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INTRODUCTION


WHEN WE FIRST BOUGHT OUR HOUSE IN THE Dordogne, nearly twenty-five years ago, we went to pay our respects to our neighbors in the village, Joe and Colette, and were at once told that only Parisians called the region by that name. For the local people, it is “the Périgord” and has been since before Julius Caesar conquered Gaul more than two thousand years ago. “Périgord” comes from the name for the five clans of the region, the Petrocorii, and it stayed that way until the French Revolution changed the names of the regions, the months, and all the weights and measures. To our surprise, even though the month was May and the weather warm, there was a small log fire in the massive stone cheminée that dominated the kitchen. Above it hung an iron stewing pot, black with age, that gave off an appetizing aroma. Whatever kitchen scraps did not go to the chickens, we later learned, went into the stockpot. It never seemed to be emptied, just as that fire never seemed to go out, and every meal we ever had with Joe and Colette began with a soup that came from the stockpot. You could tell the seasons of the years by the soups, we learned. In the winter, it was usually the traditional tourain of the region, a garlic broth thickened with stale bread and a beaten egg or two. In late January, the usual time for the killing of the pig, Joe would add couennes, strips of well-scrubbed skin with their layers of white fat, gently fried and then scraped into the pot. In springtime, young nettle leaves are tossed in, or the leaves of wild garlic, or radish thinnings that have been picked to leave space for the others to fatten. In summer, it may be a tomato soup, or a soup to make use of too many zucchini. In autumn, beans from haricots left on the vines to dry out, or orange pumpkins, are turned into hearty soups. This was where we learned the local tradition of faire chabrol, pouring a small glass of red wine into the last few spoonfuls in the soup bowl, and then raising it to our lips to down the lot. Joe and Colette’s was a welcoming kitchen, and although one end was modern, with an enamel sink and taps, a refrigerator, and a cooking stove fed by bottled gas, most of the room had been unchanged for generations. This was where they lived, where on winter evenings Colette and her friends would sit around the massive oak table, each with a glass of homemade vin de noix, a sweet walnut liqueur, and crack walnuts by the sackload to earn a little pocket money. Joe would teach his grandson how to tie flies to catch the trout in the river at the end of the lane. Loulou, the long retired hunting dog, would doze, stretched out before the fire, and occasionally her back legs would start pumping, as though she were still chasing the rabbits of her younger days. Above them, entire hams and strings of sausages, and skeins of garlic and onions, hung from the massive beams in the ceiling. An old military rifle and a well-polished shotgun hung from pegs on the stone wall. Chickens pecked around the yard outside and sometimes wandered inquisitively into the kitchen. From a larder tucked into the cold, northern wall of the house, whole cheeses dried and matured beneath shelf upon shelf of jars filled with preserved fruits and vegetables, enchauds of pork and confit de canard. In wooden boxes were layers of potatoes and apples, separated by old newspapers. Storing them together, we learned, meant they would keep all year long. In rack after rack were bottles of homemade vin de noix from each of the last twenty years, and bottles of eau de vie distilled from the surplus pears and peaches. Peasant food, one might say, but what fortunate peasants, to live in a region so generous with the bounty of its landscape, from the ducks and geese who migrated to the wetlands of the great rivers that shaped this heartland of France, to the wild boar and deer in the woods, and the sheep up on the high plateaus. Wise and thrifty peasants, who stored and preserved whatever surplus their gardens and fruit trees provided, and in the process laid the foundations for what became France’s haute cuisine. We learned so much from these and other neighbors, so in a sense this is a book about them—Joe and Colette, the Baron and Raymond, Yannick the beekeeper, Stéphane the cheesemaker, Gabrielle and Tine, and Pierrot the village policeman—and the way of life and eating that they inherited from their ancestors, which I’ve hoped to convey in my novels, and which they were proud to share.


