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INTRODUCTION





I grew up in one of those small towns on the Canadian prairies where all the streets run in a straight line, either east–west or north–south. Everyone lived in a house with a driveway and garage and every house had a front yard and a backyard.


As almost all of these backyards had a vegetable garden, I took for granted ours, which my mother kept up immaculately. Some gardeners tend faithfully to their garden to connect with nature and bring Zen moments into their hectic lives. My feeling was that my mother’s garden existed for the purely pragmatic purpose of helping feed a family of four children as economically as possible. As it wasn’t uncommon to have snow in May and October, you can imagine the growing season wasn’t generous, but this type of prairie folk was used to coaxing out all the land had to offer.


Since most of my childhood was spent in organized school sports, unorganized neighborhood sports, and harmless mischief, I have only vague memories of what grew in that garden and ended up later on our dinner plates. There were definitely the two large rhubarb plants on one edge; I remember because we were warned never to eat the leaves at risk of poisoning ourselves to death. And near the other edge was the dill weed that I think I got in trouble for digging up in a rare weeding job I’d been entrusted with, as I hadn’t realized these plants were essential for our basement pantry’s stock of pickles. Why’d they call them dill “weed” if they weren’t in the same category as the dandelions I got five cents each to root out of our lawn?


Apparently we also had peas and beans, potatoes and tomatoes, and something orange—was it pumpkin? I don’t recall anything with squash ever landing on my dinner plate, but I do recall that pumpkin pie was my favorite pie, and I should hope my mother wasn’t using canned pumpkin pie mix. And there was an herb called summer savory. The particular flavor of this herb did manage to etch itself on my memory for life, though I can only remember one dish of my mother’s that used it. It was some kind of unpretentious and chunky soup with potatoes, green beans, and the local sausage. I loved this soup, but for some reason my mother would only cook it about once a year. It was very simple and rustic, but with an inviting mix of colors and textures. What really made it intriguing and memorable was the addition of the fresh summer savory.


My mother herself grew up on a Canadian prairie farm with a multitude of siblings of hardworking, no-nonsense German origins and traditional Christian values. One of the main goals at mealtime was to get everyone well fed, and that was my impression of the essence of our family’s meals, too: all business, without any attempts at gastronomy. Besides this one soup with summer savory, I don’t recall any herb or spice outside of finely ground black pepper present in any of our food. Not to say it wasn’t good, but it was simple. Functional.


In spite of the culinary uneventfulness my childhood, I did become passionate about food and cooking as a university student in the big city. It was like being given the keys to another dimension of human existence when I first discovered toasted cumin and coriander seeds; ginger, chiles, and fresh coriander; garlic, basil, and extra-virgin olive oil. Just like the ever-expanding universe, as soon as I’d think I had seen the frontier, there would be a new galaxy of flavors waiting to be discovered.


I’ve been a private chef in the urban sprawl of Paris since 2001 and still have only three balconies instead of a garden, yet I have easy access to almost all the flavors I could imagine, an infinite variety of the earth’s bounty in comparison with the family garden plot of my childhood. The greatest pleasure I get in cooking is in spontaneity and tapping into this bounty: heading out to the local food markets with nothing at all in mind for dinner, and loading up my shopping trolley with whatever looks the most ripe, curious, colorful, and tasty. Certain inspirations begin to take hold, but I resist imagining any completed dish until I return home and lay everything out on the counter and decide on the best natural affinities. That’s the way most of these dishes came together with Pauline, as I cooked and she shot the dishes for this book. Sometimes she wanted to know what was on the menu for the following day; other times she was happy to be surprised when the cooking began. Sometimes we ambled about the food markets together in search of the divine and other times she was off to a café on the other side of Paris, allowing me scrounge up whatever I could find to cook us for dinner.


Throughout the book, I drew on a few classic French recipes because I believe the best cooking has solid roots, and attempts to carry on worthwhile traditions. But we’ve added a few of our own efforts to the mix. My father and half of my family have celiac disease and have to avoid gluten. Pauline and I decided to make this cookbook a gluten-free one not because of any mistaken idea that going sans gluten is a good general health suggestion, but rather to accommodate all those family and friends we all have who really can’t eat it. The other aspect of the book we are proud of is that we’ve avoided the nasty refined sugars and flours that are at the core of many of Western society’s health problems.


