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The World on a Platter


Odd as it may seem, this book is my autobiography, or at least a very big part of it. During the six decades I have been writing about food, I have gone in search of the world’s most outstanding dishes, ingredients, restaurants, farms, shops, and markets, and met with more chefs, home cooks, and food craftsmen and producers than I can count. Along the way, I have reaped many rewards by way of life experiences, especially in foreign countries, where I have found food to be a ready introduction to other cultures.


Traveling to gather material for articles or books, I met many strangers who, because we came together on the common ground of an interest in food, often became fast—and, in many cases, lasting—friends. Quests for various ingredients and dishes have taken me to corners of the world that I would not have ventured into otherwise, teaching me much about social customs and attitudes, local celebrations, spiritual and superstitious beliefs, and the richness of human ingenuity that enables so many to make so much out of so little.


All of which should not be surprising, considering that food and the concerns surrounding it are central to life, simple sustenance being an essential aspect of all of our days. Such were the thoughts that guided me in making the selections for this book. I strove for an overall collection that includes not only the pleasurable—though that was my primary purpose—but also the unusual (the uninitiated might even say outlandish and bizarre)—Hirn mit Ei (scrambled eggs with brains, see listing), Liang Ban Hai Zhe (Sichuan cold jellyfish salad, see listing), Testina (roasted lamb’s or calf’s head, see listing), and more. The aim was to curate a sort of jigsaw puzzle that pieces together a picture of what the world eats.


My unshakeable interest in food undoubtedly traces back to my Brooklyn childhood, growing up in a family where passion for the subject was always paramount, if not obsessive. My mother was an outstanding, ambitious cook and hostess who tried recipes clipped from newspapers and who judged all other women by their ability to cook, especially their prowess at chicken soup. My father was in the wholesale fruit and produce business in New York’s bygone Washington Market, then located in the now-fashionable neighborhood known as Tribeca.


When we gathered for dinner each evening, not only would we discuss the details of the food before us, but my father would describe the various fruits and vegetables he had handled that day and assess their relative merits. Thus I gathered early that California oranges were more flavorful than those from Florida, but the southern state was the winner when it came to grapefruit. He considered apples from the West Coast inferior (not enough cold nights) to those from New York and Massachusetts, and as for peaches, none held a candle to Georgia’s Elberta freestones.


Not surprisingly, those evaluations have stuck with me through the years, but the most important lesson I took away was to practice discernment. Ever since then, I have paid close attention to the qualities of whatever I am tasting and have compared one iteration with another. Wherever possible, I have tried to hold the choices in this book up to the same standards, allowing that much has changed for better and worse over the years in the name of progress.


Coupled with my interest in food was my incurable wanderlust, the seeds of which I believe were first planted in me as I read a poem fittingly titled “Travel” by Robert Louis Stevenson in A Child’s Garden of Verses. The opening lines tempt me even today: “I should like to rise and go / Where the golden apples grow.” I have been rising and going in search of golden apples for many years, and, in the pursuit of food knowledge, have now visited nearly everywhere that I originally longed to see. Indeed, a savvy editor I worked for once accused me of being a person who appears to be doing one thing, but who is really doing something else. He sure had my number, as the food articles I proposed were invariably inspired by the places I wanted to see. (Want to visit southern Spain? Why not suggest an article on the growing, harvesting, and curing of capers? It worked for me and might for you.) That is one reason this book is organized geographically by cuisine, rather than by type of food. It is almost impossible for me to understand an ingredient or a dish without knowing its original context, much of which I tried to impart with each entry.


My problem was not arriving at a thousand entries but whittling down the final tally from twice that number. Almost every single one of the chosen thousand has a special meaning for me, due to my outsize and enduring love for it, fond memories of the circumstances under which it was first experienced, or the ways in which it has permanently influenced my taste.


Many of my thoughts and longings for individual foods and meals have been inspired by oblique or direct references in cultural works, including books, films, and paintings. Fiction such as Jorge Amado’s Gabriela, Clove and Cinnamon and nonfiction such as Eleanor Clark’s Oysters of Locmariaquer; films that are all about food, such as La Grande Bouffe, and others in which food is just a detail, as in The Bicycle Thief; and so many still-life paintings—all these have started me dreaming of the feasts those works planted so firmly in my mind. Still, my reach has always exceeded my grasp, and I know more tastes and textures are in store for me.


The world of food has never been as exciting as it is now, as I hope the choices for this book indicate. Mass travel and mass communication have hastened fusion, something as old as mankind but never before occurring so rapidly and on so vast a scale. That acceleration sometimes created difficulties in determining which cuisine to categorize a dish in—for example, is chakchouka Tunisian or Israeli? But people have been wandering far from home ever since they could walk, and along with military conquests and the resultant colonialism, changing methods and equipment, and simply a hunger for variety, natural fusions were fostered long before intellectual chefs began consciously doing the same. I did my best to properly classify them all here.


So bon voyage and, especially, bon appétit. May your senses and stomach be strong and your pleasures great.
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My mother judged others by their ability to cook chicken soup.




The aim was to curate a sort of jigsaw puzzle that pieces together a picture of what the world eats.





How the Book Is Organized


The geography of flavor and culinary style, rather than strict geographical borders, guided the organization of this book into some seventy cuisines. Along the way, I wrestled with issues such as where Middle Eastern food ends and North African cuisine begins. In the end, such distinctions are somewhat arbitrary, and I did my best to capture and classify the flavor and spirit of each selection. This is also true of traditional dishes that have become international favorites. For example, although we regularly enjoy Italian and Chinese foods in America (the best tirami sù I ever had was in Napa Valley) and even have Americanized versions of some of them, for the most part they have been classified with their root cuisines.


Within each cuisine, entries are in rough alphabetical order based on their most commonly used name in their country of origin. When this name is in another language, if neither the tagline that appears above the entry title nor the first line of that entry make it clear what the food is, a translation is provided.


Because there are some foods that completely transcend geography and are enjoyed the world over, there is a special designation called “Foods of the World.” Entries with this stamp are peppered throughout the book. For a full list of them, see the index here.


At the end of each entry is information that will help you either obtain or cook the food being described. Here is a rundown of the type of information offered:


Where: This tells you where you can find the food in question. Usually that refers to restaurants that serve the dish or the meal or brick-and-mortar shops that offer the ingredients, both in the United States and abroad. Each includes a phone number and Web address when available, and, if the restaurant or market itself is the main subject of the entry, its street address as well.


Caveat: Although I have visited many of the restaurants named, others were included after careful research and consultation with at least three reliable personal or professional sources (not consumer-based ratings on websites). Nonetheless, restaurants change quickly, as do chefs and menus; they also close without notice. The same can be said for stores and online food purveyors. For these reasons, recommendations are necessarily provisional.


A note on phone numbers: All non-U.S. and Canadian phone numbers are listed with their country codes. To call any of them, you have to add on your international access code (011 in the U.S. and Canada) before dialing the listed number. To call the U.S. and Canada from elsewhere, dial 1 between your international access code and the listed number. In some countries, when you are calling locally you have to dial 0 before the number (and of course the country code is not required).


Mail order: These are online merchants that offer the ingredients and dishes recommended. I have tried many of those named, and the rest have been drawn from long-standing suppliers.


Caveat: I have recommended mail order sources only where the food can be reasonably expected to arrive in good condition. To accomplish this, the shipping fees can be costly, as with anything that has to be delivered within twenty-four hours and thus requires overnight air service. This can add up to an amount more than double that of the food being sent, so check carefully before placing an order.


Further information and recipes: What you cannot find in a restaurant, you may well be able to prepare at home, hence a collection of cookbooks and websites that offer further reading and what I consider excellent recipes for a dish or a meal or interesting and suitable use of an ingredient. Some of the best of those books may be out of print but all are available at one or another of the following sources:


• alibris.com


• barnesandnoble.com


• amazon.com


• Powell’s, tel 800-878-7323, powells.com


• Bonnie Slotnick Cookbooks, tel 212-989-8962, bonnieslotnickcookbooks.com


• Kitchen Arts & Letters, tel 212-876-5550, kitchenartsandletters.com


In cases where I point you toward a website, to avoid long and cumbersome Web addresses, I have instead frequently provided search terms. When you visit the website in question, simply locate the search bar and type in the terms there—the recipe or page I referenced should pop right up.


Tip: This includes pointers on selecting the best samples of a food and/or on storing or handling it efficiently and safely. Alternatively, a tip may simply offer an extra tidbit of useful information.


Special events: There are many festivals, celebrations, and holidays honoring particular dishes or ingredients, and food-minded travelers might want to plan to attend when a favorite is the subject. I provide the name of the festival, where it takes place and during which month, and a website for more information.


See also: Many culinary cultures include similar dishes (such as Egypt’s Kosheri and India’s Biryani, see listings here and here) and if such references have not already been mentioned in the entry, they are added for perspective.


A warning about street eating: A number of street foods are included in this book and all can be enjoyed with the same precautions that I have taken for many years without ever once becoming ill. I eat only very hot meats or fish that are grilled, boiled, fried, or roasted before my very eyes, instead of any that seem to have been lying around. I never street-eat cold meats or seafood, nor any raw vegetable or fruit that cannot be peeled. And I drink only bottled water or soda that is uncapped right in front of me. In questionable situations, I avoid dairy products not taken from refrigeration, especially whipped cream or egg custard pastries or desserts. And because I am likely to eat raw shellfish in restaurants in questionable locales, I make sure that my vaccination against hepatitis A is up to date.


There is always a bit of risk involved with trying something or visiting someplace new, so use your best judgment and keep an eye out for travel advisories or other news that may affect the safety of your food or travels.
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British and Irish


English, Welsh, Scottish
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EVERYTHING STOPS FOR TEA





Afternoon Tea


English


One of life’s pleasantest indulgences is afternoon tea, preferably in London, although as this cosseting meal regains popularity, it can be enjoyed in upscale hotels and romantic tearooms around the world. A custom that originated in the nineteenth century, when life grew busier and the dinner hour grew later, a sustaining afternoon tea is a nibbler’s paradise. It begins with delectable crustless sandwiches trimmed into rounds or finger shapes. Spread with sweet or herb-seasoned butter, filled with thin slices of icy cucumber, ham, or smoked salmon, or with spreads of meat or shrimp paste and miniature cress, these dainty sandwiches are mere preludes to currant-studded scones and crumpets (the forerunners of the English muffin) and pound cakes such as the caraway seed classic (see listing), topped with clotted cream (see listing) and fruit jams and marmalades.


Overdo it on those temptations and you might have to skip the final display of fruit and cream pastries, set out on silver trays or footed cake stands. There are choices of teas, of course, ranging from the smoky lapsang souchong to the lemony, bergamot-scented Earl Grey, the subtle black Chinese oolong (see listing), and the complex Darjeeling (see listing), lusty enough to be considered the coffee-drinker’s tea. Milk or lemon? That depends upon the tea. There is even a choice of sugars, all delightful dilemmas presented amid flowers, bone china, and fine linens.


Newcomers take note: While the term high tea may seem to designate an even posher version of this afternoon meal, it actually denotes the opposite—a heavier meal that includes meat pies, spreads, and perhaps sausages, traditionally served as a tea-supper for working-class families.


Where: In London, The Ritz Hotel, tel 44/20-7300-2345, theritzlondon.com; The Connaught, tel 44/20-7499-7070, the-connaught.co.uk; Brown’s Hotel, tel 44/20-7518-4155, brownshotel.com; Claridge’s, tel 44/20-7409-6307, claridges.co.uk; Hyde Park Hotel, tel 44/20-7243-5000, thehydepark.com; Fortnum & Mason, tel 44/20-7734-8040, fortnumandmason.com; Harrods, tel 44/20-7730-1234, harrods.com; in New York, Tea & Sympathy, tel 212-989-9735, teaandsympathynewyork.com; throughout the U.S., at most Four Seasons hotels, tel 800-819-5053, fourseasons.com.




COMFORT WITH A BANG





Bangers and Mash


English


[image: image]


The popularity of the dish inspires much variation, from rustic pub fare to luxury renditions.


Big, plump pork sausages sputter with savory juices atop a buttery nest of mashed potatoes, with overtones of pepper and a golden brown onion sauce lending a bittersweet burnish … This is bangers and mash, a lunch or dinner favorite in English pubs and a satisfying homemade supper to boot. It appears in one of its most refined presentations at London’s stylish Green’s Restaurant, where Cumberland bangers are enhanced by strips of crisp, smoky bacon. More aromatic pork bangers hinting of sage, nutmeg, and mace are the specialty of Cumberland, while those from Yorkshire and Lancashire are based upon beef.


These sausages were dubbed bangers after World War I, when water added to stretch the scarce meat of the filling caused the frying sausages to burst—with a bang. Usually fried or grilled in their own fat, bangers emerge more plumply moist and golden when brushed with butter and oven roasted, especially if their casings are unbroken. (Ignore the advice of those who say they should be pierced before cooking.) Devotees shun mass-produced bangers, especially if skinless, and lean turkey or chicken bangers in favor of those made by artisanal butchers who use natural casings and a pork mix that includes just enough snowy fat to preserve juices.


Ideally, the boiled, starchy potatoes should not be pureed but rather broken down with an old-fashioned potato masher as butter and milk or cream are worked in. A few lumps add textural contrast, providing the right purchase for the roux-thickened onion gravy.


Where: In London, Green’s Restaurant, tel 44/20-7930-4566, greens.org.uk; in New York, Tea & Sympathy, tel 212-989-9735, teaandsympathynewyork.com; in Austin, TX, Banger’s Sausage House and Beer Garden, tel 512-386-1656, bangersaustin.com. Mail order: For bangers, R.J. Balson & Son, tel 321-281-9473, balsonbutchers.com. Further information and recipes: How to Cook Everything by Mark Bittman (2006); theguardian.com (search bangers and mash).





“OF ALL NATIONS AND COUNTRIES, ENGLAND IS BEST SERVED OF FISH.”
—WRITER AND PHYSICIAN ANDREW BOORDE, 1542





Billingsgate Fish Market


English


Surrounded by the cold salt waters of the North Sea and the Atlantic Ocean, Britain is a treasury of firm and flavorful fish, mollusks, and crustaceans—and there is no better showcase for its wares than a visit to the exciting Billingsgate Market at daybreak. Operating in the fish trade since the sixteenth century, the market dates back to 1400, when King Henry IV granted the city a charter to collect tolls at several such water gates on the Thames. Today the U.K.’s largest wholesale fish center, Billingsgate, is spread over thirteen acres near London’s Canary Wharf, providing a great adventure for all early risers (or night owls) who love seafood. Tuesday through Saturday, the colorfully boisterous market opens to the clang of a bell that sounds an on-your-mark signal at 4:45 a.m., and fifteen minutes later a second bell vibrates through the fog-filled dawn, indicating that the market is open for business.


The market’s gleaming white interior is drippingly wet, hoses keeping floors and counters immaculate until closing time at 8:30 a.m. There is nary a hint of acrid fish odor, but rather a clean and cool, sea-air freshness, reinforced by the sight of the market workers in their spotless white coats; some will conduct training tours for novices in the fish trade and, on advance notice, can accommodate tourists. Buyers from shops and restaurants work the aisles—sniffing, touching, calculating—before placing orders. Members of the public can be found making their way through the market, too, although the really big days for nonprofessionals are Saturdays, when some 4,000 jam the aisles and parking lots.


There are many imports here, but pay closest attention to the delectable local specimens: halibut and salmon from Scottish and Irish waters, flat and snowy Dover sole, red-spotted plaice, huge diamond-shape slabs of turbot, members of the cod family including whiting and haddock, slim green-white pilchards halfway between herring and sardines, miniscule whitebait to be crunchily fried whole. You will find all gradations of squid, octopus, and shrimp; sparklingly briny oysters from Whitstable in Kent, as well as Colchesters and Blackwaters from Essex and Helfords from Cornwall; Dublin Bay prawns; Donegal crab; Scottish langoustines; whelks; cockles, which look like ridged scallops; blue mussels; and periwinkles, which are tiny stone-black sea snails. The variety itself (about 150 daily) is a tip-off to the diversity of London’s immigrant population; as seafood favored by each group is added to the larder, so, too, are sales staff speaking a United Nations of languages.


Two coffee shops restore market workers and visitors with hearty breakfasts, and it is said that if you buy a piece of fish at one of the stalls, cooks at the Piscatorial Café will prepare it for you.


Where: Trafalgar Way, London, tel 44/20-7987-1118, cityoflondon.gov.uk (search billingsgate).




CRACKERS FOR CHEESE LOVERS AND COOKIE MONSTERS





Biscuits


English


Soothing to stomach and spirit, English biscuits provide exactly the right foil for the firm and pungent cheeses of their home country. Technically, the word biscuit means twice-cooked, originally referring to rusklike biscotti or zwieback that were baked, then sliced and toasted, and other long-lasting varieties that were boiled prior to being baked. Today, in its English usage, the term describes all sorts of crisp crackers that are not to be confused with the fluffy, buttery biscuit rolls of the American South (see listing).


The most authentic English biscuits are made by Carr’s, Hovis, Jacobs, and McVitie’s, and their offerings range from simple, lean white water biscuits to thicker, creamier varieties and sweet, cookielike, rustic whole wheat or whole-meal types considered digestives in England. (Companies are no longer allowed to make that claim in the U.S.) Most producers also offer the biscuits in pepper, cheese, or herb varieties that do nothing but compromise the flavors of cheese and limit the delightful crackers’ versatility.


Charcoal biscuits are an unusual variant—dusky gray, cosseting, chiplike wafers popular in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as gastrointestinal purifiers, and still used as such today. Composed of willow charcoal powder, wheat flour, eggs, salt, and the merest hint of sugar, they are teasingly gritty on the tongue yet innocently neutral in flavor, working as palate cleansers after intensely sweet desserts.


Where: In New York, Myers of Keswick, tel 212-691-4194, myersofkeswick.com. Mail order: British Corner Shop, britishcornershop.com (search digestives); amazon.com (search original digestive biscuits). Further information and recipes: 1200 Traditional English Recipes by Ethel Meyer (2010); food.com (search english digestive biscuits). Tip: Look for Carr’s, Jacobs, McVitie’s, Hovis, or Miller’s Damsels brands in upscale supermarkets and gourmet food stores.




MAKING A HASH OUT OF PUDDING





Black Pudding Hash


English


With crisply fried outer edges enveloping a succulently emollient, meaty interior, hash made with the filling of black blood pudding sausages is a delicious first course or breakfast garnish for eggs—no matter how forbidding it may sound. It is a popular dish in Lancashire, where the sausages are made by the Bury Black Pudding Company—one of several local, esteemed producers—and also sold hot and ready to eat from their Bury Market stall.