This is not a conventional cookbook, just as my novels about Bruno, the local chief of police, are not conventional crime stories. They include much more food and wine than most of the genre (although don’t forget that Sherlock Holmes loved his oysters and his woodcock and claret). The novels also focus from time to time on Balzac, Bruno’s basset hound, and Hector, his horse, and prehistoric cave paintings, and on French history in general. Indeed, I think of the Périgord as another central character in my stories, as important to them as Bruno himself, because it was what inspires me and what continues to feed me the inspiration to keep writing them. The food of the Périgord is what brings all these themes together—the landscape and the history, the thrusting battlements of the medieval castles that dot the skyline, the hunting and the fishing, the potagers—the vegetable plots—and the woodlands with their truffles and mushrooms, and the rhythm of the seasons. They combine to form a distinct and unique culture, the canvas on which I set my tales.


This cookbook is not written by professional chefs, but by two writers who simply love good food, and who learned to cook from our mothers, our friends, and our neighbors in the Périgord. Every dish in this book was cooked in our Périgord kitchen, and photographed straight from the oven. A small aside here: because country cooking is a casual affair, while measures are as precise as can be, metric weights when translated into imperial or cup measures may sometimes result in an awkward fraction. So they have been rounded up or down for simplicity. And because so many of our neighbors and smallholders across the Périgord breed ducks, duck fat is the common cooking medium and one that enriches a dish. But unsalted butter can readily be substituted. No professional studio was used, and no stylists were involved. The plates and dishes, the cooking pots and knives and spoons and glasses, are the ones we use at home every day. Most of the vegetables and herbs came from our own garden, and all the eggs from our own chickens. What you see here is what we regularly cook and eat for ourselves and with our friends and neighbors. The Périgord itself has been a wonderful teacher and an inspiration. How could one deny the urge to cook, given the splendid taste of the vegetables that come from our own potager? How could we taste the apples and pears, the cherries and apricots and peaches that come from our fruit trees, and not ponder ways to cook with or preserve this great bounty?


As I write this, the tomatoes are almost bursting on the vine, the eggplants hang plump and shiny, the grapes have darkened to a luscious purple, the haricots and young zucchini are ripe for picking. Beside the chicken coop, where the potatoes flourish, the garden now lies fallow until late autumn, when we will visit friends at the dairy farm and take away a load of fumier (manure) to dig into the soil for the winter.


In the courtyard where we eat in summer is a large herb garden, with basil to add to our tomatoes, sage that we mix with onions and sausage meat to stuff a roast chicken, rosemary to roast with lamb, along with chives, tarragon, parsley, and thyme, which go with almost anything. It is almost the season to collect an autumn medley of the vegetables and broil them to eat with a sauce of herb-flavored crème fraîche.


Tresses of our own onions and garlic hang from the beam in the kitchen, alongside the ham that our friend Blondi smoked for us. Stacked in rows in the pantry are the tins of the country pâté we made from the pig another farmer friend slaughtered in the winter. Some of them have foie gras baked inside. There are big jars of enchaud de porc, sealed in white fat, and other jars of confit de canard under bright-yellow duck fat. There is a row of homemade jams, of apricot, strawberry, cherries, blackcurrant, and raspberries. Alongside stand two jars of the jam that my rumbustious friend and neighbor the villagers have nicknamed “the Baron” made from the melons d’Espagne, the citron melons that he grows to preserve in heavy syrup. Like most other households in this region, whose larders are similarly stacked, we could withstand a lengthy siege.


On our kitchen counter is a cheese board prepared by another good friend, Stéphane, who makes his own Tomme d’Audrix cheese just up the road from our house. We know the cows who produce the milk he uses, and have helped him stack in the aging room his Tommes and his Audrixois cheeses, creamy when young, and as meaty as a good Parmesan when aged and dried.


Stéphane’s stall in the markets serves cheeses from all over France. His butter is magically golden, and his milk so thick with cream that we scoop it off to serve on strawberries. He mixes his fromage blanc together with crème fraîche, herbs, and garlic to make an aillou, which turns any picnic into a feast. Spread it thickly on fresh bread to eat with a ripe tomato and a glass of wine; there can be few finer snacks on earth. Add that aillou to mashed potatoes and they become something quite luxurious. Smear it on hot slices of zucchini that have been quickly fried in a crispy batter, or on briefly steamed carrots, or use it with (or even instead of) cream in a sauce, and you can almost see the gods of cooking smile.