Please follow these recipes and their procedures precisely as written only if you feel you must eat exactly what Pauline and I were eating as we worked on the book! Otherwise, please don’t skip any recipe that otherwise seems pleasing just because you don’t have an ingredient or two that we used. Most beans can be interchanged, as well as meats, poultry, and fresh herbs. If the only fresh herb you can get is parsley, use that rather than some dried and stale facsimile of any other herbs. The point is to get something fresh from the earth and toss it in your salad bowl or get it simmering on your stovetop.


From Manitoba Prairies to the Markets of Paris


Many children from isolated rural areas end up in the world’s major cities as adults, mostly to pursue work and education. Nevertheless, many people seem amused or astonished that I ended up as a chef in Paris after growing up in a little Canadian farming town. In my childhood we had the choice of only two basic grocery stores to do our food shopping, and now I’m in one of the most adored food market cities in the world. For those looking for a general lesson on how to start from nothing to become a Parisian chef, there are probably no rules to be gleaned from my story. But I will recount my story rather as the journey from starting to cook with only industrial supermarket food products to embracing fresh and seasonal market offerings.


When I moved to Winnipeg, the nearest big city to the little rural town of my youth, to start university in 1989, any savings I had from my summer job mowing lawns at Winkler Bible Institute quickly vanished the day I paid tuition and bought my textbooks. Every day I scoured The Winnipeg Free Press classified advertisements in search of a part-time job that wouldn’t interfere with university course scheduling. After a few days and weeks I saw an ad from Goodies Bake Shop, which was in need of a delivery driver on the daily early morning run around town. It was my first big-city job application, but I got hired immediately because the boss’s son, who was interviewing me, had once experienced that Mennonites were good, honest workers. I fluffed over the part about knowing how to drive a stick shift for the delivery van. It wasn’t an outright lie however. My big brother had lent me his old Volkswagen Karmann Ghia for the day of my high school graduation, so I had at least twelve hours of manual shifting under my belt. Never mind that I had stalled it after almost every stop sign in town.


After some initial embarrassing driving moments and then a few weeks of successfully doing the morning delivery run of muffins, cakes, and pastries, my Sicilian boss, Ignazio Scaletta, decided I should occasionally help out on the lunch rush in one of his eateries. The first tender moments of my culinary career were spent reheating soup in a microwave and making sandwiches while two girls made coffees, served the desserts, and enjoyed bossing me around.


At the time, my apartment roommates had some of the Moosewood cookbooks, the first of which is easily one of the best-selling plant-based cookbooks of all time. The recipes resonated with me because their pure simplicity combined with an exotic international range of flavors. I felt I was traveling to distant lands for a few dollars. I’m not sure when I found the time to cook at home between work and university, but I started to make a little hobby out of cooking the Moosewood recipes. The West African Peanut Soup became one of my favorites.


After more than three years of waking up at five in the morning and rushing around the streets and back alleys of Winnipeg, and then dozing off in my university courses in spite of my best efforts, I heard one day that Goodies’ most upscale location (of three) was looking for a full-time cook for the evening shift. On the menu were soups and salads, sandwiches, burgers, and pastas. Even with my previous sandwich-making and microwave experience and my confirmed reputation as trusty Mennonite worker, I was still aware that I could easily be outfought for the job by any professional cook with more than a few weeks’ experience. So, I proposed to Ignazio and my future colleagues to taste my West African Peanut Soup, which was really just the Moosewood’s followed to the letter, and I got the promotion from delivery driver to short-order cook that would change the course of my life. I suddenly went from being nothing but a soup-microwaver to being responsible for nearly every soup of the day for the next year.


Probably every chef remembers the particular emotion of that first dish ever sent out from his or her hands to the paying public. It’s the same pride and sense of honor of those first childhood lemonade sales, to realize that people are actually giving you their hard-earned cash in exchange for nourishment your hands have made and which they will ingest into the depths of their body. It’s difficult to escape the notion of the sacred trust as well, between cook and client. Other human beings who are complete strangers to you entrust you with the task of nourishing them and giving them that which is the basis of their continued life and existence.
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Culinary School in Chicago



The path I had actually been following until becoming the soup-of-the-day man at Goodies was through conflict resolution studies at the University of Winnipeg. This had been a logical progression for me because of the peace-making values instilled in me through my Mennonite upbringing. I did feel like a natural in my inner-city volunteer mediation sessions and was starting to idealize a career as a famous international mediator helping to resolve most if not all of the world’s political problems. But by the time I had graduated from university, I had already worked my way through five restaurant kitchens, and I was fully afflicted with the compulsion to follow the culinary life, and my crazy kitchen colleagues, to see where we would all end up.