Black pudding hash isn’t just for morning fry-ups anymore. Seasoned with a hint of onion and perhaps a touch of cloves and cinnamon, it often is elegantly served as a dinner appetizer at Roast, the lively modern restaurant above the Borough Market in London. Cool, sour-sweet applesauce cuts the richness of the meat for an intriguing effect.


Where: In London, Roast, tel 44/84-5034-7300, roast-restaurant.com; in Glasgow, Redstones Hotel, tel 44/16-9881-3774, redstoneshotel.com. Further information and recipes: The Ploughman’s Lunch and the Miser’s Feast by Brian Yarvin (2012).




A TASTER’S PARADISE





Borough Market


English
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After a two-year renovation, Borough Market reopened in February 2013, drawing eager shoppers.


The time-strapped traveling food lover looking to sample local English fare can do no better than a visit to London’s Borough Market, said to be the city’s oldest. (It has occupied the same site for some 2,500 years, ever since the Romans built the first London Bridge nearby.) Monday and Tuesday, the market is wholesale-only, except for lunch; but Wednesday through Saturday, it opens its gates to the public, welcoming in a rapacious and food-obsessed crowd.


Although the market features an international array of products, visitors would be wise to stick to an all-British tour. Stands are overflowing with temptations and many a hard-to-resist free sample, so focus is of the essence. Under the watery light filtering through a soaring, glass-covered iron framework, one finds the best of British seafood: cockles, mussels, langoustines, and, perhaps tastiest of all, the oysters of the icy North Sea. (The deliciously steely and salty Colchester oyster in particular is not to be missed.)


In another section you can compare earthily complex farmhouse Cheddars by Keen’s and Quicke’s alongside myriad jams and preserves, buns and biscuits. Rosy-pink hams and bangers from various parts of the British Isles are yours for the tasting, as are hot and crunchy examples of fish and chips, best made with cod or haddock and excellent at the open stand named “fish! kitchen.” For more serious seafood dining, “fish!” has an adjoining restaurant. Also on the market grounds is the stylish Roast, offering a wide range of English food, with a focus on meats.


Most visitors like to eat and walk, but benches throughout the market offer respite to those who tire. Better yet is a picnic on the benches just five minutes across the road in the garden of the Southwark Cathedral, a graceful and romantic charmer of a church whose mixed architectural styles date back to the thirteenth century.


Where: 8 Southwark Street, London, tel 44/20-7407-1002, boroughmarket.org.uk. When: Wed. and Thurs. 10 a.m. to 5 p.m.; Fri. 10 a.m. to 6 p.m.; Sat. 8 a.m. to 5 p.m.




OLD(E) ENGLAND’S OWN





Cheddar


English, Scottish


With its tauntingly sharp yet buttery flavor and its subtly lingering overtones of malty sweetness, a well-made and sufficiently aged Cheddar is one of the world’s most satisfying cheeses. Paired with some combination of crackers, bread, pickled onions or gherkins, walnuts, and apples, it makes a wonderfully sustaining snack; its knack for melting qualifies it for a prime spot in various grilled sandwiches and as the star in the savory Welsh rarebit sauce (see listing); and it lends that strong pungency and golden finish to the many cooked and baked dishes in which it appears as an ingredient.


First produced in the Somerset town of Cheddar in South England, it is the most copied cheese in the world—a cheese so common, in fact, that it is rarely regarded as special or distinguished. Too often, it is factory-produced from pasteurized milk, dull-flavored and gummy, and sealed in airtight plastic or coated with thick wax. That is the kind of cheese that is “made to be sold, not eaten,” as accurately diagnosed in Osbert Burdett’s The Little Book of Cheese, published in England in 1935. With its pale ivory to orange color (depending on the use of the coloring annatto, a more popular custom in the U.S. than in Britain), Cheddar was the inspiration for waxy, plasticlike processed American cheese. But such sorry imitations should not dissuade one from seeking out the sublime farmhouse Cheddars made of unpasteurized cow’s milk in the British Isles, where varying degrees of aging produce differences in the sharpness. The real stuff derives its firm but gently crumbling texture from the process known as cheddaring, in which the curds are cut several times and then stacked for compression and the draining off of whey. Formed into unwaxed wheels, true farmhouse Cheddars are cloth-wrapped, never sealed in plastic.


Among the most reliable imports are those labeled Keen’s, Montgomery’s, and the pleasantly earthy Mrs. Quicke’s, made in Devon. By far the best and most complex of all, and the rarest in the U.S., is Isle of Mull Cheddar, from the Sgriob-ruadh farm (the Gaelic means “red furrow” and is pronounced “SKEE-brooah”) on the Isle of Mull in the Inner Hebrides.


Both the United States and Canada produce some estimable Cheddars, but none really match the subtle complexities of the British product. Four-to six-year-old Grafton Four Star Cheddar from Vermont and the Forfar or Black Diamond Cheddars from Canada are a couple of the top contenders, although finding sufficiently aged (at least six months) versions of the latter can be difficult.


When shopping for Cheddar, look for a smooth, hard, transparent rind and no streakiness in the color of the cheese itself, and buy cheese cut to order, not in prewrapped sections. Try for a clean, full flavor, with a pleasant but not harsh bite.


Where: In London, Neal’s Yard Dairy at three locations, nealsyarddairy.co.uk; Paxton & Whitfield, tel 44/20-7930-0259, paxtonandwhitfield.co.uk; in New York, Murray’s Cheese Shop, tel 888-692-4339, murrayscheese.com. Further information: farmhousecheesemakers.com; britishcheese.com/cheddar.





“TO SIT ON A CUSHION AND SEW A FINE SEAM … AND FEAST UPON STRAWBERRIES, SUGAR AND CREAM”
—FROM THE NURSERY RHYME “CURLY LOCKS”





Clotted Cream


English


[image: image]


A Devonshire-style scone: jam on top of cream.


Strawberries, sugar, and cream indeed. As long as that cream is the clotted ivory specialty of Devon and Cornwall, the spread is sure to be a feast. Only cows grazing on the grasses of these two English regions are said to produce milk rich enough in butterfat and the proper enzymes to result in this sublime dessert cream, much favored for afternoon tea. The dairy delicacy is considered an indispensable component of a Devonshire cream tea, a treasured regional institution that consists of a hot pot of tea and scones or buns called “Devon splits,” still warm from the oven, cut in half and spread with clotted cream and dollops of fresh strawberry jam. (Cornwall features a similar cream tea but prides itself on its custom of spooning the clotted cream atop the jam on each scone.) Its luscious ripe flavor and satiny clumps or “clots” make it a delectable treat on scones and firm pound cakes, or spooned over ripe berries. It is traditionally prepared with the thick cream that rises to the surface of raw milk left to stand for twelve hours, then scalded. Cornish clotted cream is said to taste more of its scalding than its smoother, firmer rival in Devonshire.


Where: In London, the Georgian Restaurant at Harrods, tel 44/20-7225-6800, harrods.com; in New York, Myers of Keswick, tel 212-691-4194, myersofkeswick.com.





FISH AS COMFORT FOOD





Codfish Cakes


English


[image: image]


Watercress adds a light touch to rich fish cakes.


As appreciated in England as they are in New England, crisply fried codfish cakes offer homey sustenance (as well as an excellent use for leftover fish). Moist, mild, and firm, the snowy flesh of the Atlantic cod is mellowed with mashed potatoes and a hint of onion, dredged in flour and fine white bread crumbs, then crisply fried in butter. The cakes are best accented by pungent, mayonnaise-based dressings such as tartar or rémoulade sauce sprightly with lemon, capers, tarragon, and bits of the tiny vinegar pickles known as cornichons or gherkins. Those who prefer lustier flavor and texture make the cakes with salt-preserved codfish or smoked haddock (Finnan Haddie; see listing). Salmon cakes have a lovely blush of coral pink, but cod wins out for its chewier texture. Freshly made and served hot, this is English food at its most basic and comforting and the inspiration for a New England classic.


Where: In London, Green’s Restaurant tel 44/20-7930-4566, greens.org.uk; in Boston and environs, Jasper White’s Summer Shack at multiple locations, summershackrestaurant.com. Further information and recipes: The Ploughman’s Lunch and the Miser’s Feast by Brian Yarvin (2012); bbcgoodfood.com (search crisp crumb fish cakes).





PLEASURES OF THE FLESH





The Cook, the Thief, His Wife, and Her Lover


English


The Cook, the Thief, His Wife, and Her Lover, a deliciously over-the-top 1989 British film written and directed by Peter Greenaway, serves up quite a feast. Its setting, Le Hollandais, is an unimaginably grandiose restaurant whose opulent décor calls to mind a baroque ballroom; it is owned by Albert the Thief (Michael Gambon), a man of ugly appetites, and frequented by Georgina, his diffident slut of a wife (a young and lithe Helen Mirren). There, they gorge on parades of presciently nouvelle-cuisine dishes as well as antiquated set pieces such as game birds en plumage, lofty frozen puddings, and pièces montées based on crimson shellfish, all prepared by the quintessentially laconic French cook (Alan Howard). Between courses the wife ducks out with her lover (Richard Bohringer), a regular diner there, to heat things up in the meat cooler.


In the enormous kitchen recalling those of Henry VIII’s Hampton Court and King Ludwig II’s Neuschwanstein Castle, feathers fly as birds are plucked, copper pots are made to gleam, endless foods are chopped and roasted over roaring fires, profiteroles are doused with chocolate, and terrines are glazed with aspic by an exhausted, half-naked kitchen staff suggestive of Dickens’s vassal waifs.


It’s a movie that has everything, from food to murder and cannibalism to wonderful costumes from various real and imagined periods created by the Paris couturier Jean-Paul Gaultier. (For a fun guessing game, try to predict who winds up as the main course.)


“Don’t you realize that a clever cook puts unlikely things together?” Albert asks at one point. To which we all can answer: “We do. We do.”


Mail order: The Cook, the Thief, His Wife, and Her Lover, directed by Peter Greenaway (1989), DVD, barnesandnoble.com.




FAST-FOOD LUNCH FOR HUNGRY MINERS





Cornish Pasties


English
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A portable meal on its own, no brown bag required.


Cornwall’s crisp, juicy half-moon meat pie, the pasty (sometimes written as pastie but always rhyming with nasty, although it is anything but), is a first cousin to the Latin-American empanada and the Russian piroshki. Crimped edges of browned pastry enclose a traditional filling of chopped beef, root vegetables, onions, and herbs or, more recently, more inventive force-meats of fish, poultry, or only vegetables. Before baking, the savory filling is added to a sturdy circle of short-crust or puff pastry, which is then folded in half. Believed to have been developed in Cornwall as a portable fast-food lunch for tin miners who could not leave the mines at midday, the pasty’s thick crust keeps the savory little pie fillings warm for many hours. And still today, it provides a complete, portable meal for those on-the-go types who need to eat and run.


In the nineteenth century, the pasties followed Cornish miners to places such as Wisconsin and Michigan, where the pies are still favored, warm or cold, for lunches and snacks. But despite the pasty’s popularity with the hearts and stomachs of the New World, it remains an English dish. Today, the pasty is “the national dish of Cornwall,” and no visit to this region would be complete without a stop at one of the many traditional shops selling hot, fresh pasties.


Where: In Cornwall, U.K., Proper Cornish Food Company, tel 44/1208-265-830, www.propercornish.co.uk; in New York, Myers of Keswick, tel 212-691-4194, myersofkeswick.com; in Mineral Point, WI, Red Rooster Café, tel 608-987-9936; Pointer Café, tel 608-987-3733; in Tempe, AZ, Cornish Pasty Co., tel 480-894-6261, cornishpastyco.com. Further information and recipes: Jamie Oliver’s Great Britain by Jamie Oliver (2012); saveur.com (search cornish pasties).




THE CONNOISSEUR’S DESSERT APPLE





Cox’s Orange Pippin


English
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One of the most luscious and subtly sweet of all apples, the crisp and meaty Cox’s orange pippin has recently become available in the United States at farmers’ markets, a cause for celebration. It’s a wonderfully crisp English eating apple with a highly perfumed skin, a bronzed matte surface that shows only a melon blush of red with orange overtones, and slightly astringent flavor that accents a caramelized sweetness, almost as though the apple had been baked. Considered one of the finest dessert apples in the world, it derives the first part of its name from Richard Cox, the horticulturalist and retired brewer who developed the fruit in the early nineteenth century in Colnbrook, near what is now Heathrow Airport; the second, from the Ribston pippin cultivar from which it was bred. November to April is its prime season for flavor, but it keeps fairly well through late spring. Connoisseurs of this hard-to-grow apple prefer those from English soil rather than New Zealand imports, with some kudos beginning to emerge for U.S. specimens.


Mail order: Orange Pippin Fruit Trees, tel 616-258-2244, orangepippintrees.com. Further information: orangepippin.com; englishapplesandpears.co.uk.





THE TRUE KING OF SOLE





Dover Sole


English
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Sole with lemon and parsley.


No member of the flatfish family is more highly prized by fish fanciers than Solea solea: the sole that owes its snowy firmness and elegant, saline overtones to the icy waters of the North Sea and its name to the port that was a prime supplier for London’s markets.


Although most soles (Soleidae) can be prepared in the same manner, none are quite so firm as the Dover, with its savoriness and its slight elasticity. None are quite so high in price, either, which is why many fishmongers and chefs are inspired to cheat, offering fillets of lesser soles or even local flounder. (True, fresh Dover sole is flown into the U.S., adding to its cost.)


It is easier to recognize the authentic specimen in fish markets, where one can see the whole fish. Dover sole usually runs about 24 inches in length and has an almost perfect oval shape, with even fringes of fins on both edges. It is smaller and thinner than its cousin, the only slightly less delicious North Sea lemon near-sole (Microstomus kitt), also an import. Like most soles, the Dover is right-eyed, with both of its eyes on its right side.


Sole does not spoil as easily as many other seafood varieties, and some believe that the flavor reaches its zenith twenty-four hours after being caught. It is the particular combination of flavor and firmness that makes the Dover sole a chef’s favorite; it can be filleted and folded into the roll-ups known as paupiettes.


It does, however, seem a travesty to compromise so superb a fish with complicated sauces and fillings. Dover sole looks and tastes best when prepared whole and on the bone, preferably either grilled and served with a glossing of butter and lemon or a brassy touch of mustard sauce; or, as in the intricately demanding French style, sautéed à la meunière (see listing).


Where: In London, Wiltons, tel 44/20-7629-9955, wiltons.co.uk; in New York, La Grenouille, tel 212-752-1495, la-grenouille.com. Further information: North Atlantic Seafood by Alan Davidson (2003).





AN OLD LANCASHIRE TRADITION





Eccles Cakes


English


Squashed Fly Cakes. Dead Fly Pies. Fly’s Graveyard. Don’t let this pastry’s colorful colloquial nicknames, which refer to the black currants that poke through its dough, dissuade you from indulging in what is an excellent teatime treat. Eccles cakes are small tea cakes with a chewy filling of allspice-and nutmeg-scented dried currants, sugar-frosted and baked into crisp, golden rounds. Their proper name comes from the town of Eccles in the city of Salford in northern England, where baker James Birch is credited with inventing them in the late eighteenth century.


As with any food that has been around for a while, Eccles cakes generate some gentle controversy. Contended points include the use of flaky puff pastry or the firmer short-crust, and the matter of candied fruit peel in the filling, an embellishment some swear by but others scorn. Choose your side secure in the knowledge that whatever you decide, you will hardly go wrong.


Though all the cakes need for company is a cup of strong tea, for a sophisticated contrast they do not suffer from being served with slivers of Lancashire’s own snowy, tangy cheese, as they are at St. John Bar & Restaurant in London (see listing).


Where: In London, St. John Bar and Restaurant, tel 44/20-7251-0848, stjohngroup.uk.com. Further information and recipes: Beyond Nose to Tail by Fergus Henderson and Justin Piers Gellatly (2007); visitsalford.com (search history of eccles cake); epicurious.com (search eccles cake).




DON’T CALL IT A RAISIN





Currants





[image: image]
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A far cry from the dried impostors used in baking and puddings—in reality, Greek miniraisins—true currants are not dried grapes. Like gooseberries, they are members of the Ribes family, and eaten fresh, the tiny droplets bring their alluring sweet-tart flavor to jams, juices, and syrups, or act as sublime flavorings and toppings for ice cream.


Most beloved of all may be the red currants, whose garnet sparkle and deeply rich winey flavor have been highly prized since they were first cultivated in Europe during the sixteenth century.


They are the prime ingredient in “Cumberland sauce,” the heady, pungent blend of port, dried mustard, and ground ginger; named after the Duke of Cumberland, the sauce makes a perfect condiment for game. Their white cousins, with a slightly milder, more elusive flavor, are actually albinoid variants, and the fully saturated black currants are too tart to be eaten raw. Cooked, their aggressive character is muted and they become a sharp, titillating delight, deeply rich and teasingly tangy.


Brits have made a specialty of black currant pie for centuries, also adding the fruit to teatime treats like Eccles cakes, tarts, fools, and puddings. The French cherish the black currants, too. They famously appear in the syrupy liqueur crème de cassis, mixed into Champagne for one of the world’s classiest cocktails, the kir royale. (When made with white wine, it’s just a kir.) In Germany and Austria, red and black currants are crushed into juices, to be blended with chilled soda water for refreshing aperitifs long after the midsummer fresh currant season has ended.


Stateside, red currants are available, but not widely so. During their short growing season (it peaks in early July), they can be found mostly in fancy food and farmers’ markets. Black currants, however, are hosts for white blister pine rust, a European disease that spread in the U.S. during the 1800s. Because it destroys white pine trees, the growing of black currants was banned in some states until the mid-1960s, when disease-resistant varieties became available. Growing them remains illegal in a handful of states (including Maine, the so-called Pine Tree State).


Mail order: For fresh black currants in July, and frozen currants and preserved currant products year-round, Queener Fruit Farm, tel 503-769-8965, queenerfruitfarm.com. Further information and recipes: The Pie and Pastry Bible by Rose Levy Beranbaum (1998); The Joy of Jams, Jellies, and Other Sweet Preserves by Linda Ziedrich (2009); cookstr.com (search steamed currant pudding). Special event: Sarau (Blackcurrant) Festival, Upper Moutere Village, New Zealand, February, saraufestival.co.nz.





