the saffron, this soup is sometimes called soupe rouergate.


We first tasted it at a restaurant near us in a village which boasts the title, capitale mondiale du motocross. We arrived the evening before an important scrambling event; a team of Yugoslav competitors had put up at the local hotel and this was their first taste of French food. It is hard to say whether they or we were the more amazed at this simple filling soup – nor do we know whether it enabled them to win their event the following day! Since then we have often met this soup on the midday menu of local restaurants mainly frequented by farmworkers, lorry drivers and other ouvriers. It makes a soothing but solid start to a meal.


The word mourtairol is a dialect name for bread with bouillon, thought to be connected with the French word mortier, connoting perhaps the idea of pounded bread.






LE MOURTAIROL



Bread melted in chicken bouillon


Serves 4


175 g (6 oz) country bread, cut in thin slices


1 litre (1¾ pt) well flavoured chicken stock


1 pinch saffron


salt, pepper


Put the slices of bread in a casserole in layers and press them down with the hand. Pour over the very hot chicken stock in which you have dissolved the saffron. The bread should absorb all the liquid so that there is none swimming above it.


Put the casserole into a preheated oven at 150°C, 300°F, Gas Mark 2, covered, and leave to cook for half an hour. From time to time check in case the soup is becoming too dried up. If so, put in a very little more stock or hot water but do not overdo it as the finished soup should be of a thick, creamy texture with practically no superfluous liquid.
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For special occasions there is le mourtairol des fêtes which is a rather grand sort of pot-au-feu to which is added a small ham and a boiling fowl as well as the usual beef and vegetables. The meat and vegetables are served as the main course while the broth is strained and thickened with a bread panade to which saffron has been added. This dish is not seen much nowadays but had quite a vogue among better-off farmers early last century and was apparently a favourite of the monks of Conques.


Bread can also be combined with other flavourings. The Périgord has a soupe des vendangeurs which includes layers of cheese between the bread, while further south in the département of the Tarn, an even more deluxe version is named after the town of Cordes.


Cordes is a beautiful 13th century hilltop town which has survived religious wars and revolutions with little sign of damage. The grand buildings in the square at the top of the town – once the homes of the local ruler’s falconer and his master of hounds – still have their beautiful Gothic windows. The town’s ramparts and fortified gateways also still stand. In later centuries Cordes has enjoyed several periods of prosperity; manufacturing linen, then turning to leather tanning, followed by some of the earliest machine embroidery. Nowadays it is having a fourth renaissance with many of its houses carefully restored and converted into studios for artists and craftsmen. Cordes sits on its pinnacle overlooking the valley of the Cérou, encircled by hills. Truffles once grew on the limestone plateaux above the valley, so the cordais added these to their bread and cheese soup, making it a very sumptuous one.






LA POTÉE GRATINÉE CORDAISE



Chicken bouillon enriched with cheese and truffles


Serves 4


1 tablespoon goose or duck fat


slices of bread


300 ml (½ pt) milk


150-175 g (5-6 oz) grated Gruyère cheese


1 truffle, preferably fresh (optional)


1 litre (1¾ pt) strong chicken stock, well-seasoned


1 tablespoon eau-de-vie de prunes


The exact amount of bread is difficult to specify – it will depend on the size of the loaf and the thickness of the crust. Use crusty white bread or pain de campagne.


Grease a tall, round marmite or ovenproof casserole. Soak the bread in the milk and then arrange a layer of bread in the pot. Sprinkle some grated cheese on top and several thin slices of truffle. Cover this with a second layer of soaked bread and on top of that more cheese and slices of truffle. Continue forming the layers until the required height in the pot is reached, then pour the stock over gently. Sprinkle a final covering of cheese and the eau-de-vie on top.


Cook gently, uncovered, in a warm oven (150°C, 300°F, Gas Mark 2) for 3 hours, and until the top is nicely browned. Serve hot.
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We shall see in a later chapter that when the specially fattened geese and ducks are killed to make foie gras and confit, no part of the bird is wasted. The skeletons of these birds, which have been fed gargantuan meals for several weeks before their apotheosis, make the basis of a wonderful soup, especially if bits and pieces of the flesh are left clinging to them. When this soup is ready to serve it gives off an aroma quite unlike any other. The flavour is slightly gamey and smoky, more so if you cook it over an open fire; it is a sad truth that you won’t be able to achieve the same result with the carcass of an unfattened bird.