Since I knew Chicago fairly well and was drawn to its multicultural diversity and competitive food scene, I looked into chef’s schools there and was unable to resist when the Cooking and Hospitality Institute of Chicago accepted my application.


This was 1996, back in the day when people still used libraries for a lot of their reading. I got my card at the downtown Chicago library and headed straight to the section on food and cooking. By chance I came upon The Whole Food Bible and some other books on macrobiotic cooking that caught my eye. I brought them home and devoured them. I was quickly caught up in the idea of healthy cooking being essential for human happiness. It seemed so obvious, but why hadn’t I realized this already, after all those student meals of pork and beans eaten directly out of the can that left me so uninspired and listless? Even the prized dessert of peanut butter and jam on toast wasn’t able to lift my spirits after those kinds of dinners!


I discovered a massive Whole Foods Market only a twenty-minute bike ride from my gang-ridden neighborhood, and I was in a bit of euphoria to walk in there for the first time. But how was I to afford this “luxury food” on my tight student budget? I couldn’t manage it, and was forced to use Whole Foods for the occasional staple, such as the brown rice syrup that I used replace white sugar. In The Whole Food Bible, I learned all the grim details about Western industrialized food production for the masses, at the expense of the planet and its inhabitants. While the initial motivation may have been saintly after World War II to provide for the needy and starving as quickly and as cheaply as possible, it went all wrong after it became big business and we started buying brands on cans and boxes rather than fruit and vegetables, meat and fish.


Macrobiotic cooking espouses the ideals of the whole foods movement, but might not connect with the average Westerner because of initially being pinned to Japanese cooking and ingredients with a Buddhist philosophical foundation. But I mention it because its central tenets have formed the core of my approach to food and cooking, and because I think it’s universal enough to connect fully with French seasonal market cooking: (1) following the local food availability of the seasons to deepen relationships with the nearby ecosystems and with the humans in the chain of local food production; (2) eating whole foods whenever possible for the fullest nutritional benefit, and avoiding processed and refined food products as much as possible; and (3) cooking with attentiveness and consciousness of the goal of providing yourself and others pleasure and sustenance.



Montreal and a First Taste of Market Product



After graduating from chef’s school, I attempted to stay on in Chicago to work in the Whole Foods Market Café, but working visa regulations were blocking me. But after another year back in Winnipeg, working for French restaurants where most of the produce was shipped in from California and Mexico, I felt I was missing my calling. I polled my friends over which Canadian city they imagined me to be happy cooking in, and they voted for Montreal. I’d never even visited, but I gave my notice at Le Beaujolais and I was soon off on the two-day bus ride with most of my belongings to see whether Montreal really would be my cooking paradise.


I found work downtown and on the popular restaurant strip of St-Laurence Boulevard. These restaurants tended to attract cooks who were more interested in the local party scene than whether they were cooking with produce from Mexico or local farmers. My tender ideals of nourishing fellow humans in enriching environments were putting me at odds with my head chefs.


That’s when Chef David McMillan came to my rescue from right across the street from where I’d been working. It was 1999 and he was already a well-respected chef in Montreal. He proposed that I come over to the other side of St-Laurence Boulevard and work at his restaurant, Globe. I started to see what it looks like when a restaurant works with local producers and interesting seasonal products. One farmer brought in those heirloom beets with the funky colors; another guy brought in crates of golden chanterelle mushrooms; another day saw a case of fiddleheads appear at the delivery door—all products I’d never gotten to work with before. Fred Morin was the genius sous-chef who had carte blanche to do whatever inspired him, so he would be off in one corner fixing up some special like stuffed pig’s trotters. One day I would be blanching thymus gland “sweetbreads” and the next day I would be cleavering live blue crabs for crab soup. This was finally some gutsy and authentic French cooking, and it made every restaurant I’d cooked in before then seem like a veneer for the real thing.