OUT OF THE FRYING PAN





Fish and Chips


English


Think of moist, thick, snowy shards of firm, white-fleshed fish such as haddock, whiting, sole, hake, plaice, or cod, encased in a crackling-hot, crisp batter. Add to that crunchy fried potato slivers, the whole sparked with salt and a refreshing zap of malt vinegar, and you’ll understand why this plebeian English specialty is famous the world over. Basically street food, it’s a working-class meal sold at fairs and from designated fish-and-chip shops, or “chippies,” traditionally served as a walk-away specialty in grease-absorbing paper cones. But for a distinctly perfect upscale version, the hands-down London winner is the cheerfully casual Sea Shell restaurant in Lisson Grove, a short walk from the Marylebone station. This authentic outpost fries everything immaculately in peanut oil that imparts a sweet luster to the very fresh fish, some of which is served in smaller portions as appetizers, including plates of tiny, wispy whitebait and thick, grainy slabs of cod roe.


Where: In London, Sea Shell of Lisson Grove, tel 44/20-7224-9000, seashellrestaurant.co.uk; in New York, A Salt & Battery, tel 212-691-2713, asaltandbattery.com; in Seattle, Chinook’s at Salmon Bay, tel 206-283-4665, anthonys.com (click Restaurants, then Casual Dining). Further information and recipes: The Ploughman’s Lunch and the Miser’s Feast by Brian Yarvin (2012).





A MATTER OF TASTE





Gentleman’s Relish


English


[image: image]


The “gentleman” to blame or celebrate for this example of the perverse strain in the English palate is John Osborn, an Englishman residing in Paris, who devised this gastronomic devilry in 1828. If you’re familiar with Thailand’s nam pla or ancient Roman garum—high-protein condiment sauces based on fermented fish innards—you’ll have an idea of what this unctuously sweet, sour, bitter, and salty anchovy paste tastes like. Like that so-called restorative Marmite, or its Australian cousin, Vegemite (see listing), this relish has lip-curling malt-yeast-fish-oil overtones. No wonder, then, that the Gentleman’s Relish is sold in tiny crocks.


This condiment is made exclusively by Elsenham Quality Foods, whose handsome, antique-looking black labels (usually printed onto the lids) promise that even if you hate the relish (also identified there by its Latinate name, Patum Peperium), you’ll relish the crock for holding sea salt or paper clips.


Incredibly, though, Gentleman’s Relish can become addictive, scraped thinly onto buttered toast, perhaps with slivered cucumber as a foil, and taken with a glass of wine or a cup of tea. Hard-core fans stir a bit into salad dressing or dab it over eggs, boiled, scrambled, poached, or fried. It is also a key component of Scotch woodcock, which consists of soft, creamy scrambled eggs served atop slices of toast spread with Gentleman’s Relish.


Where: In London, Harrods, tel 44/20-7730-1234, harrods.com; Fortnum & Mason, tel 44/20-7734-8040, fortnumandmason.com; in New York, Myers of Keswick, tel 212-691-4194, myersofkeswick.com. Further information: theguardian.com (search sybil kapoor gentleman’s relish).





A NOT-SO-FOOLISH SUMMER DESSERT





Gooseberry Fool


English


Dating back to Tudor times, the fruit fool is a prized English dessert based on a puree of cooked ripe fruit, chilled and swirled through various kinds of cream. Lusciously rich yet restorative, fools are most classically made with berries, or can also incorporate stone fruits such as cherries, plums, peaches, and apricots. For full flavor and color, any berry or stone fruit to be used for a fool should be at the last opulent stages of ripeness. In earlier times, the pureed fruit was combined with a cooked egg custard, but these days, whipped or clotted cream is turned through the fruit for a streaky, marbleized effect.


Gooseberry bushes thrive in the English climate, and early summer gooseberries, with their green and glassy shimmer and tart, juicy flavor, are justifiable favorites for fools. (The inch-long berries are available throughout the summer season, but the riper, fatter, sweeter berries of late summer are best suited to eating raw.) Heaped into parfait glasses or sherbet dishes after the stems and spiky bits have been removed and the berries have been cooked, they are as coolly appealing to the eye as they are pleasing to the palate, with the tartness of the fruit pleasantly gentled by the cream. For added sophistication, a few drops of rose or orange flower water or a fruit wine such as elderberry can be stirred through the fruit puree before it is turned through the cream.


Further information and recipes: Food in England by Dorothy Hartley (2009); British Cookery edited by Lizzie Boyd (1989); epicurious.com (search gooseberry fool); theguardian.com (search nigel slater gooseberry fool).





“IF YOU CAN EAT OR DRINK IT, YOU’LL FIND IT AT HARRODS.”





The Food Halls at Harrods


English


[image: image]


An employee in the seafood section of Harrods delicatessen proudly exhibits a tray of delicacies.


The motto of the famed, gleaming Food Halls at London’s posh department store Harrods is still close enough to truth. Yet these days, the energetic food scout will surely be able to unearth exotica that even this retailer, long celebrated for variety, is missing. But it would be churlish to complain, as the luxurious department store near Hyde Park devotes some four and a half acres to designer clothing and one-of-a-kind merchandise of all stripes. No single department is more impressive than the ground-floor food halls, a collection of well-appointed alcoves, niches, and counters (many of antique English beauty) stocked with the finest imported delicacies from around the world: from Spain’s jamón Ibérico to Caspian Sea caviar from Russia and Iran to macarons from Ladurée in Paris. The sheer vastness of the collection is incredibly impressive, but for a traveler with limited time and capacity, it would be wise to concentrate on the purely English provender. This is the place to sample an array of English teas, jams and preserves, farmstead cheeses, and all the cakes, puddings, pastries, breads, and buns that fortify afternoon tea.


Not too surprisingly, Harrods has its roots in food, as a grocery store opened by the miller Charles Henry Harrod in 1849, when Knightsbridge was a slum. Harrods’ good fortune followed that of the neighborhood, allowing the store to pioneer the concept of destination department store dining. Now more than 15 million people, many of them tourists, are said to visit Harrods each year. Amid the gleaming antique tiles, they can take a seat at bars offering caviar, dim sum, Champagne, or a stunning array of ice-cold local oysters from various parts of the Isles. Amblers will detect whiffs of freshly ground, brewing coffee, the salt-air tang of seafood, and the warm, enveloping aroma of chocolate—all teasers that inevitably lead to delectable splurges.


Where: 87–135 Brompton Rd., London, tel 44/20-7730-1234, harrods.com. Tip: In addition to the Food Halls, Harrods has several inviting, expectedly expensive restaurants—including a Veuve Clicquot Champagne bar and an old-fashioned ice-cream parlor with hot fudge sundaes.





EVEN SLIPPERIER THAN MOST EELS





Jellied Eel


English
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A staple appetizer at M. Manze.


Currently enjoying a new wave of popularity that crosses class lines, jellied eels are being featured in various upscale seafood restaurants, but are still mainly consumed as walk-away street food in London’s East End. Sometimes accompanied by mashed potatoes and peas, cool jellied eel makes a tantalizing first course or between-meal snack. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, it was a staple dish for the London poor, and “eel, pie, and mash” houses proliferated. Jellied eels are gaining popularity with a new generation, but concerns about the European eel’s endangered status have recently limited the number of them available for consumption.


At its most effete, the dish is prepared with sea eel that is boned, skinned, and boiled, the meaty, nicely oily chunks caught in a green-gold glassy aspic sharpened with white wine, vinegar, onion, and bay leaves and flecked with parsley; but to be at its best, the skinned eel should be cooked in slices, on the bone, however challenging that might make it for diners picking their way through the jelly. Such messy hard work is well rewarded.


Where: In London, M. Manze at multiple locations, tel 44/20-7277-6181, manze.co.uk. Further information and recipes: theguardian.com (search joy of jellied eels); recipewise.co.uk (search jellied eels).





A PIE AT CHRISTMAS





Mince Pie


English


“Lay pretty long in bed, and then rose, leaving my wife desirous to sleep, having sat up till four this morning seeing her maid make mince pies.…” Samuel Pepys thus described his Christmas Day in 1666, when mince pies were already long established as a traditional Christmas treat. The origins of this rich dessert lie in the Middle Ages, and although Oliver Cromwell issued a law banning meat in mince pie at Christmas (he associated holiday celebrations with paganism and gluttony), this law happily did not survive the end of the English Civil War.


Factory-produced commercial pies with crusts suggesting wet cardboard and cloyingly sweet, soggy fruit fillings have given this pie a bad name. At its Yuletide best, mince pie is rich with chewy, flavorful jewels of dried fruits such as currants, raisins, figs, candied citrus peel, and crunches of walnuts or almonds enriched by brandy, rum, whiskey, sherry, or a heady combination of several spirits. Gently sweetened with molasses and brown sugar and scented with cinnamon, cloves, nutmeg, and allspice, this darkly glistening treat tastes mystically historic.


In the sixteenth century, fillings did indeed include cooked meat—generally beef and suet, sometimes mutton, chicken, or tongue—along with the dried fruits, spices, and spirits that were put up to ripen months before the Christmas season. The most authentic crust is made with flour, lard, and hot water, providing a neutral foil for the lavish filling, although today’s tastes tend to run to a lighter, flakier, buttery pastry.


Where: In London, Harrods, tel 44/20-7730-1234, harrods.com; in New York, at Christmas, Myers of Keswick, tel 212-691-4194, myersofkeswick.com. Further information and recipes: The James Beard Cookbook by James Beard (2002); foodnetwork.com (search mince pie). Special event: The Mince Pie Project, England, December, themincepieproject.com.




PEASE PUDDING HOT





Mushy Peas


English
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Mushy peas complement a meal of haddock and chips.


Don’t be put off by the name. This soothing jade-colored puree of fresh green peas fluffed with butter, salt, pepper, and perhaps a touch of cream or a handful of chopped mint is the traditional side dish served with Fish and Chips (see listing). It also provides a cushy accompaniment to boiled beef or ham, or roasted meats and game, and is an essential component of the northern English comfort dish pie and peas. In Tudor times, dried peas were used and were wrapped in pudding cloths to be simmered in stock along with boiling pickled pork, ham, or beef. Many recipes still call for dried marrowfat peas, soaked overnight, but fresh peas provide sweet, luscious flavor. (For purists, canned mushy peas are to be scorned.)


For best results, the cooked fresh peas should be rubbed through a sieve before being beaten smooth with a wooden spoon. That way, they attain a velvety texture that cannot be matched with an electric blender or food processor, which tend to liquefy the mixture. Garnishes of minced fresh chervil or parsley add elegance.


Mail order: For marrowfat peas, English Tea Store, tel 877-734-2458, englishteastore.com (search peas). Further information and recipes: getmecooking.com (search mushy peas); bbc.co.uk/food (search mint mushy peas).





THE TRUE BREAKFAST OF CHAMPIONS





Oatmeal Porridge


English, Irish, Scottish, Welsh


To those unfortunates who know only of quick-cooking rolled oats, oatmeal is a sad proposition indeed. Minus the rolling, oatmeal is a nourishing, comforting tradition that is lately much in vogue on trendy brunch menus all over the place.


Originally a grain cultivated by Central European Celts, oats made into breakfast porridge in Scotland, Ireland, and Wales are more coarsely milled than those used for bread flour or sausage fillings. Ideally, they are steel-cut rather than rolled, to retain a bit of the bran layer that lends them their nutty flavor and chewy texture. Simmered very slowly in spring water, or steamed in a double boiler, the oats should be seasoned with salt only midway through cooking, lest it toughen the cereal.


Way back when, oatmeal was served in communal hardwood bowls to be eaten with horn spoons that did not draw out heat. Each person would dip each spoonful of porridge into a small bowl of cold milk, cream, or buttermilk. For maximum satisfaction today, serve it in individual heated ceramic bowls, and do dip each spoonful into the milk of your choice or, as many prefer, into hot melted butter—or both. Deserving children were once rewarded with a trickle of honey or treacle on their Sunday porridge, but grown-up palates may mature beyond that state, perhaps even to adding a sprinkle of salt and freshly ground black pepper. Young or old, anyone can reap the benefits of this now-trendy cereal that is high in protein and said to be helpful in lowering cholesterol and blood pressure while soothing the gastrointestinal tract.


Where: In London, St. John Bread & Wine Spitalfields, tel 44/20-7251-0848, stjohngroup.uk.com/spitalfields; in New York, Tea & Sympathy, tel 212-989-9735, teaandsympathynewyork.com. Mail order: bobsredmill.com (search steel cut oats); amazon.com (search mccann’s steel cut). Further information and recipes: mccanns.ie; epicurious.com (search griddled steel-cut oatcakes).





NOT FOR PLANTING





Potted Shrimp


English
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Any meat or shellfish can be potted; shrimp is a favorite.


What might also be called a shrimp terrine or pâté was a popular English appetizer as far back as the eighteenth century, and no wonder: Tiny shrimp, gently simmered, are stirred through lots of melted butter spiked with mace and cayenne pepper. The mix may be packed into small, round individual ramekins to be chilled to a congealed, pâté-like firmness, then turned out onto thin toast or lacy salad greens like frisée or cress; or it might be poached in crocks or jars to be scooped out in portions, as is generally the case in takeout food shops. If the tiniest shrimp are not available, larger ones can be cut into small pieces after being cooked, for an only slightly less delicate result. Either way, the pure, almost naive flavors prove that there is nothing remiss in simplicity.


Potted Shrimp


6 servings


1 pound shrimp, approximately 25


¼ to ½ teaspoon powdered mace, or to taste


½ to 1 teaspoon salt, or to taste


Pinch of cayenne pepper, to taste


7 tablespoons unsalted butter


6 small individual ramekins


1. Rinse the shrimp, then place in a saucepan with cold water to cover. Bring water to a boil, cover pot, and turn off heat. Let stand for 5 minutes or until all shrimp are pink. Drain shrimp and immediately cover with cold water to stop the cooking.


2. Peel and devein shrimp and chop them coarsely. Sprinkle with mace, salt, and cayenne pepper.


3. Melt 4 tablespoons of the butter in an 8-inch skillet over a very low flame and add seasoned chopped shrimp. Stir, still over low heat, until butter is absorbed and evenly distributed throughout shrimp mixture. Taste to correct seasonings. It should be fairly spicy, so add cayenne and mace accordingly.


4. Divide warm shrimp mixture into 6 portions and pack each firmly into a ramekin, leaving about a ¼-inch space at the top. Melt the remaining butter and pour a layer into each ramekin to make a cap about ¼-inch thick. Cover each crock with plastic wrap and chill for at least 6 hours before serving.


5. Just before serving, turn contents of each ramekin out onto a salad plate and garnish with thin toast slices, a wedge of lemon, and greens, too, if you choose.


Where: In London, Wiltons, tel 44/20-7629-9955, wiltons.co.uk.




NOTHING TO GROUSE ABOUT





Red Grouse


English, Scottish, Irish, Welsh


The lyrical partridge in a pear tree means far less to lovers of wild game than does richly flavorful red grouse, a small, portion-size bird with dark, gently gamy meat. Native only to the British Isles, the red grouse resists being farm raised or reared in captivity and is the only game bird in Britain that is still considered truly wild. By law it may be killed only by gunshot, and hunters pay steep fees for the privilege (£150–£200 for a brace of birds), especially on the Scottish moors. Some hunt the birds for their own use, but others do so to fill orders from restaurants and game wholesalers. Because the birds may not be unsportingly shot on the ground, beaters are hired to shoo them into the air, where they become fair game.


“To be on a grouse moor with a loaded shotgun at dawn on the 12th of August is to know the true meaning of exclusivity,” one writer recently opined in the Telegraph. The Glorious Twelfth—August 12—is the much-celebrated opening day of red grouse hunting season, and the period from mid-September through the rest of the autumn season sees the bird featured on many menus. Like other game birds favored by the British—pheasant, quail, partridge—grouse is traditionally roasted and garnished with bread sauce, game chips (thin, crisp potato chips), a gloss of pan juices, and a Cumberland sauce, a combination of red currants, port wine, orange, and mustard.


Where: In London, Wiltons, tel 44/20-7629-9955, wiltons.co.uk. Mail order: Scottish Gourmet USA, tel 877-814-3663, scottishgourmetusa.com; D’Artagnan, tel 800-327-8246, dartagnan.com. Further information and recipes: Mrs. Bridges’ Upstairs, Downstairs Cookery Book edited by Adrian Bailey (1974); saveur.com (search roast grouse with bread sauce and game crumbs).




THE ROYAL ROAST





Roast Beef and Yorkshire Pudding


English
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In many British households, the “Sunday roast” is the most important meal of the week.


Only one cut of the best, fat-enriched beef will do for this most regal of meat dishes—the standing prime rib roast, bones and all. Not for serious carnivores is the boned and rolled version, no matter how easy it is to slice, nor roasts cut from other parts of the burly Aberdeen Angus steers. Rubbed with dry mustard and black pepper, then lightly dredged with flour (add salt only after slicing) and roasted to a turn, the beef turns a silky American Beauty rose-red, trickling juices at once slightly salty, beefy, and with a mellow edge of flavor, while the outer fat becomes bacon-crisp. Those who like beef cooked beyond rare will endure a loss of texture and flavor; a similar fate befalls those who ask for their roast beef thickly sliced. Technically known as an English cut, the proper slice is supple and thin, easier to cut and chew, and best experienced with enhancements of brassy English mustard and horseradish sauce. As a lagniappe the next day, leftover meaty bones can be deviled—brushed with melted butter, mustard, and bread crumbs—and slowly broiled under low heat until crunchy and brown on all sides.


For the perfect roast beef feast, a slab of puffy, eggy Yorkshire pudding is the proper accompaniment, especially if that giant popover is made the traditional way: the golden batter poured into a pan, placed in the oven, and then moistened with seasoned drippings from the roasting meat itself. That is about as close as we come these days to the original method of preparation, when the meat was roasted on a spit above the Yorkshire, gilding the pudding’s crust with its flavorful drippings.


Where: In London, Simpsons in the Strand, tel 44/20-7836-9112, simpsonsinthestrand.co.uk; The Goring Restaurant (on Sundays), tel 44/20-7396-9000, thegoring.com; in New York, Tea & Sympathy (Sundays), tel 212-989-9735, teaandsympathynewyork.com. Further information and recipes: The Ploughman’s Lunch and the Miser’s Feast by Brian Yarvin (2012); foodnetwork.com (search roast prime rib of beef with yorkshire pudding). Special event: World Yorkshire Pudding Championships, North Yorkshire, June, grassington-festival.org.uk.