Now that birds are fattened at most times of the year, except in high summer, it is often possible to buy a carcass for a euro or two at market – in the country or in the street markets of large towns like Toulouse and Brive.






LA SOUPE Á LA CARCASSE DE CANARD OU D’OIE GRAS



Soup from the carcass of a fattened duck or goose


Serves 6


For the soup:


1 carcass of a fattened duck or goose


2 large onions


350 g (12 oz) carrots


3 leeks


1 small cabbage heart


250 g (8 oz) potatoes


2 sticks celery with their leaves


1 bouquet garni


8 peppercorns


salt


slices of country bread


for the fricassée:


2 tablespoons goose or duck fat


1 ladleful of root vegetables from the soup


3 cloves garlic, finely chopped


3 tablespoons chopped parsley


2 tablespoons flour


First wash the carcass. Then put it into a large soup pot, broken up if need be, and cover with water. Bring slowly to the boil, skim and allow to simmer for 1 hour. Meanwhile chop all the peeled or washed vegetables and add to the soup with the bouquet and seasonings. Simmer all together for another hour and a half. At the end of this time discard the carcass, taking care to add back to the pot any pieces of meat still clinging to it. Also remove the bouquet garni.


In a small saucepan prepare the fricassée. Gradually add stock from the soup and when the mixture is thin enough, return it to the stock pot. Mix well together and simmer for a further 20 minutes.


Tremper the soup in bowls by pouring it over coarsely cut pieces of country bread.
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This soup, also called La Soupe des Pauvres (“the poor never throw anything away”), gets its Occitan name from the deep copper container in which it is cooked, l’oule. This version was given to me by Jacques Carles whose duck farm is just down the hill from our farmhouse. For the last 30 years he has been rearing and fattening ducks and now has a very successful business, not only making tins of duck pâtés, duck foie gras, duck rillettes but also offering visitors a tour of the farm, including the gavage and his laboratoire where the products are prepared and canned. Jacky boasts that after the caves at Roquefort, his farm is the second most visited gastronomic attraction in his département.


Jacky also has La Table Paysanne where visitors stay on for a copious lunch based on all things duck, starting with this soup.






L’OULADO



A thick duck and vegetable soup


Serves 6


1 onion, sliced or chopped


1 tablespoon duck fat


6 medium-sized potatoes, diced


1 large leek, sliced


2 carrots, sliced


1 small stick of celery, sliced *


1 small turnip, diced


A good handful of fresh or dried haricot beans (soaked overnight)


1 slice of pumpkin, roughly chopped


1 duck carcass (chicken would do)


a talon (heel-bone) of ham with meat attached


Soften the onion in the duck fat, then add the other vegetables and allow them to sweat in the pan. Cover generously with water, bring to the boil and continue boiling long enough for some of the water to evaporate, leaving a good bouillon. Add the carcass and ham bone and simmer all together gently for 2 hours or more. Remove the bones, having detached the pieces of meat still left on them and added them back to the pot.


Serve in shallow bowls so that the diners can, if they wish, faire chabrol. Modest folk fill their spoon with wine as it lies in the bowl, the more thirsty turn the spoon upside down and pour in the wine until the spoon is covered with liquid.


* Local tradition has it that you should always have celery at the bottom of the garden ‘for the old husband’, and ‘if the womenfolk knew the properties of celery, they would plant it all the way from Paris to London!’
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After two substantial winter soups, here are two simpler ones. Firstly le tourin – or torril, tourri or ouliat, as it is variously called in patois. This is a soup which every region in the South-West claims to have invented, and is found all over the area in various forms. If you need something to offer to guests who won’t go, or who arrive unexpectedly, it is easy and fairly quick to make.


The most important point to note is that the onions and garlic must not be allowed to take on colour – they must retain their sweetness and on no account become bitter.






LE TOURIN



A thin onion soup


Serves 4


2 large sweet Spanish onions, about 350 g (12 oz) each


2 tablespoons goose or duck fat


2 tablespoons flour


1.5 litres (2½ pt) water


salt, pepper


3 eggs


4 slices bread


Slice the onions very thinly but do not chop them into a purée – the pieces can be quite large as long as they are very thin. Melt the fat in a large, heavy sauté pan or casserole, put in the onion, cover and allow it to sweat as gently as possible for up to half an hour. When the onion is well softened, stir in the flour and allow to cook for a few moments, raising the heat if necessary. Add a little of the water and amalgamate well, then add the remainder little by little until the soup is smooth. Season with salt and plenty of pepper, cover the pan and simmer gently for 45 minutes.