Packing for Paris and Its Markets


I had only just learned a fragment of what I could have learned from Dave and Fred, but through my closest Montreal restaurant buddy and his extended family in Paris suddenly came the offer to be a full-time private chef in the land of snails and frog’s legs. A former Canadian lawyer and government minister was then the secretary-general for the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), in one of the poshest neighborhoods of Paris. He had the kind of position where one of the perks was having his own full-time live-in chef. People told me, “You’ll just love shopping the food markets in Paris!” How could I refuse myself the pleasure?
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In the winter of 2001 I found myself, my knives, and my road bike arriving in Paris with Donald and Heather Johnston’s chauffeur.


Donald Johnston had decided to try to sway the two-thousand-employee-strong OECD into vegetarianism. The OECD is an organization that furnishes its many member countries—and anyone else who wants to listen—with all sorts of internationally regarded policy recommendations for sustainable growth and good governance. So, hypothetically we could have been the cornerstone for a whole international dietary trend to provide more of a starring role for vegetables! The motivation was not so much to do with possible alleviation of animal suffering as it was to make a gesture in resolving the planet’s issues of pollution and unsustainability of meat reliance in the diets of such a bourgeoning human population. At the same time, the famous Parisian three-star chef Alain Passard had just pulled red meat from his restaurant, Arpège, and placed vegetables in the leading role in many of his dishes. A movement was perhaps budding in one of the world’s gastronomic capitals, albeit one of the most sluggish ones to make changes.


The Johnstons and I soon realized the caliber of VIP guests at these dinner parties did not allow us the liberty to be experimenting with vegetarian fine dining, and I began cooking with poultry or fish for the next five years of dinner parties. With the nearest farmers’ market being only twice a week and out of walking distance, I began to do most of my food shopping in the local street market area of rue de la Pompe and rue de la Tour. There are countless such neighborhood market streets in Paris. Around this one little intersection I had access to two bakeries, one cheese shop, two fruit and vegetable shops, two butchers, and two supermarkets. I had arrived in February, and looked first to those local fruit and vegetable shops for inspiration. But even with the mild winter we were having, you can imagine there was little local produce to be found besides onions, potatoes, and a few root vegetables. I have to admit that I was disappointed. Over half of what was on display seemed to come from Spain and Morocco. Where was the food market inspiration I had been promised?


What nobody had warned me was that the large majority of the offer in the markets, whether the farmers’ market, market streets, or the permanent covered markets, did not involve any direct sale from local farmers, but was just wholesale resellers who received fruit and vegetables from all around the world. You could get asparagus from Peru in autumn or winter and green beans from Kenya all year round. At some point after World War II and with the growth of supermarkets as in most Western countries, France dropped its standards of closely following the seasons and traditional food production and became enamored with the biggest possible variety of global produce available at all times of the year.


It’s still the case today, although the trend is strongly back toward supporting locavore ideals. In many markets, you may only get the good fortune of having one farmer and his food represented. This is the guy to go to, to get inspiration for the core of your meal!


My first “wow” experience in the Parisian markets came on my first trip to the President Wilson market in the 16th arrondissement, my nearest farmers’ market at that time. I rode my bike for about six minutes to get to it. There were the traditional hawkers of North African and Chinese descent with similar varieties of fresh but largely uninspiring produce, the flower vendor, the hat vendor, a butcher, and the bedding guy. Then, three quarters of the way through, I reached the vegetable and herb stand of the Thiébaut family, which had occupied the same spot in the market for generations. Joël and his team of ruddy vendors looked just like any other set of French workers behind their table of produce. You wouldn’t have guessed by his appearance that already back in 2001 he was the supplier to many top Parisian chefs (which I was to learn only later). But all of his vegetables were such gems, and looked like they had just been dug out of the earth that morning before the market. There were so many eye-catching heirloom vegetables and fresh herbs that I didn’t know what not to buy. I overloaded my backpack and my spine and bike tires suffered as I rode back to avenue Henri Martin with my prize catch. With Joël Thiébaut I unwittingly began a new personal habit of buying the produce first and then figuring out the meal from there, with the meat, fish, or cheese playing the supporting role. Correspondingly I also started to buy whatever produce was appealing, without necessarily knowing what I would do with it. Those decisions could always wait until later in my kitchen, after the prep table had everything laid out for me to admire.