About fifty yards from our front gate is the riverbank that slopes steeply down to the river Vézère, where the Baron catches trout and perch. Early one morning, we went out on his boat, and he expertly gutted the first two trout he caught and put the fillets into a plastic bag into which he squeezed two lemons and a lime. Then he set me ashore, I trotted off to the local bakery for a baguette warm from the baker’s oven, and I can still taste that glorious mixture of fresh bread, fresh fish, and the sharp tang of the citrus that had transformed it into ceviche. Along the tiny streams that flow into it, our neighbors fish for écrevisses (crayfish). Not far downstream, the Vézère flows into the larger Dordogne, where the salmon are back and the pike grow to three feet and more.


My neighbor Raymond, a retired officer of the gendarmes, dropped by just before noon today to take a p’tit apéro of a Lapouge pastis distilled in nearby Sarlat, an anise drink that we prefer to the famous brands of Pernod and Ricard. He wanted to know how many kilos of veal we wanted from the young calf that a farmer friend said was getting ready to be eaten. Twenty kilos for Raymond, another twenty for the Baron, twenty for us, and a few more for other neighbors, and our freezers will start filling up again. And there will be the wild boar and venison to come this winter, and then the annual pig. The supermarkets of Périgord do not make much profit from us now that we know the farmers and hunters, the fishermen and the cheesemakers, and all the others who harvest and share the endless bounty of this glorious countryside.
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The key word in that sentence is “share,” because sharing defines so much of life in the rural districts of the Périgord. When our hens are laying well, we give the extra eggs to neighbors who pass on their own surplus eggs in those unpredictable times when our hens go on strike. Even though we find his wine undrinkable, when Joe, our neighbor, decides it is the right weekend to pick grapes, the whole village joins in, first clearing his vineyard and then going to each garden in turn, picking the grapes from the various and often unidentifiable vines that shade our terraces. They all go into his great wooden vat, and he gives us all a splendid lunch. A few months later, we each get a dozen bottles of murky, sour wine that we mix the following June with Joe’s excellent homemade eau de vie, sugar, and fresh walnuts picked when they are still white inside, to make our vin de noix.


By now, the structure of this book should be emerging. Rather than the conventional system of organizing a cookbook by starters, main course, and desserts, or by spring, summer, autumn, and winter menus, we decided to go back to the roots of the food.


So we focus each section around the person or the skill that provides it—the hunter, the fisherman, the cheesemaker, the baker, and so on. There is also a significant section on the potager, the vegetable plot that provides so much of the food we eat. And since this is the Périgord, where a kindly Providence has provided so many wonderful delicacies in the fields and woods and hedgerows, we have a section on the forager, the person who seeks out the mushrooms, the truffles, the snails, the wild herbs and plants that make our local foods the magical produce of such a fertile, ancient land.
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THE QUESTION OF CHABROL


THE OPENING OF THE RUGBY SEASON IN THE Périgord is as important to the life of the small towns and villages there as any of the great festivals of the church, with the possible exception of Christmas. There were, however, many more people crammed into the large marquee between the rugby pitch and the dressing rooms than were usually seen these days in the church of St. Denis. The atmosphere was boisterous rather than worshipful, thanks to the well-stocked bar outside the tent and the generous pourings of little apéros.


Now that the serious business of eating was about to get under way before the first game of the season, more than a hundred men and at least fifty women were squeezed onto the long benches at each of the twenty tables in the tent. There were eight people at each table, already set with plates, cutlery, and glasses, along with a liter of white wine and two liters of red from the town vineyard, a large tourte of bread, already sliced, and a steaming tureen of soup.


This was not the watery bouillon favored by anorexic models in Paris, but the hearty foundation of a good Périgord lunch, which meant there would be venison pâté to come, followed by a confit de canard, with pan-fried potatoes with garlic to accompany the duck, and then salad and dessert. The soup, therefore, had to be worthy of the meal. The basic stock had been made from several carcasses of duck that had stewed slowly until the bones were softened. This had been enhanced with onions, beans, garlic, white wine, the odd slice of carrot, and whatever else the chef had at hand in the kitchen.
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The mayor of St. Denis, who was presiding over the table beside the one where Bruno sat, lifted the lid of the tureen and breathed in deeply, his face widening into a broad smile. At the far end of the tent, where Father Sentout occupied a table with some of his faithful and members of the choir, the little priest realized that he had but seconds to get his customary words into the proceedings. He jumped up like a jack-in-the-box, intoned, “Benedicite . . . Benedicamus . . . Bon appétit,” made a sign of the cross, and then took his seat while holding out his soup bowl to be filled.