“THERE NEVER WAS SUCH A GOOSE.”
—BOB CRATCHIT, IN A CHRISTMAS CAROL BY CHARLES DICKENS





Roast Goose with Sage-Onion Stuffing


English
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Probably no roast in history has tantalized and nourished as many generations as this literary main course. As Bob Cratchit observes in Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol, “Its tenderness and flavour, size and cheapness, were the themes of universal admiration.” A fitting centerpiece, indeed, of the meal that inspired an epiphany in the miserly Ebenezer Scrooge as he watched the family of his downtrodden clerk enjoying a hard-won Christmas dinner. Cushioned by a fragrant sage and onion stuffing and “eked out” with a chocolate-dark giblet gravy, mashed potatoes, and nutmeg-scented applesauce by the necessarily frugal Mrs. Cratchit, it is the symbol of Christmas dinners past.


The meal’s central position in English celebrations stretches back well past the Victorian era: According to legend, Queen Elizabeth I was dining on roasted goose when she learned of the English defeat of the Spanish Armada. The queen then decreed that goose was to be served on this day, which happened to be Michaelmas, a fall holiday, every year thereafter. (Some believe that the American tradition of Thanksgiving turkey evolved from this annual celebratory feast.)


With its golden, crackling-crisp skin and unctuously moist, darkly gamy meat, roast goose will also, we hope, remain a main feature of Christmases yet to come. Although its hegemonic position at the holiday dinner table has in recent decades been usurped by turkey, perhaps due to the high amount of fat on a goose, roast goose rewards diners with a stronger, richer, more interesting flavor.


From the ghost of Christmas dinners past, here’s the recipe as the Crachits might have enjoyed it, recommended by Esther Copley in 1838’s The Housekeeper’s Guide:



Roasted Goose with Sage-Onion Stuffing, Giblet Gravy


Roast a goose before a brisk fire but at considerable distance at first. It will require basting, for which purpose a little butter should be used at first, but its own fat will soon begin to drip.


Dredge with flour and salt, and see that it is nicely browned all over. A green goose, i.e., one that has not attained its full growth, will take 50 minutes to 1¼ hours; a full-grown goose will require nearly or quite 2 hours.


Further information and recipes: A Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens (1843); British Cookery edited by Lizzie Boyd (1989); bbcgoodfood.com (search classic roast goose with cider gravy).





“I WANTED TO LIVE DEEP AND SUCK OUT ALL THE MARROW OF LIFE …”
—HENRY DAVID THOREAU, WALDEN






Bone Marrow
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Thoreau may have been speaking metaphorically, but the instinct to devour the lusciously fatty, seductively satiny marrow at the center of bones is a wise one. Wherever there are long, large leg or shoulder bones of beef, bison, veal, or lamb, the marrow nestled within will be a special prize.


Sometimes used as an ingredient in dishes such as true Milan risotto (see listing), German dumplings (see listing), English salad dressings, and French, Chinese, Japanese, and Korean sauces and dressings, marrow is perhaps most delectable on its own: simply cut out of the bones of roasted or grilled meat and spread on toast. Marrow can also be deliciously extracted at the table, as it is with boiled beef or veal osso buco, the unctuously gelatinous treasure gracefully reached with the aid of the slim, elongated silver marrow spoon.


Like so many of life’s temptations, bone marrow presents a dilemma in being as good for you as it is bad. High in iron, minerals, and valuable, easily absorbed protein, it is also famously high in cholesterol. But waste not, want not, as the saying goes.


Where: In London, St. John Bar & Restaurant, tel 44/20-7251-0848, stjohngroup.uk.com; in New York, Kin Shop, tel 212-675-4295, kinshopnyc.com; Prune, tel 212-677-6221, prunerestaurant.com; in Morrison, CO, The Fort, tel 303-697-4471, thefort.com; in Los Angeles, Animal, tel 323-782-9225, animalrestaurant.com. Further information and recipes: Bones by Jennifer McLagan (2005); bonappetit.com (search roast bone marrow); ruhlman.com (search how to prepare and serve bone marrow).





THE JEWELS IN THE CROWN





Scotch Eggs, or Nargisi Kofta


English (Anglo-Indian)
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Scotch eggs served cold with salad.


Which came first, Scotch eggs or nargisi kofta? That is the sort of argument food historians thrive on—while the rest of us indulge in carefree delight. Whether the Scotch egg originated as a spoil of the British empire in India or an invention of the London provisioners Fortnum & Mason, the appetizer-snack is a savory conceit. It begins with a peeled, half-boiled egg; lightly dredged in egg and flour, it is then enclosed in finely ground meat, either pork sausage or a mixture of ham, anchovies, and herbs. Veneered with bread crumbs and then quickly deep-fried in oil, it emerges scrumptiously hot and golden, ready to be dressed with brown gravy or tomato sauce or enjoyed cold as a nibbler with drinks, especially in pubs.


As might be expected, the Indian version, nargisi kofta, has more exotic scents and flavors, with ground lamb or beef spiked with onions, garlic, and a rainbow of spices. The coated eggs are fried with onions in clarified butter or vegetable oil and are cut in half lengthwise before serving to reveal the yolk, looking like the yellow center of a white flower. Madhur Jaffrey, in her 1973 cookbook An Invitation to Indian Cooking, speculates that the appearance of the cut-open kofta accounts for the name nargisi, meaning narcissus.


Where: In London, The Handmade Scotch Egg Company at farmers’ markets, handmadescotcheggs.co.uk; in New York, The Breslin, tel 212-679-1939, thebreslin.com; in Woodland Hills, CA, Taste of India, tel 818-999-0600, tasteofindiala.com. Further information and recipes: An Invitation to Indian Cooking by Madhur Jaffrey (1973); The Ploughman’s Lunch and the Miser’s Feast by Brian Yarvin (2012); theguardian.com (search how to cook the perfect scotch egg). Special event: The Scotch Egg Challenge, London, September, theship.co.uk.





EXSEEDINGLY SIMPLE





Seed Cake


English, Scottish, Irish


The licorice tang of caraway seeds is an enticing accent in a thin, round butter-and-egg cake traditionally popular throughout the British Isles, albeit with some regional variations. Dating back in British food history at least as far as the sixteenth century, seed cake was a Victorian favorite—one apparently also enjoyed by the Bellamy family of television’s Upstairs Downstairs.


As appealing at teatime as it is with morning coffee, this firm, moist, sunny cake, fragrant with cinnamon and cloves or nutmeg, makes a restorative accompaniment to a glass of port or Madeira, or a decorative dessert when served with soft vanilla ice cream and berries. Scotland’s version includes diced candied fruits and a whiff of brandy or Scotch whisky, while Ireland’s seed cake relies on—no surprise—that country’s own eye-opening whiskey.


Further information and recipes: Delights and Prejudices by James Beard (2001); Mrs. Bridges’ Upstairs, Downstairs Cookery Book edited by Adrian Bailey (1974); food.com (search victorian seed cake); npr.org (search caraway seed is a spice worth meeting).




UNDER A CLOUD OF MASHED POTATO





Shepherd’s Pie and Cottage Pie


English


As reassuring as a lullaby, a steaming-hot and savory casserole-like pie of minced meat crowned with lightly glazed mashed potatoes is comfort food of the most elemental order. Forkful after forkful, you break through the thick mashed-potato crust to mine the delicious filling beneath. Soothing flavors come by way of sautéed onions, marjoram, parsley, Worcestershire sauce, and a rich brown gravy boosted by plenty of freshly ground black pepper.


The difference between shepherd’s pie and cottage pie is the meat—lamb or mutton is correct for the former, and beef fills the latter. Unsurprisingly, shepherd’s pie is believed to have been first prepared by shepherds in England and Scotland sometime in the eighteenth century. Cottage pie has a longer history as an economical farm and country dish.


According to the Oxford Companion to Food, both pies became widely popular home dishes in the 1870s, with the advent of mincing machines. As British celebrity chef Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall observes, while cottage pie is “by its nature an improvised dish, nevertheless it is one to approach with a certain amount of care and respect—because when you make a good one it’s one of the most delicious things on the planet.”


The pies are often used by home cooks as a clever application for leftover cooked meat, but fresh, raw meat results in a more delicate, fresher flavor and texture. Grated mild Cheddar sprinkled over the potato topping just before baking assures a bright golden finish and adds aromatic zest. A kick often comes by way of the addition of ground nutmeg to the mashed potatoes, an improvement suggested by Alexis Soyer, the French chef who made his reputation in Victorian London. Regardless of these perfecting touches, the hearty, filling, and simple pies are favorites in homes, pubs, and stylish restaurants alike.


Where: In New York, Tea & Sympathy, tel 212-989-9735, teaandsympathynewyork.com. Further information and recipes: The Ploughman’s Lunch and the Miser’s Feast by Brian Yarvin (2012); The Oxford Companion to Food by Alan Davidson (1999); theguardian.com (search nigel slater classic shepherd’s pie).





AN ENGLISH BLUE CHEESE BY WAY OF SCOTLAND





Shropshire Blue


English
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At first glance, with its silvery blue riddles and speckles etched into a marigold orange base, Shropshire blue cheese suggests a Cheddar gone rotten. Yet it is the contrast between the needling-sharp, almost metallic sting of those blue spots and the sunshine-butteriness of its orange base that makes this cheese so alluring.


Shropshire Blue makes for a conspicuous and beguiling addition to any cheese counter. Perhaps not so lofty or complex as centuries-old Stilton, this younger blue does share Stilton’s texture—hard and crumbly, yet still creamy. That similarity is no accident, as the two cheeses both originate in Nottinghamshire and Leicestershire, in England’s western Midlands. Shropshire Blue’s story, however, begins in Inverness, Scotland, with enterprising and food-loving retired Royal Air Force pilot David Hutchinson Smith and his wife, Jill, an agricultural scientist. In the 1970s, they created the unpressed cow’s milk cheese as a Scottish imitation of Stilton. To set it apart, Hutchinson Smith colored it orange with annatto, a natural dye derived from the South American achiote tree; the blue mold was the result of the growth of Penicillin roqueforti (the same mold used in both Stilton and France’s Roquefort; see listings here and here). To market Shropshire, Jill Hutchinson Smith claimed that it had English roots—and eventually the cheese did settle there. When the Hutchinson Smiths’ dairy closed, a spot in the English county of Cheshire took up production of Shropshire Blue, followed not long after by dairies in Nottinghamshire and Leicestershire, now the cheese’s biggest producers. The Ludlow Food Centre in Shropshire produces it, too.


Shropshire Blue is an excellent dessert cheese, pairing well with fruit and dessert wines such as port and sherry.


Where: In London, Paxton and Whitfield, tel 44/20-7930-0259, paxtonandwhitfield.co.uk; in Shropshire, Ludlow Food Centre, tel 44/1584-856000, ludlowfoodcentre.co.uk; in New York and environs, Fairway Markets, fairwaymarket.com. Further information: Cheese Primer by Steven Jenkins (1996); britishcheese.com. Tip: Look for wide spread, deep blue mold and a bright orange base. If the orange has faded or the rind is cracked, the cheese is past its prime and will be too dry to be enjoyable.




THE FISH THAT DRANK TOO MUCH





Soused Herring


English


One of the oldest methods of preserving fish, sousing or pickling is said to have been taught to the Romans by the Greeks, and thence to the rest of the world—including England, a nation of enthusiastic herring eaters. For English-style sousing, herring fillets are soaked in a brine, then rolled and baked in the pickling liquid of malt or white wine vinegar, spices and herbs such as mace, pepper, mustard seeds, and bay leaves. After cooling for at least twenty-four hours, the fish emerges firm but tender, aromatic with a palate-tingling edge of saltiness. That edge is gently mitigated by thin slices of buttered dark bread, the whole most vividly enhanced by a complement of icy gin, vodka, or aquavit—a “brine” that ensures that before long, guests will be properly soused, too.


Where: In London, Harrods, tel 44/20-7730-1234, harrods.com; Fortnum & Mason, tel 44/20-7734-8040, fortnumandmason.com; The Goring Restaurant, tel 44/20-7396-9000, thegoring.com. Further information and recipes: British Cookery edited by Lizzie Boyd (1989); theguardian.com (search nigel slater’s soused mackerel); greatbritishkitchen.co.uk/recipebook (search soused herrings).





A CHEF WITH REAL GUTS





St. John Bar & Restaurant


English


Warm pig’s head, anyone? This is only one of the delectable shockers in store for the brave of palate who entrust themselves to the wiles of chef-owner Fergus Henderson. It’s an only-in-London experience, unless one is lucky enough to catch the master chef doing a restaurant stint abroad. An architect manqué, Henderson has a way with animal innards, making the succulent best of unexpected menu items like pigeon livers (on toast) as well as more-usual restaurant fare like silky roasted beef marrow (tossed in a parsley-onion salad spread on crunchy bruschetta), both magical dishes that have placed St. John high atop the list of favorite London restaurants.


Cooking whole beasts from nose to tail, Henderson varies his seasonal menu with offal such as deep-fried tripe; beefy, tender grilled ox heart with green beans and shallots; or a thin and golden-crusted pie of ox tongue and chicken. But it is pig parts that really inspire this gutsy chef, who dishes up crisp cheeks or ears with dandelion salad, gelatinous braised trotters, rolled spleen, and crackling tails garnished with bacon-wrapped prunes filled with foie gras. Kinder cuts for the less adventurous include deliciously prepared fish dishes, rabbit simmered with turnips, and moist roasted guinea hen served with celeriac.


The seasonal dessert menu may include the winey red-berry Summer Pudding (see listing), a sweetly burnished Treacle Tart (see listing), and Lancashire’s crumbly sharp and earthy cheese served as a foil to Ferguson’s riff on Eccles Cakes (see listing).


Fittingly located next to Smithfield Market, the city’s wholesale center for meat, St. John’s skylit and sparklingly white-walled, smart setting was formerly a pork smokehouse. You can also visit Henderson’s more casual St. John Bread & Wine in the Spitalfields Market. It’s a great place for a hearty breakfast of herring roes, deviled kidneys on toast, or a crunchy smoked-bacon butty—a sandwich on a warm and puffy buttered bun.


Where: St. John Bar & Restaurant, 26 St. John Street, Smithfield, London, tel 44/20-7251-0848, stjohngroup.uk.com; St. John Bread & Wine, 94–96 Commercial Street, Spitalfields Market, London, tel 44/20-3301-8069, stjohngroup.uk.com/spitalfields. Further information and recipes: The Whole Beast: Nose to Tail Eating by Fergus Henderson (2004), Beyond Nose to Tail by Fergus Henderson and Justin Piers Gellatly (2007).





AS BRITISH AS JOHN BULL





Steak and Kidney Pie


English
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A hearty, fragrant pie with a flaky top crust covering a lusty stew of fork-tender beef chunks and bits of beef or lamb kidney gentled with heady brown gravy, this British classic has been a standard of the English kitchen since Shakespeare’s time. The teasing acidity of the kidneys is subtly sweetened by plenty of softly cooked onions and, often, earthy black-gilled morel mushrooms, dried or fresh. A variant, steak and oyster pie, is a classic dish of the Ballymaloe Cookery School in County Cork, Ireland.


For nearly 350 years, first-time visitors to London have ordered—however apprehensively—steak and kidney pie for lunch at Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese in Fleet Street, the former newspaper district of The City. The dimly lit seventeenth-century chophouse with flagstone floors, half-timbered walls, and fumed ceiling beams was a regular pit-stop for literary luminaries such as Dr. Samuel Johnson, Charles Dickens, and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, and has continued to be so for the current generation of writers and tourists. Visitors to Dr. Johnson’s house, walking distance from the restaurant, are advised to get there before lunch; given the effects of the golden ale that classically washes down the pie, deciphering the old script of Dr. Johnson’s dictionary postprandially may pose far too great a challenge.


Where: In London, Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese, tel 44/20-7353-6170; in New York, Tea & Sympathy, tel 212-989-9735, teaandsympathynewyork.com. Further information and recipes: foodnetwork.com (search steak and kidney pie); theguardian.com (search steak kidney pie whitingstall).





“STILTON HAS SURVIVED A PASSING THREAT FROM ROQUEFORT. IT HAS NO FEAR OF GORGONZOLA.”
—OSBERT BURDETT IN THE LITTLE BOOK OF CHEESE, 1935





Stilton


English


England’s noble, heady Stilton is not intimidated, not even by Italy’s royal Parmigiano-Reggiano (see listing), so firm a position does it hold in the world pantheon of cheeses. Never mind its uncertain pedigree. (It was created either by a housekeeper, Elizabeth Scarbrow of Leicestershire, in 1720, or by one Cooper Thornhill of Yorkshire around the same time.)


The pungent, aged triumph is produced in only three counties—Darbyshire, Leicestershire, and Nottinghamshire. The cheese owes its iconic steel-blue veining to the crust of the cheese being pierced with long, stainless steel needles, allowing air into the core. In a fully ripened cheese, aged for a period of six months to a year, the sharpness of that blue veining should be gently mitigated by the crumbly creaminess of the tannish background—but overly ambitious producers and retailers often choose to sell the cheese before its prime.


Although Stilton is often sold in small, wrapped pieces or in attractive crocks, such packages are really intended for souvenir buyers, not connoisseurs. It is far better to purchase it cut to order from a 14-to 16-pound cylinder. That way, you can judge the quality of the cheese by looking for an abundance of blue veining running all the way to the edges of the cylinder, which ought to have a dry, parchment-brown rind. And then, of course, you can taste before you buy, a wise step with so expensive a product.


With its decadent aroma and its complex, sharp-to-mild flavor that varies with age, Stilton fares as well with raw vegetables such as celery, cucumbers, scallions, and radishes as it does with walnuts or fruits such as ripe pears, apples, and muscat grapes. It also provides a sparkling accent to aged ruby or tawny port or a well-burnished Madeira. The best foils for this strong, assertive, easy-to-spread cheese are mild-flavored English water biscuits; thinly cut, firm-textured light wheat bread; or even Scandinavian whole-grain crispbreads (as long as they are not seasoned with caraway).


Where: In London, Neal’s Yard Dairy at three locations, nealsyarddairy.co.uk; in New York, Murray’s Cheese Shop, tel 888-692-4339, murrayscheese.com. Further information: Cheese Primer by Steven Jenkins (1996).




A CHEESE THAT STANDS ALONE—AND NO WONDER





Stinking Bishop


English


Elusively, lavishly runny and fast-ripening, this butter-colored semisoft cheese with a moist orange rind and a malevolent aroma is a must-taste for anyone claiming cheese connoisseurship—a quest with which a bit of trivia never hurt. In the 2005 animated film Wallace & Gromit and the Curse of the Were-Rabbit, the cheese was portrayed as being so pungent it revived Wallace from the dead.