By 2005, Thiébaut, the humble produce farmer, was such a star that he even had his own big hardcover book on vegetables in all the major booksellers. How many market vendors can imagine that would ever happen to them in their lifetime of selling onions and potatoes? But it was further impetus for food producers from the wider Parisian region to develop interesting and high-quality food products, perhaps first for big-budget, high-end restaurants, but also for ordinary Parisians willing to pay extra for high-quality foods. Hugo Desnoyer is another example of this trend, but in the world of meat and poultry production. His butcher shop in a middle-class, unhip neighborhood in Paris helped bring him up to rock star status by an unwavering commitment to the highest quality. Now he has three books published, and successful restaurant/butcher shop concept, and he has just opened a new restaurant in Tokyo. The peak of local food fashion is to have boutiques both in Paris and Tokyo, as the Japanese are seen as having a similar admiration for the most prized and beautiful food products.


Donald Johnston was both my boss and my career planner. After I’d been working for him for only a few weeks, he started to repeatedly ask whether I was recording my kitchen creations and when I would be putting together a cookbook. Another favorite question of his was when I would finally open my own restaurant. It was in large part because of his support that I was able to finally have my own restaurant, the Café du Port, in Paraza in the south of France, in 2006. I later returned to Paris because my wife had stayed behind for her job, and it was Donald once again who had the vision for my next step, encouraging me to launch myself as a freelance chef. I will always be indebted to him and to Heather for all of their contributions to my success in France.


My work as a freelance chef in Paris has been riddled with so many varying experiences that I feel it’s the stuff of an entire book on its own. I’ve had the challenges of cooking for so many different locals in so many different kitchens—and shopping in so many different markets to put these meals together. As well, I’ve had the immense satisfaction of teaching market cooking to visitors to Paris through the Cook’n With Class culinary school and privately for Parisian tourists.
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Cooking Under Pauline’s Lens





Much of my work was on the fly and precious few of my concoctions were being recorded anywhere. That’s where Pauline Boldt stepped back into my life at the precipitous moment. After I had already been away living in Paris longer than in any other city in my life, I heard that she was apprenticing as a photographer with both the famous British portraitist Harry Borden and leading food and travel photographer Jonathan Gregson, and was working a lot in London. She soon contacted me and suggested we start collaborating in food and photography. After only a few fun projects were under our belt based on her trips to Paris, she contacted me once from Canada with an exciting offer to put together a cookbook with her.


Since French market cooking really defines who I am as a chef, Pauline and I were both enthusiastic to build our book around this, whether it was a trendy subject or not. To me, Pauline’s images seek to convey dreamy and pure sensations, innocence of childhood play, wholesome ties to nature, hope, and lack of pretension and artifice. These are exactly some of the sensations I would wish to procure with the food that I cook and the way I like to serve it. We don’t spend more than two minutes styling each plate, although we’re meticulous about details. With little effort, you can plate up these dishes at home with the same appeal when you try to re-create them.


Working en binôme (as a duo) with Pauline could not be easier, as we both are always after the same look and feel, and know how to go with the flow when beastly complications arise in the cooking or shooting. For example, one time we were clear across Paris to shop and shoot at Marché Beauvau for a dinner party afterward on the cobblestoned rue de Lappe, when I realized I’d left my box of knives and tools behind my car on the street when leaving home in a rush! It was far too late to be able to drive back through Paris and try to recover my knives, so Pauline and I had to just go on market shopping, cooking, and then serving the guests as if nothing had happened, although my insides were churning the whole evening.


Another time Pauline was to be shooting a small cocktail party I was cooking for at my own apartment. Nothing could be easier perhaps, but my first daughter had just been born and my wife and I were wrecks from lack of sleep and hadn’t even had the time to clean up the apartment for the guests. Pauline laid down her camera and calmly did all the work of cleaning up the dining room and setting up all the props that we would need to make the shoot professional.


It’s all in the true spirit of market cooking, letting spontaneity and a sense of fun be the guiding lights to the adventure.





 



Pauline’s Impressions





Brian and I grew up in the same small town in Southern Manitoba. It was just as he described: small and simple, though with my being younger than Brian, we didn’t cross paths as often as one would assume living in a quaint, rural town. Call it fate or call it happenstance, but we didn’t reconnect until later in life in a different city, on a different continent. My husband, Dave, and I relocated from Winnipeg, Canada, to London, England, for three years. I had received a rare opportunity to study under notable industry titans in portrait, food, and travel photography. It was a once-in-a-lifetime chance to change the course of my career path and we naturally couldn’t turn it down. So, we packed our bags and flew across the pond to London. I gained priceless knowledge from my time there and made friends who were just as special. I remain close with them all to this day and could not feel more gratitude for the circumstances that brought me to this turning point in my career.