While it is cooking, separate the egg yolks from the whites. Put the whites into a greased bowl and put the bowl into a saucepan containing an inch or so of water which should be brought gradually to the boil but should never be allowed to bubble fiercely. As the whites solidify, stir them so that the transparent uncooked parts get their turn to cook. When they are done, remove them from the bowl, chop them up and add the pieces to the soup.


When the soup is ready, lightly beat the yolks of eggs, then add three tablespoonfuls of water to them. Remove the soup from the heat and when it is well off the boil, add the egg mixture and stir it in. Put slices of bread into the soup bowls and spoon the soup over.
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There is a curious custom in the region which is often told to incredulous tourists. After a country wedding, the young couple disappear half way through the wedding party to hide in a friend’s house, where they spend their wedding night. The party continues without them but, when everyone has had enough to eat and drink, they all set off to chercher les mariés, taking with them a large bowl, or even a chamber pot, filled with le tourin. This, however, is no ordinary tourin because it is so excessively seasoned with pepper as to be virtually undrinkable. The bride, blushing at having been surprised in flagrante delicto, gets some of it down somehow, her throat on fire, coughing and sneezing. Meanwhile the bridegroom consumes it as nonchalantly as possible as if to demonstrate that for a man of his strength the bouillon is as gentle as milk.


We once lent our house to some eccentric English friends who received a late night call from merrymakers looking for a missing newly-wed couple. The visitors refused to believe our friends’ innocence and were dispersed only by firing off a round of shot from some antiquated firearm. The moral is that if you are ever invited to join such a search party, make sure you choose the right house.


You can give more body to le tourin by using the water in which dried pulses have been cooked or by cooking some vermicelli in it. The onions can be replaced partly or wholly by leeks. You can add some Gruyère cheese or even a poached egg in order to make a more substantial dish. A tourin can also be enriched by adding a piece of confit and this would make it a tourin bourru.


The following more sophisticated version containing tomatoes and an egg-liaison makes a beautifully light and creamy soup. The few aniseed grains add a delicious subtlety to the flavour, but do not overdo them.






LE TOURIN À LA TOMATE TOULOUSAIN



Onion soup with tomato and aniseed


Serves 4


3-4 medium sized onions, sliced


2 tablespoons goose fat


1 or 2 cloves garlic


500 g (1 lb) tomatoes, peeled, or 1 small tin


salt, pepper, sugar


bouquet garni


½ teaspoon aniseed grains


2 eggs


4 slices country bread


Soften the onions in the fat. Add the chopped garlic and deseeded tomatoes and leave to cook for another few minutes, then add 1 litre (1¾ pints) of water and the seasonings including the aniseed grains. Bring to the boil, cover and allow to simmer for half an hour. Remove the pan from the heat and leave it to stand for five minutes. Beat up the eggs and then stir into them a ladleful of the soup. Tip this mixture back into the soup and stir it thoroughly. The soup must be cool enough not to allow the eggs to curdle.


Put the slices of bread into each soup bowl and ladle the soup over.
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Soup is a mainstay in the South-West all the year round; during the hot summer days, the fire is lit in the hearth only in the evening for just long enough to cook whatever has to be put in front of the family that evening. The problem of the midday soup is solved in some areas by warming up a tourin, often one enriched with some salted meat or bones from the saloir (the crock in which pieces of meat are preserved in dry salt or brine), in the ashes at breakfast time. The soup pot is then buried in the warm bedclothes of the farmer and his wife. This soupe à l’édredon is said to retain its warmth until midday when the family comes in from the fields; an old-fashioned custom still practised in some of the more remote areas of Quercy and Périgord, where it is also known as soupe mitonnée.


It is not surprising that in the mountains the peasants like a more solid soup than those living in the plains. Our neighbours find the traditional tourin a bit thin for their taste, and they have borrowed from the Auvergnats their famous hard-pressed cheeses and their fondness for cabbage in order to make a wonderful synthesis, the Aveyron’s soupe au fromage.