Love it or hate it, but skip it and you are bypassing a mystically seductive flavor with a hint of rich cream and overtones of the bitter, the salty, and the mushroomy. As with similar strong ripening cheeses—French Epoisses, Alsatian Munster, and German handkäse—the Stinking Bishop is best accented by a ripe, tangy pear or ice-cold radishes or celery, along with thin water biscuits and gently sparkling hard cider or light beer.


The evil-smelling cheese, made from pasteurized cow’s milk, was developed in 1972 by Charles Martell for the Teddington Cheese Company in Gloucestershire. Its improbable name represents no sacrilege, as it refers not to a prelate, but to the Stinking Bishop pear; the fruit’s juice is mildly fermented into an alcoholic cider called perry, in which the cheese rind is washed every four weeks as it ages.


Where: In London, Neal’s Yard Dairy at three locations, nealsyarddairy.co.uk; in New York, Murray’s Cheese Shop, tel 888-692-4339, murrayscheese.com.





A BOWLFUL OF SUMMER





Summer Pudding


English
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The pudding can be made in a large bowl or individual molds.


Ripe red raspberries, red currants, blueberries, and blackberries are favorites for this cool and moist dessert with the sparkle of liquid garnets. Although the word pudding suggests either a hot and steamy dish in the English vein or a creamy dessert favored by children, in this case it refers to a cool, fresh press of lightly crushed and sugared berries encased in white bread that turns lusciously crimson as fruit juices seep through. But it is a pudding in form, as it is turned out of a bowl, a soufflé dish, or a charlotte mold to be spooned into individual dishes and topped with a swirl of whipped cream, crème fraîche, or clotted cream, the sweet, thick cream topping hugely popular in Devon and Cornwall (see listing). This cool enchantment is generally offered in English restaurants and homes in midsummer; these days, however, it can be had year-round if frozen or imported berries are deemed acceptable. For the very best results, use raspberries and red currants and, to avoid having to cook them, select berries that are very ripe and flavorful.


Summer Pudding


Serves 6 to 8


About 3 pounds (2 quarts) of soft, ripe, but unspoiled berries (raspberries, red or black currants, blueberries, blackberries, strawberries), washed and well drained


1 cup plus 2 tablespoons superfine sugar


Grated zest and strained juice of 1 lemon


2 tablespoons unsalted butter, melted


10 to 12 slices of good, dense white bread, trimmed of crusts


2 cups heavy cream, lightly whipped to soft peaks; or 2½ cups crème fraîche


1. In a medium-size saucepan, combine the berries with the sugar and lemon juice and, without adding water, simmer over low heat for 3 or 4 minutes, until the berries just begin to lose their shape and give up their juices. Remove from heat and stir in the lemon zest. (Very ripe, soft berries need not be cooked. Simply combine them with the sugar, lemon juice, and zest and stir somewhat vigorously with a wooden spoon until the berries are slightly mushy.)


2. Brush the melted butter all around the insides of a 2-quart bowl or a soufflé or charlotte mold.


3. Trim all but 2 of the bread slices to fit so they line the bottom and sides of the mold in one layer. Reserve the 2 slices to cover the top.


4. Pour in all the fruit and juices and cover with the reserved 2 slices of bread.


5. Cover with a plate or saucer that fits just inside the bowl or mold and set a 3-pound weight on top, such as a kitchen weight, a few large cans, or a small heavy pan. Chill for 12 to 18 hours, or until the bread is thoroughly reddened with fruit juices.


6. To serve, remove the weight and the plate or saucer and invert a pretty glass or china serving plate onto the top of the mold. Holding plate and mold together, invert the mold so that the pudding slips onto the plate. If it does not do so easily, wipe the sides with a paper towel wrung out in hot water to slightly melt the pudding so it slips out easily. Spoon into individual plates and top with the thickened cream of your choice.


Where: In London, Wiltons (in summer), tel 44/20-7629-9955, wiltons.co.uk; in San Francisco, Greens Restaurant, tel 415-771-6222, greensrestaurant.com; in New York, Tea & Sympathy (in summer), tel 212-989-9735, teaandsympathynewyork.com. Tip: Unless you bake your own white bread or live near a bakery offering pain de mie, the French sandwich loaf, use something akin to Pepperidge Farm’s Original white bread.





SAUSAGES IN HIDING, NO TOADS IN SIGHT





Toad-in-the-Hole


English
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Timeless, satisfying fare as humble as its name.


In his biting Devil’s Dictionary of 1911, the American satirist Ambrose Bierce includes an advertisement for toad-in-the-hole under his definition of rarebit: “A Welsh rabbit, in the speech of the humorless, who point out that it is not a rabbit. To whom it may be solemnly explained that the comestible known as toad-in-the-hole is really not a toad, and that riz-de-veau à la financière is not the smile of a calf prepared after the recipe of a she banker.” Indeed, toad-in-the-hole has nothing to do with amphibious wildlife and everything to do with the working-class Brits who, as early as the 1700s, were taking scraps of meat, frying them in a bit of butter, and then tucking them into simple Yorkshire pudding batters of flour, milk, and eggs before baking them. It was a great way to make inexpensive ingredients stretch—while still having something delicious for teatime. Now crunchy, pork-filled bangers are blanketed with the same egg-rich batter used for Yorkshire pudding and popovers, and as the sort-of pie bakes and the batter shrinks, the sausages edge up and peek out of their “holes.” The result is a hearty combination of crisp, golden crust and sputteringly juicy, peppery meat.


In the earliest days of toad-in-the-hole, recipes were published in such seminal cookbooks as The Art of Cookery, Made Plain and Easy by Hannah Glasse (1747) and The Experienced English Housekeeper by Elizabeth Raffald (1769). Toad-in-the-hole has survived these many years because it offers homey, comforting pleasure that’s never been in fashion—and so has never been out of it either. It is a decidedly old-world dish that is a welcome addition to any modern brunch table. Creative contemporary British chefs offer their own versions: Jamie Oliver says he likes to “go huge,” and values a toad-in-the-hole that rises high over the top of the baking dish, while Nigella Lawson prefers to use small cocktail wieners. Either way, the dish goes well with the customary onion gravy and mashed potatoes, but for a lighter, contemporary garnish, try it with a bright, zesty green salad.


Where: In London, Dirty Dicks, tel 44/20-7283-5888, dirtydicks.co.uk; in Savannah, GA, Churchill’s Pub & Restaurant, tel 912-232-8501, thebritishpub.com; in Winnipeg, Toad in the Hole Pub & Eatery, tel 204-284-7201, toadinthehole.ca. Further information and recipes: Happy Days with the Naked Chef by Jamie Oliver (2001); Nigella Kitchen by Nigella Lawson (2010); saveur.com (search toad in the hole).





HARRY POTTER’S FAVORITE DESSERT





Treacle Tart


English


[image: image]


Considering the enormous popularity of J.K. Rowling’s fantasy series, it’s surprising that a mainstream American baking company hasn’t yet introduced packaged versions of the tart so beloved by the boy hero. An unctuously sweet confection with a lattice crust topping, it is filled with a deceptively simple blend of bread crumbs, butter, spices, and evaporated sugarcane syrup. Known in England as light treacle or golden syrup, the sugary liquid is thick, amber-colored, and honeylike; Lyle’s Golden Syrup is the traditional choice. Scented with lemon juice, ginger, cinnamon, and perhaps allspice or cloves, the tart develops an appealing aroma as it bakes in its flaky crust. Local variations include Suffolk’s treacle tart, which has eggs beaten into the syrup for a custardlike effect, and Yorkshire’s, which includes chopped dried fruit and grated apple. Treacle tart is best when just cool enough to allow the filling to gel, but still warm from the oven. Don’t forget a cloudlet of whipped cream to modify the sweetness.


Where: In London, St. John Bar & Restaurant, tel 44/20-7251-0848, stjohngroup.uk.com. Further information and recipes: Mrs. Bridges’ Upstairs, Downstairs Cookery Book edited by Adrian Bailey (1974); Beyond Nose to Tail by Fergus Henderson and Justin Piers Gellatly (2007); saveur.com (search treacle tart).





THERE’S NOTHING “MERE” ABOUT A TRIFLE





Trifle


English, Scottish
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A festive and enticing dessert.


Cool and sparkling in a big cut-crystal bowl, this opulently moist Madeira-or sherry-perfumed layering of custard and/or whipped cream, golden sponge cake, bitter almond macaroons, and zesty raspberry or strawberry jam is an easy-to-love dessert that appeals to the child in all of us—and it’s simple to make, with gorgeous layers that make for excellent tabletop decoration. Trifles appear to have evolved from fools (see listing), and the earliest examples were little more than flavored thick cream that reflected the dessert’s insubstantial name. Today, a trifle is a favorite at holiday meals, where it provides a lighter alternative to the dense Christmas pudding. Spiked with Drambuie in Scotland, Scottish trifle is called tipsy laird and provides the perfect dessert for a Burns Supper, the annual celebration marking the January 25 birthday of poet Robert Burns, which frequently features poetry readings, bagpipe music, toasts, and a main course of haggis (see listing).


Where: In London, Wiltons, tel 44/20-7629-9955, wiltons.co.uk; St. John Bar & Restaurant, tel 44/20-7251-0848, stjohngroup.uk.com. Further information and recipes: The Ploughman’s Lunch and the Miser’s Feast by Brian Yarvin (2012); theguardian.com (search how to make perfect trifle). See also: Tirami Sù.




PUTTING A LITTLE ENGLISH ON IT





Wiltons


English


Set in the midst of London’s fashionable men’s tailors and haberdasheries, this thoroughgoing and revered classic of a restaurant dates back to 1742 and seems like a time warp, with the formal setting and staff manners to match. Yet Wiltons has proven to be permanently au courant for those longing to try the best of traditional English seafood, along with a few game specialties, most especially grouse, in season. A series of clublike rooms, done up with ochre-colored walls, green velvet draperies, dark wood trim, and cushy chairs, open one onto the next while providing plenty of quiet, intimate corners. Those choice spots are usually inhabited by movers and shakers from the worlds of business and politics, speaking in assorted languages and puffing on assorted cigars, sipping brandy as they gather to wheel and deal at lunch, by far the most colorful time to be there.


Here is the place to try a variety of superb British Isle oysters (especially Colchesters) at their iciest, briniest best; sublime lobster cocktails; miraculously large and tender Scottish langoustines; or very English, very seductive Potted Shrimp, a sort of pâté set in butter and redolent of mace and lemon (see listing). Rarely will you find Dover Sole à la Meunière brought to more golden, dewy perfection (see listing); or a more ethereal, soufflé-light, and lemony Hollandaise sauce, which tops the restaurant’s bright coral Irish salmon, succulent Scottish halibut, or satiny turbot.


Tiny steamed potatoes and childishly delicious mushy peas are traditional side dishes worth trying, as is a strangely satisfying Stilton cream soup in which the pungency of the blue-veined cheese is ameliorated by soothing, neutral overtones of celery. If it is summer, do not miss the winey red berry Summer Pudding for dessert (see listing); and if it is not, go for the unctuously decadent steamed syrup sponge pudding or the intoxicating, sherry-spiked trifle. As you might expect, the prices for the food and the awesome French wines list are anything but trifling.


Where: 55 Jermyn Street, London, tel 44/20-7629-9955, wiltons.co.uk.





CURED, SMOKED, AGED





York Ham


English


[image: image]


A 1928 magazine ad for Marsh & Baxter’s York Ham.


One of the world’s highly prized hams, the York original is made from the meaty Large White commercial pigs of Yorkshire and dry cured for about three weeks by a method traditional in the York region. (Thanks to this curing process, York has a distinctively drier and saltier taste than other English hams.) Rubbed with brown sugar and salt, the ham is then smoked over oak and aged for about four months to achieve mellow ripeness. The meat is either boiled and served cold, thinly sliced, or roasted with a sweet glaze or a crisp bread crumb layer. It is equally desirable with breakfast eggs as it is on buttered bread as a teatime snack.


The chances of finding a true York ham in the U.S. are slim, so a visit to England is in order. There, it is readily available by the pound in upscale London food shops.


Where: In London, Fortnum & Mason, tel 44/20-7734-8040, fortnumandmason.com; Paxton & Whitfield, tel 44/20-7930-0259, paxtonandwhitfield.co.uk. See also: Jabugo Ham; Schlachtplatter; Yunnan Ham.





PLEASE DO EAT THE FLOWERS





Nasturtiums
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Among edible flowers such as roses (see listing), chrysanthemums, and violets, nasturtiums may be the most widely associated with the gourmet plate. Enjoyed in England at least as far back as the seventeenth century, they traveled to the French table in the eighteenth. The food authority of that era, Brillat-Savarin, credited one Marquis d’Albagnac for what became a veritable French vogue for edible flowers after the French Revolution. (The marquis had made a name and fortune for himself as a “salad designer” in stately English homes.)


As part of the trend toward the fresh and natural, the nasturtium’s delicate spring-green leaves and silky red, yellow, and orange blossoms have found renewed popularity these days. The tender leaves have a verdant peppery flavor similar to that of watercress.


The plant’s Latin name, Tropaeolum majus, translates to “trophy,” and was chosen because the plant’s leaves resembled shields hung by Romans as trophies after battle. Another one of its names is “Jesuits’ cress,” reflecting the nasturtium’s path as it was introduced from its native South America to Europe by colonizing Spanish Jesuits.


Today the flowers are most likely to be found strewn across salads, the leaves adding a springy texture and a sprightly essence, and the blossoms imparting a bright dash of color and a faintly perfumed bitterness. But old English recipes made a meal out of the nasturtium, stuffing its blossoms with chopped tuna, capers, gherkins, chervil, parsley, and mayonnaise. Its buds and seeds can be pickled as stand-ins for capers, a procedure accomplished by placing them in a jar, and covering them with boiled spiced vinegar, then leaving them in a cool dark spot for several months.


It does come back around to the oh-so-pretty and refreshing nasturtium salad, ever so simply described in the 1922 English cookbook From a Housewife’s Note Book with the following recipe: “Put a plate of flowers of the nasturtium in a salad bowl with a tablespoonful of chopped chervil, sprinkle over half a teaspoonful of salt, two or three tablespoonfuls of olive oil, and the juice of a lemon; turn the salad in the bowl with a spoon and fork till well mixed, and serve.”


Further information and recipes: Cooking with Flowers by Miche Bacher (2013); food.com (search stuffed nasturtium flowers); splendidtable.org (search nasturtium capers); epicurious.com (search nasturtium pizza).





“WOMEN RESPOND DELIGHTEDLY TO ITS BLANDNESS.”
—OSBERT BURDETT IN THE LITTLE BOOK OF CHEESE, 1935





Caerphilly


Welsh


Named for the Welsh town where it was widely produced and sold in the early nineteenth century, Caerphilly is a white, crumbly, semisoft cheese that was especially satisfying to miners for its restorative saltiness and easy portability. For the rest of us nonminers—women, men, and children alike—that salty, dairy astringency and softly moist texture make it an easy-to-like snack.


In the early twentieth century, Welsh Caerphilly came to be produced almost exclusively in Somerset, England, where cheesemakers were better able to meet the high public demand. Then, during World War II, strict rationing caused the production of Caerphilly to come to a halt entirely. Eventually, the cheese came to be mass-produced of pasteurized cow’s milk, making for an unfortunately drier, less flavorful product.


Now, thankfully, creamier artisan specimens are being turned out in both England and Wales, based on unpasteurized milk and aged one to three months at the longest to develop a dry pewter-gray rind and a butter-colored interior without spoiling or becoming chalky. The result lends itself to eating out of hand with fruit or raw vegetables and crackers, and can be grilled in sandwiches or melted down for rarebits or sauces.


Retail and mail order: in New York, Murray’s Cheese, tel 888-692-4339, murrayscheese.com. Mail order: igourmet.com. Tip: The best brands are Duckett’s from England and Glynlyon, Caws Cenarth Caerffili, and Gorwydd from Wales.





THE SOUP THAT SPRANG A LEEK





Leek Broth and Cock-a-Leekie


Welsh, Scottish
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Cock-a-leekie is served at Scottish celebrations of St. Andrew’s Day, Burns Night, and Hogmanay.


To honor the patron saint of Wales, Saint David, on his feast day, every March 1, the Welsh serve dishes made with leeks, the tall, stately member of the onion family that is their national symbol. Although strictly apocryphal, legend has it that Saint David advised ancient Briton soldiers to wear leeks in their hats to distinguish them from the Saxons they battled in the seventh century, thus avoiding casualties from their allies.


Whatever the custom’s origins, the story ends well: with an enticing leek broth (or cawl cennin, its Cymric/Welsh name) that is a meal in a bowl, based on chicken stock and thickened with oatmeal, and adrift with bacon, potatoes, carrots, cabbage, and plenty of aromatic leeks. Cock-a-leekie, the Scottish leek soup seen in restaurants in England and Scotland, remains more widely available than its Welsh counterpart. The soup combines leeks with fowl, barley, a slight sweet note from prunes, and a spark of cayenne pepper and mace. Although a large chicken is used now, the original was prepared with a cock or rooster, as the dish’s name suggests—often the loser of a cockfight. Both soups can easily be prepared at home, preferably with young, slender leeks as opposed to the large, older ones with tough white bases and even tougher leaves.


Cock-a-leekie pie is a stylish variation, much like chicken potpie, made with the same ingredients as the soup, minus some liquid, and baked under a pale golden crust. Try it at The Narrow, in London, one of Chef Gordon Ramsay’s celebrated outposts on the banks of the Thames.


Where: In London, The Narrow, tel 44/20-7592-7950, gordonramsay.com/thenarrow. Further information and recipes: The Whole World Loves Chicken Soup by Mimi Sheraton (1975); The Ploughman’s Lunch and the Miser’s Feast by Brian Yarvin (2012); theguardian.com (search traditional british soup cock-a-leekie fearnley-whittingstall).





THE ORIGINAL GRILLED CHEESE SANDWICH





Welsh Rarebit


Welsh, Scottish, Irish, English


To call it melted cheese on toast would be to miss out on the glamour of this tangy, creamy between-meal snack regarded almost as a savory dessert throughout the British Isles. The Welsh original depends on the use of a Cheddar or Caerphilly (see listing) produced in Wales, melted and whisked with swirls of butter and cream or ale, and finally poured over hot buttered toast.