There I was, a transplant from the prairies of Canada, living overseas in Europe, when it occurred to me that I wasn’t the only one. Brian, whom I remembered from home, was living and working as a chef in Paris and we took this opportunity to get together. Being two small-town Canadians in the glamour of Paris, we connected over our work and ended up collaborating on a food and photography project. It was a wonderfully fun time, and the results were more beautiful than we imagined. Soon after, people began following our pursuits and we were asked to come into people’s homes to cook and photograph for them. It was a great match! Nothing brings people together like food and I was there to capture the moments. A newspaper in Toronto called The Toronto Standard loved what we were doing and published our work. Our work was so well received that I dreamed even bigger, of a cookbook. Whether it would be published was not the point: we had already realized our dreams of making a life in Paris pursuing our passions. What more could we want?


We originally treated this cookbook as a passion project. Both Brian and I would pour in our time and talents to get it done, and once completed, we envisioned it to be a limited edition that we could print for ourselves. But one thing led to another, and I found myself jetting back to Paris on numerous occasions as we worked on building content for the book. We would spend our days driving around Paris on Brian’s scooter, with me on the back, gear strapped to my body and excitement flowing through my veins. Each day, rain or shine, would be tackled in the same manner; we would find our way to a market, whether a tourist spot or one of those hidden gems that only the locals knew about, and Brian would search and scour for inspiration. I would photograph him examining the local offerings, toiling with ideas in his head of the marvelous meal he could whip up. That’s how Brian works. There’s no preplanned schedule or list of meals. He would let the produce guide the way. And I followed along, never knowing what the next shot would bring, but trusting that the freshness and originality would lead in each frame. I think that’s how most people would like to cook. You have to work with what’s good and in season, in your little corner of the world. You can’t spend your day hunting down an extravagant ingredient you were told to use when you have perfectly good produce available to you.


Once we found our treasures for the day, we would head back to Brian’s home—a very charming, tiny little flat with a compact but cute kitchen—where we would get to work. Close quarters aren’t generally desirable as we were often in each other’s way, but as good friends, we made it work. With so many meals coming out of that kitchen throughout the course of the project, Brian and his wife began inviting friends over to eat the food. It was an amazing experience, fueling ourselves with recipes from the project to continue to create more recipes the next day. We would all gather and share coffee and tea and enjoy Brian’s creations, which gave the cookbook a sense of community: it was bringing people together, which was everything we could’ve hoped for. After completing the recipes, I brought the work back to my studio—26 Projects—in Canada, where we began to piece together Brian’s recipes and my photos, laying them out and designing the manuscript. It’s an indescribable feeling, seeing something you’ve worked so hard on, begin to take shape.


Through a chance encounter with a publishing fellow, Brian and I found a path to publishing our cookbook, which seemed to excite others as much as it did us. Everything moved very quickly from that point on. It’s funny how something as simple as a meal can change your life. Our passion project would be published and launched in countries across the world. We never imagined that this bucket list project of ours, a dream bred out of friendship and history, would come true. The stars most definitely had aligned to make this happen when you take into account all the facts: that we’re both from the prairies of Canada and that our careers have taken us both around the globe; that we met at this time in our lives after having the same roots in the same town in rural Manitoba; that we’ve become such great friends and that our families are so close. This entire project has been such a joy for me, creating work that inspires me and inspires others, work that nourishes and brings people together. It’s also been a great joy to eat Brian’s food, but I think that goes without saying. I couldn’t be happier to see this dream take off around the world, and to see where it takes us next.
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WHAT IS MARKET SHOPPING AND COOKING?





Whenever I meet my students to embark on a market cooking adventure together, I usually start by explaining my vision of market cooking so they know exactly what they are getting themselves into. Everyone has the image of Parisians pulling their two-wheeled shopping trolleys around to different food stands in the market or different food shops of the neighborhood. The longer the line, the better, as to them it’s usually a sign of a particularly good product. The shopping gets dragged home, dinner is prepared from that day’s fresh ingredients, and the next day the Parisians start all over again, back out to the market with the shopping trolleys, looking for the biggest market crowds! There’s a lot of truth to this simplified depiction of market shopping and cooking, but for me there’s a deeper aspect to it, if you don’t mind getting more philosophical in embracing the subject.