The buzz of conversation died down as the bowls of soup were attacked, and, in the traditional way, the solid chunks of onion and the beans were spooned up and devoured first, until only the liquid remained. It was still thicker and richer than a mere bouillon, ready for the great tradition without which no Périgord meal was ever quite complete.


Lespinasse, who owned a local garage, was this year’s club president, so he rose, poured a glass of red wine into his soup bowl, and then raised the bowl to his lips with both hands. As he drank, the crowd took up the chant of “Chabrol! Chabrol!” until he put down the empty bowl, and everyone else then followed his example.


“Le chabrol évite le médecin et remplace le pharmacien,” the mayor said, reciting the old adage claiming that the health-giving ritual of chabrol allowed the drinker to avoid the doctor and the pharmacy. Dr. Gelletreau, a man of the old school, was a firm believer in its health-giving properties and advised all his women patients to avoid alcohol during pregnancy except for a warming chabrol, which would do mother and child nothing but good.


“It fills out a thin soup and it softens a harsh wine,” said the Baron. “My father swore by it, and he had a bowl every day.”


“What’s the origin of the custom?” asked Gilles, the partner of Fabiola, the town’s young doctor, who firmly advised her pregnant patients to ignore Gelletreau’s advice.


“I’ll answer, as a member of the Academy of Chabrol in the land of Montaigne,” said Dr. Gelletreau. “We believe that Montaigne himself named it. In one of the plague years of the late sixteenth century, he fled his château in Montravel and came upriver, looking for some plague-free refuge. He found a welcome in a modest home, and for his supper was given soup into which his host poured red wine, saying this was why his home was free of the plague. Montaigne stayed until the plague passed, and as he thanked his host before leaving, he asked the man’s name. It was Monsieur Chabrol.”


“No, no no,” said the mayor. “It’s much older than that. Frédéric Mistral wrote that the practice is called cabrou in Provence, from the Latin word cabreolus, which goes back to Gallo-Roman times. It means to drink like a goat, when your mustache will be well moistened, like the little beard of the goat.”


“You may both be mistaken,” said Jack Crimson, a retired British diplomat. He gazed benignly around the nearby tables as he was amiably shouted down—his friends and neighbors objected to any foreigner’s understanding the sacred mysteries of chabrol.


“It is certainly older than Montaigne, great man as he was,” Crimson went on. “Recall the three centuries when the English were the Dukes of Aquitaine and they had to feed their soldiers who garrisoned the castles during the winters. There was little meat, and food was scarce, but the English provided their troops with barrels of salted or pickled herring. It was very nutritious, but tedious, day in and day out. So they soaked their herring to dilute the salt taste, added whatever root vegetables they could find, and made a soup. Then they added a little cheap wine, which improved the taste of both soup and wine.”
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“What is your evidence for this theory? It’s kind of outlandish,” asked the mayor.


“The English word for a young herring is ‘shad,’” Crimson replied. “And our old word for soup is ‘broth.’ Say them together quickly two or three times—‘shad broth,’ ‘shad broth.’ And there you have the origin of chabrol.”


All around the tent, people were muttering “shad broth” to themselves and nodding, thinking it made some sense.


“There is one final piece of evidence,” Crimson added. “While other parts of France have different words for this custom—godala in the Basque country, and those in the Poitou saying godaille—the only other part of France that had English garrisons in its castles for long periods was Normandy, and there they also call it chabol. In any event, I think it’s now time for a little taste of venison before we come to the confit de canard.”


“I don’t know whether our English friend is right or not about chabrol,” said Bruno, passing around a basket of bread as the mayor served out slices of pâté. “But he certainly has his priorities right about lunch.”


Crimson raised a languid, almost apologetic hand, and with that slightly diffident, slightly amused look that must have served him well in diplomacy, said in a voice that carried throughout the tent, “If I might trespass upon your time, I suggest this matter of chabrol serves to illustrate something about our two nations.”