Wales has had the credit for this dish since the fourteenth century, and the arguments about rabbit versus rarebit go almost that far back. In the definitive tome British Cookery, it is conjectured that the original Welsh word was rabbit, but allows that rarebit must have some validity, as the dish is indeed a “rare bit.” Certainly, by the late nineteenth century, the word rarebit had caught on among the best chefs and finest diners, and the name bestowed a greater dignity to the dish (after all, the “rabbit” version of the name is also said to derive from the Welsh being such poor hunters that their forays after rabbits resulted in cheese suppers instead).


As one might suspect, Irish rarebit begins with an Irish Cheddar, while the Scottish is made with Dunlop cheese from East Ayrshire, and is seasoned with a splash of malty stout. Farmhouse Cheddar is the best choice for the English version, which is often seasoned with Worcestershire and most classically poured over wine-soaked toast. For the elaborate brunch variation called buck rabbit, poached eggs top the cheese-laden toast, their rich yolks mingling with the sharp cheese. For the sake of style, some tony restaurants glaze the cheese-topped open sandwich under a grill, while those who want to make a show of it melt and season the cheese in silver chafing dishes and ladle it over the toast tableside, in a British version of fondue.


Where: In London, Wiltons, tel 44/20-7629-9955, wiltons.co.uk. Further information and recipes: The Ploughman’s Lunch and the Miser’s Feast by Brian Yarvin (2012); theguardian.com (search how to cook perfect welsh rarebit). See also: Raclette, Fondue, and Beyond.





“CLOQUET HATED REALITY BUT REALIZED IT WAS STILL THE ONLY PLACE TO GET A GOOD STEAK.”
—FROM “THE CONDEMNED” BY WOODY ALLEN





Black Angus Beef


Scottish


Steak truly is one of those things that makes this mortal coil bearable—especially when it’s a steak made of Black Angus beef. Originating in the rolling hills of Scotland, the breed of stocky, short-legged, full-figured cattle is prized for its excellent marbling and especially for its thick layer of back fat, which not only helps protect the meat from bacteria but also ensures that it will be seductively tender, deliciously beefy, and most succulent when cooked rare to medium rare, the latter being the outer bounds of decency for such superb meat.


The breed, technically called Aberdeen Angus after the geographic region where the cows graze, has roamed Scotland for centuries, but was first recorded in herding books around the time butcher shops started appearing in that country, during the 1770s. An enterprising Scotsman, George Grant, imported four Angus bulls from his homeland to the prairie of Victoria, Kansas, introducing the breed to the United States in 1873. Americans at first considered the steer funny-looking—it was solid black and didn’t have horns—so Grant crossbred Angus with Texas longhorns. The results were very well received, and by 1883 some twelve hundred more Angus had been imported. The Black Angus remains one of the most sought-after breeds, as the basis for the decadent super-hamburgers we so crave. The “brand name” version of Aberdeen Angus cattle, introduced into the U.S. around 1979, is called “certified Angus beef”; to receive that encomium, the meat must be raised according to prescribed standards.


Where: In Linlithgow, Scotland, The Champany Restaurant, tel 44/15-0683-4532, champany.com/the-restaurant. Mail order: Creekstone Farms, tel 866-273-3578, creekstonefarms.com. Further information and recipes: Lobel’s Prime Time Grilling by Stanley, Leon, Evan, Mark, and David Lobel (2007); certifiedangusbeef.com.




A SCORCHED, SCOTCHED DELIGHT





Butterscotch


Scottish, English


A candy so common you might be inclined to take it for granted, truly well-made butterscotch is a golden delight of brassily caramelized brown sugar, lemon juice, salt, butter, and sometimes powdered ginger. Whipped to creamy richness, then cooled into a taffy that provides long-lasting pleasure, it is an excellent treat to make at home. When going with store-bought, the trick is finding artisanal producers whose talents match those of legendary confectioners like Yorkshire sweetmaker Samuel Parkinson, who began selling his Doncaster Butterscotch (reputedly the first) in 1817.


The name of the candy clearly suggests Scottish origins. (A Dylan Thomas riff on the association in A Child’s Christmas in Wales refers to the same candy as “Butterwelsh for the Welsh.”) But as the word was first recorded in Doncaster, England, scotch is likely either a reference to the process of cutting, or “scotching,” the candy or a derivation of the word scorch—the butterscotch-making process being a hot one indeed.


Cooked to a soft, velvety consistency, hot butterscotch becomes a sauce that can be ladled over vanilla ice cream; sprinkle on a few toasted almonds, and you have a top-notch sundae.


Further information and recipes: Butterscotch Lover’s Cookbook by Diana Dalsass (2001); food.com (search traditional scottish butter-scotch candy); myrecipes.com (search butter-scotch caramels). Tip: Look for Callard & Bowser’s, Gardiners of Scotland, and Parkinson’s brands of butterscotch.





SO WRONG IT’S RIGHT





Deep-Fried Mars Bar


Scottish


It is the treat that has just about everything wrong with it—except the meltingly cool-hot chocolate and the texture of that crisp coating contrasting with a seductively chewy edge of caramel. It may make you fat and ruin your teeth as well as your gourmet standing, but place such trifling concerns aside, as you shouldn’t miss the chance to try a deep-fried Mars bar at least once.


Invented in Scotland in the 1990s, this strange confection is featured mainly at fish-and-chips outposts, and for good reason: The chilled bar, which is similar to a Milky Way, consisting of nougat and caramel coated in milk chocolate, is dipped into much the same milk-or beer-soaked batter that the fish is dipped into and, also like the fish, deep-fried in vegetable oil.


Although the deep-fried Mars bar is believed to have been born in a Glasgow pub, the Champany Restaurant in Linlithgow claims credit for inventing the oozingly sweet dessert. Due to its instant, perverse appeal, the treat spread throughout the U.K., then into both Canada and Australia.


Where: In Stonehaven, Scotland, The Carron Fish Bar, tel 44/15-6976-5377, carronfishbar.webecomservices.co.uk.; in New York, A Salt & Battery, tel 212-691-2713, asaltandbattery.com; in Jamaica Plain, MA, The Haven, tel 617-524-2836, thehavenjp.com. in Santa Barbara, CA, Mac’s Fish & Chip Shop, tel 805-897-1160, macssb.com. Mail order: Mars bars can be ordered at amazon.com. Further information and recipes: Nigella Bites by Nigella Lawson (2002); theguardian.com (search deep fried mars bars are a fine scottish tradition).





FOR CHRISTMAS, FOR WEDDINGS, AND FOR NO REASON AT ALL





Dundee Cake


Scottish


[image: image]


Many cooks make Dundee cake days, weeks, or even months in advance, so that the flavors will mellow.


According to legend, Dundee cake was invented on behalf of Mary, Queen of Scots, a ruler who did not like cherries in her fruitcake. A moist and aromatic accompaniment to tea, coffee, or a glass of Madeira or Irish whiskey, the tawny cake is jeweled with candied citrus peel, currants, raisins, and sultanas—hold the cherries—its top typically decorated with concentric rings of blanched or glazed almonds.


The butter-rich cake, a classic from the city of Dundee, was first commercially produced in the nineteenth century by the Keiller’s marmalade company. Today, it is especially popular at Christmas. Although not traditionally made with alcohol, Dundee cake improves with a bit of spiking: Lightly moisten the uncut cake with whiskey, rum, or brandy, then wrap in cloth or wax paper for a day or two before cutting. For weddings, it is often baked in layers, each of which is covered with rolled marzipan, and the cake as a whole is enveloped in royal icing.


Where: In London, Fortnum & Mason, tel 44/20-7734-8040, fortnumandmason.com. Further information and recipes: The Scots Kitchen by F. Marian McNeill and Catherine Brown (2010); A World of Cake by Krystina Castella (2010); ifood.tv (search christmas dundee cake).





THE UR-MARMALADE





Dundee Orange Marmalade


Scottish


Golden, glassy chips of bitter Seville orange rind distinguish the amber marmalade said to have been first simmered up in Dundee, Scotland, in the eighteenth century, when a Spanish ship carrying oranges sought refuge from a storm in the town’s harbor. The fruit preserve is generally believed to have been the creation of one Janet Keiller, whose family name eventually became the best-known brand of orange marmalade. Similar fruit-and-caramelized-sugar gels (minus the rind) were produced in Europe as far back as the sixteenth century; the word marmalade comes from the Portuguese marmelo, for quince, the fruit used to make a thick and chewy sweet conserve in Portugal.


At its best, the marmalade contains large chips of rind thickly netted through sticky sweet jelly, to be lavishly spread on hot buttered toast or the latter-day crumpets we call English muffins. The bittersweetness of the marmalade is also a fine accent to pungent British cheeses and a delectable spread on waffles or pancakes. A spoonful or two gently stirred into vanilla ice cream or rich yogurt cannot go amiss, and it makes for a sprightly condiment with roasted goose, duck, or pork.


Mail order: amazon.com (search dundee orange marmalade). Further information and recipes: marthastewart.com (search classic seville orange marmalade). Tip: Look for James Keiller and Mackays brands. Special events: Dalemain Marmalade Festival, Penrith, England, February–March, dalemainmarmaladeawards.co.uk; Herefordshire Marmalade Festival, Bromyard, England, February–March, herefordshiremarmaladefestival.org.uk. See also: Dulce de Cáscara de Naranja Amarga.





THE SCOTTISH FISHERMAN’S SPECIAL





Finnan Haddie with Poached Egg


Scottish


The zesty salt-smoke flavor of this flaky smoked haddock (a member of the cod family), gentled in hot milk and melted butter and topped with a poached egg, is the stuff of elegant weekend breakfasts and sustaining lunches and high teas throughout Scotland and England. Alas, the dish is difficult to find abroad; popular on the American East Coast at the turn of the twentieth century, it later held down a spot on the breakfast menu at the Ritz-Carlton Hotel in Boston for many decades.


Though the name of the dish may itself sound like a song lyric, it refers to a specific fish, and a specific place: Haddie is a fond nickname for haddock, and Finnan is the locals’ name for Findon, Scotland, a fishing hamlet just south of Aberdeen where the fishermen’s wives developed the method of smoking haddock over peat or seaweed (and later sawdust) fires after salting and drying the fillets. Some try to argue that Finnan actually refers to the village of Findhorn rather than Findon, but either way, the name—and the dish—are Scottish to the core.


A word to the wise: Finnan haddie is also delicious grilled and swathed in unsalted butter, or baked with onions—but its rustic flavor is best complemented by an egg in some form, whether fried, scrambled, or poached.


Mail order: Scottish Gourmet USA, tel 877-814-3663, scottishgourmetusa.com; Mackenzie, Ltd., tel 800-858-7100, mackenzieltd.com; Stonington Seafood, tel 207-348-2730, stoningtonseafood.com. Further information and recipes: The Country Cooking of Ireland by Colman Andrews (2009); Roast Chicken and Other Stories by Simon Hopkinson with Lindsey Bareham (2007); bbc.co.uk (search smoked haddock with poached egg).





“GREAT CHIEFTAIN O’ THE PUDDIN’ RACE”
—ROBERT BURNS





Haggis


Scottish


Many a food lover would jump at the chance to taste a slice of subtle pâté or a country sausage fragrant with onions, cayenne, parsley, and perhaps a touch of anchovy and red wine. Might they balk if told the meat filling was made of sheep’s innards and, even worse, had been steamed inside an animal’s stomach? Perhaps, but the more dedicated among them would persevere. Mind over matter!


Haggis is indeed a kind of steamed sausage, and the practical, economical sack used for its steaming should be no more off-putting than the use of intestines as sausage casings.


The name haggis is believed to have been derived from the French haché, or the Scottish hag, both meaning chopped, although meat and/or innards have been chopped and steamed in animal stomachs or wrappers of caul, the lacy fat peeled off the kidneys, at least as far back as Roman times.


Once over that gustatory hurdle, the appeal of the haggis depends on the herbs and seasonings the cook adds to the ground offal, meat, and oatmeal filling. All is readied and enjoyed on Hogmanay (New Year’s Eve) and Burns Night, the January 25 birthday celebration for that most Scottish of poets, Robert Burns—forever linked to the dish by his poem “Address to a Haggis” (only a bit less famous than another well-known song and poem of his, “Auld Lang Syne”).


Cock-a-leekie soup, made of leeks and chicken stock, begins the feast (see listing), and the main dish is traditionally served with tatties an’ neeps, potatoes and yellow turnips mashed separately or together, which cushion the haggis. So does plenty of good Scotch whisky and the windy whines of bagpipes.


Where: In Edinburgh, The White Hart Inn, tel 44/131-226-2806, whitehart-edinburgh.co.uk; in Glasgow, Ubiquitous Chip, tel 44/141-334-5007, ubiquitouschip.co.uk; in Indianapolis, MacNiven’s Restaurant and Bar, tel 317-632-7268, macnivens.com. Mail order: Scottish Gourmet USA, tel 877-814-3663, scottishgourmetusa.com; McKean’s, scottishhaggis.com. Further information and recipes: The Macsween Haggis Bible by Jo Macsween (2013); macsween.co.uk; foodnetwork.com (search alton brown’s haggis); bbc.co.uk (search robert burns address to a haggis). Special event: Haggis Bowl, Newport, OR, June, ncfhg.com/Haggis.html.





IT’S NOT THE BEES, IT’S THE HEATHER





Heather Honey


Scottish
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You sense the heather first in the color of the honey—a mauve cast overlaying a deep sunset gold. Then there is the warm, dusty aroma, like a lush, swaying field of full-bloom heather on a summer afternoon. Finally there is the flavor: a flowery sweetness with a slight brassy tingle, good enough to eat by the spoonful, though more likely to be spread on toast, drizzled over ice cream and summer fruits and berries, or stirred into yogurt, tea, or lemonade.


Writing in 1933, Le Vicomte de Mauduit explained in his book The Vicomte in the Kitchen that Scottish honey is the world’s best not because the bees do their job better, but because of “the excellence of the clover and the heather which are fuller in nectar.” Whatever the reason, heather honey, according to F. Marian McNeill in her definitive cookbook, The Scots Kitchen, should appear on every tradition-respecting Scottish breakfast table, along with orange marmalade.


Honey should be stored in a tightly covered jar or crock in a cool, dry place. An old Greek rule: “Honey keeps where salt stays dry.” If it should solidify and become sugary, place the container in hot water until the honey liquefies.


Mail order: Scottish Gourmet USA, tel 877-814-3663, scottishgourmetusa.com; amazon.com (search mellis heather honey). Further information and recipes: The Scots Kitchen by F. Marian McNeill and Catherine Brown (2010); honeytraveler.com (click Single Flower Honey, then Heather Honey).




A NEW TREAT FROM SCOTTISH WATERS





Scottish Langoustines


Scottish


[image: image]


Loch Fyne boasts world-famous langoustines.


Dublin calls them prawns. Italy, scampi. When caught off the icy waters of Scotland’s west coast—where, as national pride would tell it, their firm, silken flesh and saline sea-air flavor are unparalleled—these little cousins of the lobster are called langoustines. Pale orange in color and 7 or 8 inches in length, they wear most of their meat in their tails and in their long, skinny claws.


For the best experience, you should dine upon them in situ—in restaurants in Scotland or England—where the roseate crustaceans can be kept alive until cooking. But for a second best option that is still revealingly delicious, blast-frozen U.S. imports are also available. Steamed briefly, then served hot and dipped into melted butter, or chilled and dabbed with lemony mayonnaise, either method yields delectable flavor. Many prefer these langoustines grilled, but their delicacy is best retained by gentler cooking.


Where: In Paris, Pierre Gagnaire, tel 33/1-5836-1250, pierre-gagnaire.com. Mail order: Scottish Gourmet USA, tel 877-814-3663, scottishgourmetusa.com.




WHERE THERE’S SMOKE, THERE’S SALMON





Scottish Smoked Salmon, Wild and Tamed


Scottish
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Slices with lemon and capers.


One of the world’s poshest treats, wild salmon smoked in Scotland is the gold standard for this luxurious appetizer. Thinly cut in the long, narrow rectangles known as banquet slices, the firm and satiny rose-coral flesh has almost invisible lacings of fat, with just enough smoke to lend sophistication to the deep-sea flavor of the fish itself.


The wild fish, caught in cold North Atlantic waters, is increasingly scarce and so exorbitantly priced that very little comes to the United States. Lovers of this delicacy who cannot make it to pricey London food shops and do not wish to wait for a mail-order source must consider the next best option; salmon farmed and smoked in Scotland, just slightly oilier and the slightest bit less firm, but elegant nonetheless.


It is the Scottish cold-smoking process that distinguishes that country’s salmon. Whole fish, lightly cured with salt, are hung high over slow-burning fires of oak mixed with chips from retired whisky casks, imparting smoky, autumn overtones. Irish smoked salmon is second only to Scotland’s, based on the same fish from the same waters, but cured to a firmer, dryer texture with a stronger burr of flavor developed by smoking over peat. (These are much the same subtleties that characterize the differences between Irish and Scottish wool tweeds and whiskies as well.)


Such superb smoked salmon requires little enhancement—say, a spray of lemon juice and, if you must, a few salty bronze capers. Thin slices of buttered brown bread and a shot or two of any top-shelf white spirit such as aquavit, vodka, or gin complete the feast. Smoked salmon is also a lavish garnish for scrambled eggs or cool asparagus in a vinaigrette dressing.


Where: In London, Harrods, tel 44/20-7730-1234, harrods.com; Fortnum & Mason, tel 44/20-7734-8040, fortnumandmason.com. Mail order: Scottish Gourmet USA, tel 877-814-3663, scottishgourmetusa.com.




SHORT AND SWEET





Shortbread


Scottish


The defining feature of shortbread, or short’ning bread, is a high content of butter or other shortening and the meltingly fragile, crumbly crust that results. A finely gritty cookie-cake, Scottish shortbread is redolent of that pure, sweet butter held together with sugar and a combination of wheat and rice flours. It is the latter that imparts a nicely dry, “short,” sandy texture to this pleasurable cake.


Shortbread’s popularity is such that the rest of the U.K. bakes it, too, and other countries have created their own versions. American bakers boldly dip their shortbread in melted chocolate, spread icing on its top, or toss sweet extras into its batter; these versions are not to be confused with American shortcake, the leavened biscuity concoction typically served or layered with strawberries and cream.


Among shortbreads, Scotland’s are the classic originals, “the jewel in the crown” of that nation’s proud baking tradition, as Scottish chef John Quigley described it in 2009. Traditional in Scotland for Christmas and New Year’s, shortbread is a descendant of the pagan Yule cake called an oat bannock. When baked in the round, shortbread is scored in wedges (also called petticoat tails) radiating from its center as a symbol of the sun’s rays. It’s also sometimes baked in rectangular wooden molds whose ridges indicate where portions should be broken off. Why such precision? It all stems from the superstition that to cut bannock with a knife is to invite bad fortune.