First, there’s the activity of shopping. If it were nothing more than pulling around the trolley to individual stands and small shops rather than getting it done more efficiently with a big shopping cart in a bright, clean supermarket, I wouldn’t be that passionate about it. But for me it’s also the spirit of spontaneity and inspiration that counts, shopping without a list carefully prepared from an hour of cookbook recipe selections. You might know that your friends would like some fresh fish for dinner, but instead of going to your favorite fish cookbook and copying down a recipe, you just go to the fishmonger and vegetable stand and first see what jumps out at you as beautiful and appetizing. Maybe there’s a lack of interesting fish that day, but the scallops are looking incredibly plump in their shells, and the price has come down since the beginning of the scallop season, so you act on your freedom to decide the main course will be scallops instead of a piece of fish. In France’s fresh fig season, I often have a craving to make a starter of figs stuffed with pine nuts, goat cheese, olive oil, basil, and honey. But sometimes I’ve made a run of the fruit stands in the market only to find that all the figs on display are either scrawny little specimens, or overripe and good for nothing but fig jam. To really enjoy making and eating the stuffed figs, I know that they have to be really plump black figs of perfect ripeness. If those are not to be found, I hang my head for a few sad moments and then shift gears to look for some fruit that is perfect and enticing.


The same philosophy of open-mindedness and willingness to bend and adapt applies after the market shopping and when you’re back in the kitchen. Not just blindly going through the motions of cooking up the ingredients you got at the market to fulfill the obligations of a recipe, but being willing to change your mind when you were sure the menu was finally set. Often the choice of fresh herbs is quite interchangeable from one dish to the next, and you might find yourself remembering how great carrots are when steamed with tarragon, when you had been planning to use it in the creamy seafood soup. Or you might realize that you bought the wrong cut of meat for the grill, and the only way it will be tender is to go for a stew. Many possible thorns lay in your path from when you start cooking until the dinner party is in full swing! You can choose to be either totally unnerved each time you get snagged, or you can roll with the punches, bearing in mind that there’s always a solution. You do need to get comfortable with a few different styles of cooking and build a bit of a repertoire if you want to seamlessly cook up a menu based on just your inspirations from the market, but it’s a lot easier than learning to play the piano or figuring out rocket science, so there’s no reason to be intimidated.


 



Learning to Cook by Feel and Instinct



Let me make it clear that for the purpose of this book we’re limiting our little discussion to French market cooking, although the same principles based on inspiration, spontaneity, and adaptability would apply to the food markets of Thailand or Peru. You will have the most success in your French market cooking adventures if you stick to centuries-old formulas of which foods have a natural affinity with each other. These are the flavor combinations of all the world’s most famous and loved dishes. In France there are many unique regions, each with their own proud gastronomic traditions. If you simply set out to cook “French” but you muddle all of the varying flavors from these regions, you will be setting up yourself and your guests for disappointment.


To be really oversimplified, you at least need to know if you have a craving for cooking Mediterranean or for cooking with a northern style with cream and butter. I’m not one of those cooks that puts butter and olive oil in the same pan! Sure, they’re both good, but so is sesame oil and duck fat. Why don’t we just put it all in the pan if we’re trying to get a little of the best each has to offer? The answer is that keeping the flavors in any dish as pure and distinctive as possible is the best way to convey a clear message to the senses. There is a time for complexity of flavors, such as in a slowly simmered stew, but in something like the famous boeuf bourguignon, there are not actually that many different ingredients. Plus, they are following classic traditions of ingredients melding together to produce a harmonious chord of flavors after sharing the same pot.


A brief overview of France’s main regions and their star ingredients will help provide a solid base for your market cooking creativity. In France we call it “revisiting” the classics. You start with a solid foundation, which then gives you the liberty to play around with some of the ingredients and seasoning according to seasonal or market inspirations.


I will narrow down France’s many food regions to the following: the Brittany and Normandy coasts; Alsace-Lorraine along the German border; the Alps and Jura mountains; the Mediterranean and Provence; the Pyrenees along the Spanish border; the Massif Central and Southwest; and everything else central and inland including the melting pots of Paris and Lyon.