Silence fell. Every face turned toward him—a little curious, somewhat expectant, a touch suspicious.


“We English were given some barely adequate raw materials, and managed to keep ourselves alive, healthy, and just adequately nourished,” he said. “But you French . . .” Crimson paused for effect until every ear was hanging on his next words. “But you French, with your genius for cuisine, took these unpromising materials and turned them into something sublime.”


Then Crimson raised his glass. “Vive le chabrol!” he said.
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VEGETABLE PLOT AND THE MARKET


_________


Le potager et le marché


[image: Illustration]


[image: Illustration]











 


 


At the very heart of French food lies that splendid institution, the local village farmers’ market. It’s an extension and a supplement to our own potager or vegetable plot. This is where we buy those vegetables that have not yet ripened (or have already been eaten) at home.


It is where we find charcuterie and rabbits, pigeons and mushrooms, and where we can never pass the fishmonger’s stall without buying mussels or oysters or some fresh sea fish that was landed on the Atlantic coast very early that morning. It is where we hear the local gossip, where we meet friends for a coffee and croissant on the café terrace, where we read the latest official notices posted at the mairie, the town hall. It is where we enjoy a deep-fried nem—Vietnamese spring roll—from one stall, a Cornish pasty or a sausage roll at a stall run by an English lady who feeds the nostalgia of the expatriates, and maybe pick up a freshly roasted chicken for lunch if we are feeling too lazy to cook. And it is where we take a glass of wine with Stéphane the cheesemaker as he enjoys his casse-croûte, the mid-morning snack eaten behind their stalls by the market folk who rise at 4:00 a.m. to set up for the day.


The market of Bruno’s fictional town of St. Denis dates back to a charter from the fourteenth century. This was based on the real one that King Philippe le Long issued for my own village in 1319 at the request for a weekly market from the commander of his crossbowmen, Pierre de Galard, the Baron of Limeuil, who was then the town’s feudal lord. The traditions of the market go back a very long time, and so do the family names of stallholders. The same fruits and vegetables, ducks and chickens, truffles and wine have always been on sale, whatever else has changed over the centuries.


The market is not only the heart of the town, but also the place where everything comes together, where the vegetable gardeners and fishmongers and cheese merchants, and the butchers and bakers, and makers of foie gras and sausages and preserved meats, all sell their wares. The market is thus at the heart of this cookbook.


It takes time, but in the French countryside, there is plenty of it to learn who has the best seedling salads and vegetables for spring planting, who gives the best advice on how to prepare a particular dish, who offers the best strawberries, or which butcher will give the best advice and trim your cut of meat to its best advantage.


Over the years, as we grew familiar with the stallholders and their customs and traditions, the distinct society of the market became apparent. We started to understand the links of family, or intermarriage, and of friendship that defines who takes their mid-morning casse-croûte with whom, and who steps in to handle the sales and take the money for a stallholder suddenly called away. The dynamics of the village start to emerge. In the course of the last four French elections, we could make a pretty good guess at the likely future mayor or even the next president of France, just from chatting in the market.


And now the new phenomenon of the marchés nocturnes, the night markets, in July and August, has given the markets a new lease of life and a new appeal to tourists. It began in the Périgord—in Audrix, the medieval hilltop village just above our house—and has now spread across France to Normandy, Brittany, Provence, and the Basque country. At dusk, the village squares fill with tables and chairs and musicians, and the usual stall-holders offer salads and grilled meats and pizzas and prepared meals and bottles of local wines. Local restaurant owners, worried about competition, don’t always see it so positively. Some have decided if they can’t beat them they had better join them, and started to offer meals from their own stalls.


The market is always there. Though it is ever ready to adapt, to cater to new consumers and new tastes, it is also unchanging, the heart of a village, the rock on which rural France is built, and the focus for the vast peasant nostalgia which still commands the heart of today’s urbanized, industrialized, and multicultural nation. Without these markets, it wouldn’t be France at all, because it is there that the country’s love of food finds its point of exchange, where the France that eats comes to find the France that grows and hunts and forages and prepares food.
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