Mail order: walkersshortbread.com; amazon.com (search scottish shortbread). Further information and recipes: Visions of Sugarplums by Mimi Sheraton (1981); saveur.com (search real scottish shortbread). Special event: Sarasota Shortbread Contest, Sarasota, FL, February, sarasotahighlandgames.com. Tip: Unwrap packaged shortbread 20 to 30 minutes before it is to be eaten so any overly intense butter aromas can dissipate. (Do the same for any packaged butter cookie.)




A SURPRISING LITERARY SNACK





Bread Fried in Bacon Grease


Irish


No matter how bizarre or even detested, some tastes of childhood may waft into memory later in life, bringing on the sort of longing that can only be called nostalgia. In his wonderfully rich and moving memoir Angela’s Ashes, Irish-born writer Frank McCourt describes many childhood meals that consisted merely of bread fried in bacon grease—the only food his dysfunctional mother, Angela, could afford. He doesn’t describe that dish with anything like affection, implying instead a distaste that readers immediately share. And yet the author has admitted to an occasional longing for that bread fried in bacon grease, even going so far as to prepare it for himself two or three times a year.


A curious cook of a perhaps perverse nature who tries this doubtful treat can be rewarded with a surprisingly delicious snack. Stack the deck by getting some very good Irish bacon and an acceptable, but not extraordinary, white, fine-textured bread (on the supermarket level, a safe choice would be Pepperidge Farm’s Original loaf). Then slowly and carefully fry the bacon strips in a skillet that can hold as many bread slices as you want to fry. Four slices of bacon should give you enough rendered fat for four slices of bread. Remove the cooked bacon from the skillet and reserve it for whatever use you care to make of it, the wisest choice being to consume it at once, while it is still hot and crisp.


Over low heat and with the rendered fat at a low sizzle, add the bread slices. After about two minutes, press lightly with a spatula for a minute or two, or until the first side is a light golden brown. Flip the bread over and repeat on the other side until it, too, is golden brown. Remove the fried bread slices and drain them on paper towels for a minute or two. Then, while the slices are still hot and, hopefully, crisp, sprinkle them with coarse salt—a touch undoubtedly not added by Angela McCourt. Another enhancement would be a fried or poached egg with a runny yolk, especially if the fried bacon strips are crumbled over it all.


Where: In New York, Myers of Keswick, tel 212-691-4194, myersofkeswick.com. Mail order: The British Food Depot, britishfooddepot.com (search winston irish style bacon). Further information: Angela’s Ashes by Frank McCourt (1996).





WHERE THE DARK ARTS MEET COMFORT





Colcannon and Champ


Irish, Welsh
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There is a wistful Irish folk song, “Colcannon.”


The soul-soothing potato dish colcannon is best described by its simple recipe: Cooked, chopped cabbage and sliced scallions are folded into a pile of softly mashed potatoes, all to be mounded in a bowl with a well of hot, melted butter and a haze of black pepper in the center. To consume it, work your way slowly around the edges of that well, so butter glosses each forkful of this humble country fare.


Though it brings comfort to any cold night, the dish is traditionally served on All Hallows’ Eve (Halloween), with coins or charms hidden in it. In Victorian times, the colcannon itself was the charm: Unmarried girls would hang socks holding a lump of the stuff on their door handles; the first man to enter was said to be their future husband.


Even more elemental, and much loved in both Ireland and Wales, is champ. For this, potatoes are mashed with warm, sharply tangy buttermilk just before butter and chopped scallions are stirred in.


Either way, a sprinkling of minced parsley adds a dose of welcome freshness.


Further information and recipes: The Country Cooking of Ireland by Colman Andrews (2009); theguardian.com (search colman andrews colcannon); food52.com (search buttermilk mashed potatoes). Tip: For best results, use old, starchy potatoes. Look for russets, aka Idaho baking potatoes. Kale is often substituted for cabbage for a lustier result.





EVEN IF IT’S NOT MARCH 17





Corned Beef and Cabbage


Irish
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Billions of pounds are consumed every March 17.


Call it fusion or coincidence: Preserved (or corned) beef, slowly simmered then teamed with cabbage cooked in the same broth, is as much a fixture in Ireland as in the Eastern European Jewish kitchen, and for much the same reasons. Before reliable refrigeration, both areas traditionally relied heavily on salt-preserved meats during the cold months, and cabbage was available throughout the winter. (Ireland produced a significant amount of corned beef from the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries, although beef was considered a luxury for the vast majority of its people.)


It’s a meal that is both humble and succulent, at its meltingly tender best when the corned beef is cut from softly fatty brisket; in Ireland, leaner silverside is a good alternative. Onion, bay leaves, peppercorns, and a sprig of thyme season the rose-red meat and the earthy cabbage for a heartwarming combination.


Whether in Ireland or in any large American city, the day to look for corned beef and cabbage is St. Patrick’s Day, March 17. Elevated to its current status as an iconic and beloved Irish meal by millions of Irish immigrants to North America, this simple dish has become an essential component of the annual celebration of all things Ireland.


Where: In Dublin, Oliver St. John Gogarty, tel 353/1-671-1822, gogartys.ie; in Arlington, VA, Ireland’s Four Courts, tel 703-525-3600, irelandsfourcourts.com. Further information and recipes: Saveur Cooks Authentic American by Colman Andrews and Dorothy Kalins (1998); mrfood.com (search classic corned beef and cabbage). Special event: Milwaukee Irish Fest, Milwaukee, WI, August, irishfest.com.




THE MEAL THAT LASTS ALL DAY





Irish Breakfast


Irish


A delectable model for self-destruction, the over-the-top Irish breakfast seems to be gaining popularity outside of its home country as a leisurely weekend brunch. Once a daily meal for farm workers and anyone preparing for the day’s hard labor, today it is more of a weekend indulgence, one worth risking a couple of times a year.


Picture a plate piled with fried eggs, black and white pudding (black pudding is a blood sausage, while white pudding contains oatmeal and leeks), thick and smoky rashers of Irish back bacon or gammon (a cured cut from the pig’s hind leg), fried tomato, fried potatoes, bread, and mushrooms—maybe beans, too—and don’t forget the jam. A strong cup of breakfast tea is the traditional accompaniment, and traditional or not, hot whiskey-spiked Irish coffee topped with whipped cream might be just the right finish.


Where: In Dublin, Slattery’s Bar & Early House, tel 353/1-874-6844, slatterysbar.com; in Arlington, VA, Ireland’s Four Courts, tel 703-525-3600, irelandsfourcourts.com. Mail order: Food Ireland, tel 877-474-7436, foodireland.com (search traditional irish style breakfast). Further information and recipes: Irish Traditional Cooking by Darina Allen (2012).





CHEESECAKE TIES ONE ON





Irish Whiskey Cheesecake


Irish


If creamy, gently sweet cheesecake redolent of lemon and a hint of vanilla isn’t enticement enough, imagine the lift a bracing shot of rustic Irish whiskey can impart. Whether it’s the sweet, velvety flavor of Bailey’s Irish Cream or the strong smoothness of Jameson’s whiskey, both provide a decadent cure for the common cheesecake that goes beautifully with a touch of chocolate, too—whether it’s a handful of chocolate chips in the batter, or a chocolate swirl on top. Cheesecake dates back to the ancient Greeks, who pounded cheese into a pan with honey, flour, and wheat, but never has it seemed so spirited as in this modern, inebriated version.


Where: In Lake Mary, FL, Liam Fitzpatrick’s Restaurant and Irish Pub, tel 407-936-3782, liamfitzpatricks.com. Further information and recipes: tablespoon.com (search irish cream cheesecake); irelandwhiskeytrail.com (click Food & Whiskey, then Desserts, then Jameson Whiskey Cheesecake); for Bailey’s Irish cream cheesecake, irish-genealogy-toolkit.com (click Recipes, then search irish cream cheesecake).





AS SIMPLE AS BREAD CAN BE …





Soda Bread


Irish
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Necessity was the obvious mother of this snowy, satisfying invention, the product of an era when time and cooking fuel were often hard to come by. When baking soda and then baking powder gained widespread usage in the nineteenth century, Irish bakers invented a bread that didn’t require heavy kneading and a long period of waiting for the dough to rise. The nicely chewy result is Irish soda bread, which depends on the acidity of buttermilk or sour milk along with baking powder and baking soda to elevate it into cushiony rounds.


Irish soda bread lends itself well as a foil for dishes with complex flavors, from Corned Beef and Cabbage (see listing) to a hearty lamb stew, and it is best served the day it is baked. For a dressier result, black currants are often kneaded into the dough. The formed, unbaked loaves are scored in quarters (resembling a four-leaf clover) so portions can be broken off. Warm from the oven, they are delightful spread with sweet or salted butter and a dab of jam or marmalade.


Where: In Castledawson, Northern Ireland, Ditty’s Home Bakery, tel 44/28-7946-8243, dittysbakery.com; in San Francisco, Arizmendi Bakery, tel 415-566-3117, arizmendibakery.com; in Dorchester, MA, Greenhills Irish Bakery, tel 617-825-8187, greenhillsirishbakery.com. Mail order: Food Ireland, tel 877-474-7436, foodireland.com (search irish soda bread). Further information and recipes: The Country Cooking of Ireland by Colman Andrews (2009); epicurious.com (search noreen kinney’s irish soda bread).







French
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SEASONED BY MOTHER NATURE





Agneau de Pré-Salé, Three Ways


Salt Meadow Lamb


French (Breton and Norman)
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Mont Saint-Michel crowns the largest salt meadow area in France.


Serious gourmet cooks consider buying preseasoned meat an unforgivable gaffe, anticipating bland commercial spice mixtures at best. But when the seasoner is Mother Nature herself, who can argue? Cavils end with a taste of the verdantly saline, lean lamb from France’s coastal provinces of Normandy and, especially, Brittany. There, lamb and sheep graze on the reclaimed salt meadows known as prés-salés, nibbling random herbs and bits of sprightly green seaweed along the way (or, in the hills around Provence, on the wild lavender that lends sweet overtones to the meat). These agneaux (lambs) or moutons (mutton) de pré-salé are treasured marks of quality on menus and in butcher shops throughout France.


Restraint and balance being two of the hallmarks of the best French cuisine, chefs and home cooks respect the elegant natural taste of this meat and are careful not to overpower it, hence the following favorite methods for appreciating this lamb and mutton.


Gigot aux flageolets à la Bretonne—Brittany leg of lamb with beans. A great classic roast that is fast disappearing from French restaurants in the U.S., this leg of lamb is adorned with only pepper and a few slivers of garlic, inserted close to the bone, before it is roasted to roseate perfection at an inner temperature of 145 to 148 degrees Fahrenheit.


Once cooked, the roasted meat lends its rich juices to beans, preferably the small, dried ivory or jade flageolets, or, almost as good, the creamy white haricots. After a good soak, the beans are simmered with onion, thyme, bay leaf, and garlic until tender, and then are baked to an inviting mellow brown color along with lamb pan juices and perhaps a touch of tomato.


True gigot, cut from a whole leg of lamb, is hard to find in American restaurants these days. Changing eating habits mean that not enough customers order roasted meat, so a whole leg would lead to uneconomical leftovers. Thus, what often passes for gigot is really a lamb steak cut from the leg and grilled or roasted to order—not the same thing by a long shot.


Carré d’agneau persillé—Parsleyed rack of lamb. A cut that stretches from the loin of the carcass to the first rib, the rack or carré of lamb is really a long row of unseparated lamb chops—plump, tender, and attached to riblike bones that in this dish are typically “frenched,” the meat and fat stripped away from the bare bones to create a refined and useful set of handles. Roasted to a rare state, the rack is removed from the oven, lightly brushed with spicy Dijon mustard, and encrusted with a heady mix of bread crumbs, garlic, and minced parsley. Then it goes back into the oven until the meat is medium rare and the coating crisp, golden, and fragrant. The rack is carved into chop portions and hopefully laid alongside a square of creamy baked pommes Dauphinoise (see listing).


Navarin d’agneau printanier—Spring lamb stew. Even the cherished salt meadow lamb includes some cuts that are better braised than roasted, among them the neck and shoulder meat. With the coming of spring, two-inch cubes of these cuts are gently stewed until almost tender with a little dry white wine, a few tomatoes, thyme, garlic, and a bay leaf. The meat is jeweled with new white potatoes, tiny onions, young carrots and turnips, and freshly shelled new peas, and cooked until tender; it’s served as a gastronomic celebration of the vernal equinox.


Of course, all of these methods are also applied to less exalted lamb, when it is the chef who seasons to taste.


Further information and recipes: The Food of France by Waverley Root (1992); Mastering the Art of French Cooking, Volume 1 by Julia Child, Louisette Bertholle, and Simone Beck (1961); foodnetwork.com (search rack of lamb persillade).




THE WORLD’S BEST MASHED POTATOES





Aligot


French (Auvergnat)
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Aligot’s impressive stretch.


Silken smooth or rustically lumpy, mashed potatoes rank high among the world’s comfort foods. But no version is as wickedly rich or sensuously addictive as aligot, a fonduelike specialty of the Auvergne region in south central France. Preparation begins with starchy potatoes that are cooked and pureed with butter, crème fraîche, and a hint of crushed garlic, and then dramatically finished at the table in a copper saucepan. There, the concoction is whipped and stirred, and whipped and stirred again, along with soft curds of the cow’s milk Cantal or Salers cheese or the acidic, nutty Tomme de Laguiole. As a wooden spoon is worked through the mixture, it becomes elastic and stretchy. A skillful practitioner can turn the process into a veritable floor show, pulling the potato-and-cheese-coated spoon high above the pot before dipping it back again, in an act reminiscent of mozzarella production.


As elegantly as it is presented now, aligot is believed to have originated as a shepherds’ dish, and it was much favored by supplicants stopping to rest overnight in the Auvergne en route to the shrine of Santiago de Compostela in Galicia, Spain. This delicious dish often accompanies roasted meats, and it is traditionally topped with darkly pungent, crisp-skinned blood sausage, as it is at L’Ambassade d’Auvergne in Paris.


Where: In Paris, Ambassade d’Auvergne, tel 33/1-42-72-31-22, ambassade-auvergne.com; in New York, Minetta Tavern, tel 212-475-3850, minettatavernny.com; in Los Angeles, Spago, tel 310-385-0880, wolfgangpuck.com. Further information and recipe: Cheese Primer by Steven Jenkins (1996); cookstr.com (search aligote).





A CLASSIC BISTRO





L’Ami Louis


French
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Chef Antoine Magnin’s spirit lives on at L’Ami Louis.


At first glance, a newcomer to this venerable bistro might decide he or she had come to the wrong address. Given its justifiable reputation for high prices—really high prices—L’Ami Louis looks like a dump. But what a noble dump it is. Opened in 1930, it is said not to have been painted since—a claim the smoke-and-garlic-glazed wine-dark walls do not refute. If you toss your coat on the rack above your table, realize that it will exude the faint scent of garlic until its next visit to the cleaner. That side effect has not discouraged loyal patrons past or present, including fashion designers such as the elegant Madame Grès, stars of stage and screen such as Helen Mirren, politicians like Bill Clinton, musicians such as Seiji Ozawa, and anybody in jeans or a tux who is passionate about eating well.


At least that lingering aroma of garlic reminds all that they have partaken of a truly spectacular meal. For when the original chef, Antoine Magnin, died at the age of eighty-six in 1987, he left behind a well-trained maître d’ in Louis Gadby. Wood still fuels the stove and oven, and the same wood burns in the dining room’s ancient heater, a unifying touch that the previous chef valued. There have been two recent improvements—replacing the barbaric Napoleonic toilet and allowing credit cards, meaning that diners no longer have to arrive in armored cars full of cash.


As for the menu, fish lovers had best go elsewhere, as the only sea creatures tolerated here are scallops with roe when in season, roasted on the half-shell as an appetizer. The large, plump snails are also great starters, bathed in green-gold garlic and parsley butter, and so sizzling hot they appear to still be wriggling. Do not overlook the most awesome appetizer of all, the house-prepared signature foie gras—not a pâté but rather a solid, rose-pink block, pure and chilled, like a dream of an indecently rich ice cream. Served with slabs of crusty baguette toasted over the wood fire, the dish would be a meal in itself at any place but Louis’s.


Draw breath and consider the main courses, among them what is surely the world’s best roasted chicken, the blue-footed Bresse specimen cooked in Normandy butter. If not that, then consider a succulently tender gigot of lamb or a lusciously blood-rare côte de boeuf, to which not even the best American or Argentine steak can hold a candle. Heat-burnished roasted veal kidneys, properly ruby-rare at the center, and golden roasted pheasant are also usually on hand. If you order a week ahead, you can have (for two or more) the traditional salmis of duck or pheasant, that medieval-tasting stew whose sauce is rich with poultry blood.


Accompanying the meat are delectable potatoes, sliced and roasted in duck fat or finely slivered and crisped. Should you be lucky enough to be at L’Ami Louis in the late spring, order a copper saucepan full of woodsy, earthy wild morels bathed in heavy cream.


Vegetables? Well, maybe the first asparagus of spring, but Magnin didn’t like to fool around with such insubstantial fare, and neither does his heir. However, for exotic fruits and nuts—fresh almonds still in their green suedelike husks and tasting more like fruit—there is always a place at the dessert table.


A soothing frozen nougat dessert is about the most anyone can manage after a huge and hearty meal that is best accompanied by one of the house’s special Fleurie wines.


Where: 32, rue du Vertbois, Paris, tel 33/1-48-87-77-48. Closed Mondays and Tuesdays and from mid-July to mid-August.




LEAVING IT TO ARTICHOKES





Artichauts à la Barigoule


French (Provençal)
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Artichauts violets.


Even in its simplest incarnation—steamed or boiled, served with a dipping sauce of vinaigrette or lemony melted butter—the multipetaled bud of the Cynara scolymus thistle plant is a delight. In this Provence specialty, it is slowly simmered to silken tenderness in olive oil and a touch of lemon juice, with seasonings of onion and garlic and slivers of ham or bacon; mushrooms, carrots, and even the slightest trace of tomato may make an appearance as well. What must be present is thyme, or barigoule (Provence’s bastardized version of the Niçois word farigoule), the defining herb.