Starting with Brittany and Normandy, the obvious products of reference are the fish and seafood. The most popular fish are delicate flatfish, such as sole, flounder, turbot, and John Dory. Cod, monkfish, hake, and herring are also very popular. Pretty much every kind of seafood is readily available. It’s hard to think of Normandy without also thinking of apples, cider, cream, and butter, but these have become equally symbolic products of Brittany, traditionally more barren. To those goodies we can add Camembert and many other soft cow’s milk cheeses, tripe, artichokes, endives, and cauliflower. This region is also famous for its crêpes and flat buckwheat galettes.


In Alsace and Lorraine, the emblematic foods often have German heritage, such as sauerkraut, sausages, schnapps, and beer. White wines are typically sweeter than those found in many other parts of France, with Riesling, Gewürztraminer, and pinot blanc leading the way. Game meats are popular from the nearby Ardennes Mountains. Wild berries are made into preserves that accompany well the game meats or specialties made from fattened goose liver. Quiche is very popular, especially the world-famous quiche Lorraine made with bacon and cream.


Moving down France’s eastern border, the terrain becomes continually more mountainous until culminating with the Alps. As you can imagine, rich foods based on pork and cheese to fight back the cold, intense winters gain the greatest favor in such climates, where typically very few green vegetables could be grown. Comté cheese, made in similar fashion as the Gruyère, is the best-selling cheese in France with over four hundred competitors for top ranking. Other soft or melting cheeses work well for fondues. One of the signature dishes is gratin dauphinois, largely based on potatoes, milk, and cream. Sausages abound once again as in Alsace and Lorraine, especially smoked varieties.


The Alps go almost as far south as the Mediterranean. Coming down toward the sea, the cooking style changes most abruptly. Besides the plenitude of fish and seafood, there are specialty products, such as lemons from Menton; olives and olive oil from the backcountry; and all of the nightshade vegetables—bell peppers, tomatoes, zucchini, and eggplant—for the emblematic ratatouille of Provence. Many strongly flavored herbs are popular: rosemary, thyme, sage, marjoram, summer savory, and basil, as well as other Mediterranean seasonings, such as garlic and saffron. Provence is also well known for its mix of young and tender lettuce greens known as mesclun. Potatoes are common and popular in every corner of France, but since there is rice production in the Rhône River delta, you’re just as likely to be served rice along the Mediterranean.


Following the coastline of the Gulf of Lion brings you toward Spain and its Catalonian and Basque influences on French cooking. If you were cooking with a nod to this region, you would be favoring its favorite products, such as sheep’s milk cheeses, piment d’Espelette, calamari, anchovies, chorizo sausage, wild boar, and guinea fowl, using many of the same vegetables as in Provence. This area also produces much of France’s peaches, apricots, and nectarines.


Continuing our clockwise swing around France, we end up in the Southwest, which includes Bordeaux and Toulouse. In this area, duck and foie gras are king, with geese and free-range chickens just a little behind in the rankings. You also have the white bean cassoulet, wild mushrooms, black truffles, walnuts, prunes, melons, special table grapes, and sweet wines playing starring roles here. Not to mention some of the most famous red wines in the world! The Massif Central is a highlands region bordering the Southwest of France. There you find a multitude of different cheeses, such as the blue sheep’s milk cheese Roquefort, and the Cantal, Laguiole, and Salers hard-pressed cow’s milk cheeses. Puy green lentils from here may be the world’s most recognized, often paired with local lamb.


For a last food region, I’ve grouped together the rest of inland France, which is of course made up of many smaller, distinct regions. The Loire Valley is responsible for most of the lettuces and many other popular vegetables in France, such as asparagus, broccoli, button mushrooms, turnips, leeks, and carrots. Fine herbs are highly valued: the delicate chervil, chives, and tarragon. An incredible variety of goat cheeses also come from the Loire Valley, as well as a lot of freshwater fish. Lyon is the world capital of French bistro cooking, which includes specialties of offal, rabbit, pike, and sausages. Just north from Lyon around Dijon, you have the world-famous mustard, as well as snails, smelly red-mold cheeses, honey, black currant liqueur, and all the famous Burgundy red and white wines.


Of course, many foods are produced in multiple regions, but having basic ideas of what ingredients are traditionally paired together from these regions will give you the necessary starting point as a French market chef to start creating dishes and menus on the fly as you shop in the market and start the prep work in your kitchen.
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