LA SOUPE AU FROMAGE



Vegetable soup with cheese


The bread should of course be country-style French bread and the cheese Cantal or Laguiole. Gruyère or Emmenthal will not do and Parmesan will be too strong. Cheese wrapped in plastic is often too soft to grate. Cheddar would be the nearest English equivalent.


This soup will be more attractive if served in deep, individual ovenproof soup bowls as the top layer rises slightly and browns rather like a soufflé.


Serves 6


1 small stale loaf, cut into slices 1 cm (½-inch) thick


1 green cabbage, the size of a Charentais melon


350 g (12 oz) grated Cantal cheese


1 medium-sized onion, thinly sliced


1 tablespoon goose fat


1.5 litres (2½ pt) well seasoned chicken stock


black pepper


Place a layer of bread in each bowl. Take the cabbage apart, leaf by leaf, discarding the outer ones according to taste, also the inner core. Blanch the chosen leaves in boiling salted water for 5 minutes and drain thoroughly. Cover the bread in each bowl with a layer of the cabbage and a sprinkling of the grated cheese. Continue with more bread, cabbage and finally cheese until your bowls are not quite full, reserving a little cheese.


Make a tourin by gently frying the onion in the fat without allowing it to brown. Add this mixture to the stock and divide it between the bowls until the liquid covers the solids. Season with a little freshly ground black pepper and add a final layer of cheese. Put the bowls on a tray or into a roasting tin (to catch any overflow) in your oven, pre-heated to 150°C, 300°F, Gas Mark 2, and allow to brown for about 40 minutes. At the end of the cooking time some of the liquid will have evaporated, so if there is not enough broth add further stock.


[image: Illustration]


The oule, the traditional earthenware cooking pot from the Languedoc, has given its name to a style of soup enjoyed all over that region. Once a staple diet in the Cévennes, it uses dried, white haricot beans. For preference try to buy the kind called Soissons, otherwise choose Lingots. Butter beans will not do because they disintegrate. The beans and the potatoes, all of them well cooked, blend with the goose fat to thicken the liquid and to give it an almost creamy consistency. This is a soup without meat for a change; made with good fresh vegetables, it tastes far better than the ingredients might suggest.






L’OULADE



White haricot bean soup


Serves 4


250 g (½ lb) dried white haricot beans, soaked overnight


salt, pepper


350 g(¾ lb) leeks


1 small heart of a cabbage


500 g (1 lb) potatoes


2 tablespoons goose fat


Put the beans into 1 litre (1¾ pt) of water and bring to a boil in your soup pot. Cook them over a medium heat for an hour, perhaps more if your beans are old, adding salt and pepper after the first half hour.


Clean and cut the leeks, cabbage and potatoes into small pieces and add them to the pot with the fat. Cook for another half hour and serve hot. If you tremper this in the traditional way you will not need much else for your meal.


[image: Illustration]


Another soup featuring white beans and co-starring garlic, comes from the Périgord. We stopped once for the night at the Hotel des Voyageurs at La Coquille between Limoges and Périgueux without knowing that Madame Saussot-Fontaneau was dedicated to her regional cooking. Here is one of her favourite soups. It illustrates the local penchant for adding extra oil at the end of the cooking, this time the lovely walnut oil of the region.






LA SOUPE À L’AIL



Garlic broth


Serves 4


350 g (12 oz) shelled or dried haricot beans (500 g (1 lb) in the pod)


1 large onion, chopped


1 tablespoon pork or goose fat


60 g (2 oz) garlic


1 litre (1¾ pt) beef or chicken stock


salt, pepper


4 slices of bread


2 tablespoons walnut oil


Soak the beans overnight if you have not bought them as demi-sec, still in the pod.


Soften the onion in the fat. Add the beans and turn them in the fat to coat them before adding the cloves of garlic, whole or, if they are large ones, cut in half. Pour in the stock, bring to the boil and leave to simmer gently until the beans are cooked – anything from half an hour to an hour according to their age. Add seasoning to taste.


Put the slices of bread in each soup bowl; just before serving the soup stir in the walnut oil.


[image: Illustration]


The midday break for lunch in France, however humble, is a feature of life in the countryside and in country towns. Everything shuts at midi (noon). Sirens blow, the towns empty and everyone goes home to lunch. There are certain seasons, however, when work has to go on regardless, and the break for nourishment takes place out in the fields. In the Auvergne omelettes are taken out to the haymakers. At the time of the vintage in the Gironde, it is a kind of pot-au-feu taken to the vineyards. Eaten among the vines after a morning’s satisfying work, this soup and the meat cooked in it (served afterwards with the vegetables, gherkins and mustard) is ‘better than all the menus to be found in the most fancy of restaurants’. The vigneron’s wife would have to be up quite early in the morning, however, to have it ready for midi. Even though mechanical grape pickers are being more and more used in the Bordeaux vineyards, many traditional winemakers insist on handpicking, and sometimes the same pickers come back to the same properties each year. Perhaps this recipe will survive despite the machines.





LA SOUPE DES VENDANGES



Winemaker’s soup


Serves 8


For the pot:


1½ kg (3 lb) boiling beef, eg shoulder


4 cloves garlic


500 g (1 lb) carrots


1 large onion


500 g (1 lb) turnips


heart of a small cabbage


salt, pepper, bouquet garni


for the fricassée:


1 leek


1 small turnip


I carrot


1 stick celery


2 tablespoons goose fat


2 tablespoons flour


500 g (1 lb) tomatoes


1 tablespoon oil


Spike the beef with the garlic cloves and put it in your marmite (soup pot) with enough water just to cover. Bring it very slowly to the boil, skimming off all the scum which rises to the top. Add the vegetables to the pot with the seasoning and herbs and cook very slowly for 2 hours at least. (If at the end of the cooking time there is too much fat on the top for your liking, scoop some of it off.)


Prepare a fricassée. Cook it for a few minutes and return all to the pot.


Peel and deseed the tomatoes, chop them and simmer in a saucepan with a little oil, stirring frequently. When they have cooked to a purée, add them to the soup and allow it to simmer for a further hour and a half, very gently. Remove the bouquet garni.


Tremper the slightly thickened bouillon in the usual way, and serve the meat and vegetables separately afterwards.


[image: Illustration]


The same method is employed when cooking chicken, as we shall see when we come to poule au pot and poule farcie. Sometimes, however, chicken bouillon is not prepared with bread as in the recipe for mourtairol, nor is it trempé over slices in the bowl. Instead thin vermicelli is cooked in it; the soup is then much lighter and makes a less filling first course. The bouillon, full of the flavour and goodness of a free-range chicken, is something now rarely found in Britain but is taken for granted in the simplest country home or restaurant in France. The stock is not skimmed of its fat: the country people expect their soup to contain a good deal of it. According to one old peasant woman:




Soup is no longer any good these days. My daughter-in-law doesn’t like fat, she doesn’t put the right things in her soup. When I cook, I do what a woman from Montpellier once told me: half butter, half oil and half lard and I feel very well on it.





The pasta seems to mop up the fat and the flavour is better and fuller if some of it is allowed to remain. The use of pasta, incidentally, in country cooking in the South-West is by no means modern, as we shall see when we come to some of the traditional everyday dishes. This is the soup described at the beginning of this chapter and which we always call ‘Maz soup’, though Louis Mazières does remove most of the fat before serving it, no doubt because that is what his customers expect.





LE BOUILLON GRAS AU VERMICELLE



Bouillon from a plump fowl, with vermicelli


Serves 4


1 litre (1¾ pt) strong chicken stock (see recipe for poule au pot)


100 g (3½ oz) very fine vermicelli


salt, pepper


See that the stock is as clear as possible and if necessary, reduce it until it has a concentrated flavour. Add salt and while it is on the boil, drop in the vermicelli. Allow to simmer gently for about 10 minutes until the pasta is cooked. Check the seasoning, adding a little freshly ground black pepper.


[image: Illustration]


Finally, one of the most unctuous soups of all, kept until last because it is the exception which proves the rule; it is a soupe though it is not trempée. Who can deny, however, the true rustic character of this perfect marriage of local ingredients? A word of warning first – only the ripest continental tomatoes will be suitable. They must be sweet but must be fleshy too, so use the local varieties like Marmande or St Pierre. Most of the English home-grown varieties where the emphasis is on juice rather than firm flesh will not do. It would be hard to imagine a more evocative souvenir of summer days in the Dordogne, from where this recipe comes.





LA SOUPE AUX TOMATES ET AUX HARICOTS



Tomato soup with green and white haricot beans


Serves 4


500 g (1 lb) ripe tomatoes


1 tablespoon goose or duck fat


1 medium sized onion, sliced


salt, pepper, sugar lump
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