After having carefully trimmed the leaves and removed the thorny choke, some cooks choose to stuff the opened, raw artichokes with the aforementioned ingredients, then tie the chokes closed and let them simmer in the broth. Either way, small, young artichokes give the most tender results.


Served warm in a bowl that can accommodate a shallow pool of the pan juices, the artichokes make light and palate-priming appetizers. This cooking method, known as à la grecque, renders the entire artichoke edible, so no need to tackle yours leaf by leaf; just use a fork and dig in, not forgetting to sop up the last of the savory juices with some bread or a spoon.


Further information and recipes: Cuisine Niçoise: Recipes from a Mediterranean Kitchen by Jacques Médecin (1991); The Lutèce Cookbook by André Soltner with Seymour Britchky (1995); saveur.com (search artichauts a la barigoule). See also: Carciofi Romaneschi.





A DESIGNING MAN’S FAVORITE DISH





Aubergine en Caton


Roasted Eggplant


French (Provençal)


Once asked in an interview which food he remembered most fondly from his boyhood in Provence, the celebrated haute couture designer Christian Lacroix answered, “Aubergine en caton.” The dish of his memories is a lusciously silken roasted eggplant served as a luminous, jade-green puree, its smoky bitterness sparked with a piquant sauce of capers, anchovies, garlic, parsley, lemon juice, and olive oil. Crisp baguette crusts or strips of raw vegetables can be used to dip into the mixture.


Although recipes for this dish are hard to locate, the preparation is so simple that an informal description suffices. Use a large eggplant if the dish is to be shared; smaller specimens may be served as stylish individual portions. Pierce small holes all over the eggplant with a skewer or the slim point of a sharp paring knife (to prevent bursting), and then place it on a pan and roast it in a hot oven until the skin wrinkles and takes on a bronze cast.


When it is cool enough to handle, split the eggplant open and serve it warm, its flesh scooped out onto pretty plates. Because the puree is so sheer and elusive, it is best not to bed it down on greens, among which it might disappear. Mix capers, anchovies, garlic, parsley, lemon juice, and olive oil into a sauce, and whisk. Spoon the sauce over the eggplant to taste; you’ll see why this very local favorite appetizer deserves a much wider audience.


Tip: Choose eggplant that is unblemished and very ripe, with a deep black-purple skin that needs only be wiped clean with a damp towel. If preparing more than one, be sure they are of equal size for even cooking. See also: Baba Ghanoush; Sichuan Eggplant.





MIXED MEATS FROM THE BAKER’S OVEN





Baeckeoffe


French (Alsatian)


Can’t decide between lamb, pork, or beef? With this dish, you don’t have to; all three are baked together in a large earthenware casserole known as a “baker’s oven,” a term that applies to both the container and its contents. Like many other long-cooking, one-pot meals deriving from earlier days when home ovens were uncommon (see cholent), the Baeckeoffe was traditionally taken to the baker to be placed in his big stone oven.


As with choucroute, the dish is a by-product of Alsace’s long, sparkling winter season, when hearty meals cooked at a leisurely pace warm kitchens and, eventually, bodies and souls. The ingredients are simple: Wine-and herb-marinated meats—including pigs’ feet, which add viscosity to the sauce—are slow-baked with carrots, onions, celery, potatoes, leeks, and goose fat. To retain heat and flavor, the casserole’s lid is sealed with a flour-and-water paste and the whole is placed in the oven. Three hours later, when that seal finally is broken and the lid removed, the resultant aroma—heady scents of rich meats, thyme, bay leaf, garlic, and wine—will almost be sustenance enough. Take a few bites anyway, and then see if you can stop. Don’t forget to add mustard, and enjoy it with a cold beer or a dry Alsatian white wine, a clean-tasting riesling, or a piquant gewürztraminer. Complete the meal with a green salad and a crusty loaf of bread.


Where: In Strasbourg, Le Baeckeoffe d’Alsace, tel 33/3-88-23-05-40; baeckeoffe.com. Further information and recipes: The Lutèce Cookbook by André Soltner with Seymour Britchky (1995); The Cuisine of Alsace by Pierre Gaertner and Robert Frederick (1981); epicurious.com (search baeckeoffe).





HOW TO FEEL FRENCH IN FIVE MINUTES





Baguette


French
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French essentials: beret, bike, and baguettes.


It might be France’s most iconic image. That long, slim, gold-crusted baton of bread carried home before each meal, most picturesquely by a small child in a pastel-colored cotton school smock, stands for the best of bourgeois France and its dedication to the things that really count. (Seek out the great Henri Cartier-Bresson’s 1959 photo of a young boy carrying armfuls of baguettes, Village of Piolenc near Orange, for a visual reference.)


That old-timey apparition has become less frequent as family schedules and lifestyles have changed, and with bread baking for the most part turned industrial, even in France. Yet, when the artisanal baguette can be found, it still resonates with a sense of place—even though it’s actually a relative newcomer, dating back only to the nineteenth century.


France’s gastronomic history includes many older, more traditional breads, some of which are enjoyed now for their rustic, hard crusts and wheaty textures and flavors. Particularly good are the crackling round peasant loaves turned out by the country’s most famous boulanger, Poilâne. But the baguette remains a favorite, with a light texture and flavor that make it a perfect nonintrusive foil for food, and its loose, airy crumb works as an efficient sponge for the country’s most famous sauces. There’s no better base for a dab of supple foie gras or a garlic-and brandy-scented country pâté, and it’s got the stamp of the law on its side: By decree, French baguettes may contain no preservatives. Because their crusts are fairly thin and dry, they become stale rapidly—hence the need for thrice-daily visits to the boulangerie in the good old days.


Unlike many lustier breads, the classic baguette is made up of about three times more soft wheat flour than hard wheat flour, and relies on a sourdough starter and a little salt for its subtle flavor. Once the shaped loaves have risen, just before being baked, they are slashed diagonally in several places across the top with a curved knife blade. As the bread bakes in a steam-filled oven, those cuts expand and open to become the typical flower-petal designs on the top crust. Baguette loaves are most often baked (especially when homemade) in a series of six connected long, fluted pans stamped in thin, shiny aluminum or steel, with lightly embossed patterns that make it easy for the cooled loaves to be snapped out.


Like all overly popularized French foods, the baguette can be found in airports the world over in distressingly chewy, stale, and flavorless iterations that would bring a real boulanger to tears. But the real thing abides.


Where: In Paris and environs, Poilâne, poilane.fr; in New York, Sullivan Street Bakery, tel 212-265-5580, sullivanstreetbakery.com; in San Francisco, Acme Bread Bakery at multiple locations, acmebread.com. Further information and recipes: The Breads of France by Bernard Clayton Jr. (2004); The Food Lover’s Guide to Paris by Patricia Wells (2014); saveur.com (search four hour baguette). Special event: La Fête du Pain (Festival of Bread), France, mid-May, lafetedupain.com.




IN A DELECTABLE JAM





Bar-le-Duc Confiture de Groseilles


French (Lorraine)
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Currant preserves.


Confiture, the French word for jam, sounds so much more exotic—and it’s perhaps a more fitting descriptor for one of the world’s most expensive preserves, confiture de groseilles. A specialty of Bar-le-Duc, the French town near Lorraine’s capital city of Metz, the translucent spread is made of red or white currants (groseilles) and packed in tiny faceted jars with metal lids topped by the handsome black-white-and-gold labels of Dutriez, the best-known producer.


Gently sweet, with a nice, tingly acid bite and a luxurious softness on the tongue, Bar-leDuc makes an elegant topping for morning croissants or scones lightly dabbed with cream cheese or clotted cream (but is far too delicate for plain toast, English muffins, or bagels). It can also add luster to desserts when used as a topping for vanilla ice cream, or vanilla cream-filled crêpes.


What makes Bar-le-Duc so expensive? Not only the increasing rarity of currants (especially white ones) and the high cost of growing them, but also the painstaking manual work required to produce the confiture. In a method that sounds practically medieval, multiple seeds must be removed from each tiny currant by hand, one by one, by de-seeders using sharpened goose quills. (Try it the next time you come across a currant, if you can find a goose quill, and you’ll probably come to the conclusion that store-bought Bar-le-Duc is a bargain.) Only then can the fruit be simmered with sugar into a shimmering, seedless jell.


Mail order: bienmanger.com, tel 33/4-66-32-90-80, (search seedless white currant jam). Further information: Larousse Gastronomique (2009).





A CINDERELLA OF BEEF CUTS





Beef Cheeks
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Though once cheap and used largely in frozen hamburger patties, plump and juicy, flavorful and satisfyingly chewy beef cheeks have become a sought-after ingredient in the contemporary kitchen. The formerly humble cut may receive its most elevated American treatment at Thomas Keller’s legendary Napa Valley restaurant, the French Laundry, where it is featured as “Tongue in Cheek”—braised beef cheeks and veal tongue cooked with baby leeks and horseradish cream. But the celebrated French chef Joël Robuchon is also an advocate, as is Greek-Sicilian chef Michael Symon; on the menu at Symon’s Cleveland restaurant Lola Bistro is a family recipe for beef-cheek pierogies.


Cut from the muscle behind the steer’s cheekbone, the meat is well marbled and succulent, the kind of tough cut that yields a bounty of flavor only after it has been intricately cleaned and trimmed and then gently and lengthily braised over low heat. This is how the old-fashioned French bistro standard joues de boeuf achieves its irresistibly rich, beefy essence. Beef cheeks can also help create the most luscious of sauces, act as delectable filling for ravioli or pierogies, or star in the best stews of the world, be they daube, stracotto, or goulash.


Where: In New York, Babbo, tel 212-777-0303, babbonyc.com; in Cleveland, Lola Bistro, tel 216-621-5652, lolabistro.com; in Yountville, CA, The French Laundry, tel 707-944-2380, frenchlaundry.com. Mail order: Golden Gate Meat Company, tel 415-983-7800, goldengatemeatcompany.com; U.S. Wellness Meats, tel 877-383-0051, grasslandbeef.com. Further information and recipes: The French Laundry Cookbook by Thomas Keller (1999); The Babbo Cookbook by Mario Batali (2002); Live to Cook by Michael Symon (2009).




THE FRESH-AIR FLAVOR OF NORMANDY





Beurre d’Isigny


French (Norman)


[image: image]


Vintage ad for a Norman company’s premium butter.


The ultimate in butter, this golden creamy spread from the herb-laden grazing fields of Normandy almost deserves to be eaten as a cheese. Savor a generous pat as it melts on the tongue, and you will experience soft, nutty overtones and a sense of the bracing sea air of the Norman coast. Spread it on a piece of bread if you must, but you will sacrifice the pure sensation of the piquant butter-to-cream transition uncompromised by other textures.


The damp, chalky clay soil surrounding Isigny, where the butter has been produced since the sixteenth century, flavors the local water and gives the grazing cows’ milk a high concentration of trace elements and an exceptional mineral salt content. The region’s lush grass, rich in iodine and carotene, contributes a distinctive flavor. The heavy sweet cream is ripened with the help of several different strains of bacilli (customary in much of Europe, if not in the U.S.). But the crowning touch is a fat content of 82 percent, higher than the typical 80 percent of regular butters. That 2 percent variable doesn’t sound like much, but it makes a big difference in taste. The resulting butter retains a certain silky creaminess even when melted, making it the perfect choice for the satiny sauce known as beurre blanc.


Although the town of Isigny bestows the most prestigious label a butter could wear, runners-up include nearby Cormeilles and Neufchâtel, as well as the neighboring province of Brittany.


Where: In New York and environs, Fairway Markets, fairwaymarket.com; in San Francisco, Mollie Stone’s Markets, tel 415-255-8959, molliestones.com. Mail order: gourmetfoodstore.com (search isigny butter). Further information: The Food of France by Waverley Root (1992).




A WELCOMING CHRISTMAS FRUIT BREAD





Bireweche


French (Alsatian)


Among the world’s Christmas breads, this rich, darkly dense Alsatian specialty is one of the least known yet most sustaining and subtle. Although it takes its name from dried pears, it includes prunes, figs, raisins, and nuts, all scented with spices and kirsch for a festive treat best thinly sliced and served with coffee or red wine.


Bireweche


Makes 1 loaf


For the fruit filling


¼ pound (about ⅓ cup) dried pears


¼ pound (about ⅓ cup) pitted prunes


¼ pound (2 tablespoons) dried figs


2 ounces (2 tablespoons) golden raisins


2 ounces (2 tablespoons) black raisins


1 ounce (about ⅓ cup) unblanched hazelnuts, coarsely chopped


1 ounce (about ⅓ cup) blanched almonds, coarsely chopped


1 ounce (about ⅓ cup) walnuts, coarsely chopped


¼ cup sugar


1 cup kirsch


Pinch each of nutmeg, cinnamon, and cloves


For the bread dough


1 envelope instant dry yeast


2 to 3 cups bread flour, plus more for dusting the work surface


1 teaspoon salt


Butter, for greasing the bowl and baking sheet


1 large egg yolk beaten with 1 tablespoon cold water


1. Prepare the fruit filling: About 12 hours before you plan to bake the bread, place the pears, prunes, and figs in a saucepan and add just enough water to cover. Let the water come to a simmer over moderate heat and cook the fruit until it softens slightly, 8 to 10 minutes. Drain the fruit, let it cool a bit, then cut it into slim strips. Place the strips of fruit in a large mixing bowl.


2. Rinse the golden and black raisins under warm running water. Drain the raisins well, then coarsely chop them. Add the raisins to the fruit strips along with the hazelnuts, almonds, walnuts, sugar, kirsch, nutmeg, cinnamon, and cloves. Mix well, cover the bowl loosely with plastic wrap, and let it stand at room temperature overnight.


3. Make the bread dough: Pour 1½ cups of cool water into a large mixing bowl and sprinkle the yeast on top. Set the bowl in a warm place until the yeast mixture begins to foam, 5 to 8 minutes.


4. Using an electric mixer, beat 2 cups of the flour and the salt into the yeast mixture. Beat in as much of the remaining flour as the batter will take (the dough should be stiff but pliable). Turn the dough out onto a floured work surface and knead it until smooth and slightly blistered, about 10 minutes. Place the dough in a lightly greased bowl, cover it loosely with a cotton dish towel, and set the bowl in a warm, draft-free corner until it has doubled in bulk, about 1½ hours. Punch the risen dough down and place it on a floured work surface.


5. Turn the fruit mixture out on the dough. Fold the dough over the fruit, using both hands; fold, refold, and knead the fruits into the dough until well distributed. Shape the dough into a loaf about 10 inches long and 3 or 4 inches wide and place it on a buttered baking sheet. Cover with plastic wrap and let rise in a warm place for about 30 minutes.


6. Preheat the oven to 350°F.


7. Brush the top of the loaf with the beaten egg yolk and bake it until the crust is golden brown and the loaf sounds hollow when tapped on the bottom.


8. Transfer the loaf to a wire rack to cool. When cool, wrap in plastic wrap or aluminum foil.


Where: In Colmar, France, Pâtisserie Jean, 33/3-89-41-24-63, mulhaupt.fr. Tip: The flavor develops best if the loaf is not cut for 24 hours.




BEEF WITH STRINGS ATTACHED





Boeuf à la Ficelle


French


This succulent poached beef dish, with its juicy, rosy meat and rich broth, remains one of the cherished specialties of Cartet, a bistro that began in the true French tradition of the mère or mother restaurant. Although the original mère, the late Madame Cartet, is long gone, the current owner-chef continues with much of her menu.


High on the list of favorites is still boeuf à la ficelle. To make it, a length of top sirloin trimmed of all fat is snugly tied with strings attached to the two handles of a pot; this arrangement keeps the meat evenly suspended in a stock strengthened with leeks, onions, celery, carrots, and a bouquet garni. Lightly poached so that the interior remains a glistening rose-pink and the meat emerges fork-tender, it is sliced and sauced with either a pungent blend of olive oil, Dijon mustard, capers, chopped parsley, and chives; or a creamy froth of freshly grated horseradish folded into whipped crème fraîche. Boiled potatoes and a splash of the beef stock make a perfect foil for meat and sauce.


It’s a wonder that this supreme elevation of poached beef has not spawned a revival complete with showmanship: bringing the pot into the dining room and ladling stock at tableside.


Where: In Paris, Restaurant Cartet, tel 33/1-48-05-17-65. Further information and recipes: The New Making of a Cook by Madeleine Kamman (1997); splendidtable.org (search boeuf a la ficelle); latimes.com (search boeuf a la ficelle).





COLD POT ROAST FOR A SUMMER’S DAY





Boeuf à la Mode en Gelée


French


Say it’s a boiling-hot day and you’re starved for something solid, yet cannot face the prospect of steaming-hot food. If you have lived right and are lucky, you will be offered a glistening oval of cold, clear bronze aspic encasing a tender, rich slice of chilled braised beef. The aspic will be ornamented with flower designs cut from tarragon leaves; carrots, onions, or perhaps sweet red peppers as petals; and dots of black olives or even truffles.


This triumph of the garde-manger (the chef in charge of cold food) requires lengthy and patient preparation, beginning with the braising of the beef, done in the style of a daube: A whole piece of beef (chuck, rump, first-cut brisket) is marinated and simmered in red wine heightened with thyme, bay leaves, garlic, bacon, a hint of brandy, and, for its gelatinous properties, a veal knuckle bone or a calf’s foot. The tedious part begins after the beef has melted to succulent tenderness and is allowed to cool, unsliced. The stock in which the beef was simmered must then be painstakingly clarified—strained and brought to a boil no fewer than three times. Between each boiling, it must be chilled for twelve to twenty-four hours, or until the fat rises to the top and solidifies for ease of removal. When the sauce is nearly crystal clear, it is finally ready to be poured into a mold or pan to be decorated with a tiny flower-like bouquet of vegetables and inlaid with the sliced beef before being sent off for its final chilling session. It’s a far cry from the convenience-biased American aspics of the 1950s.


Although boeuf en gelée is most elegant when molded in individual forms, the dish can also be made in a large pan and sliced just before serving (but only if the whole dish will be eaten at once—when cut, the gel will leak and the pretty arrangement will melt away like April snow). A cool string bean salad with a tarragon vinaigrette dressing makes for a lovely and traditional accompaniment, as do some good French bread and a glass of chilled rosé.


Further information and recipe: French Provincial Cooking by Elizabeth David (1999); Mastering the Art of French Cooking, Volume 1, by Julia Child, Louisette Bertholle, and Simone Beck (1961).




HOW TO ELEVATE A STEW





Boeuf Bourguignon


French
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Robust red Burgundy wine is this meal’s star.


If you think of beef stew as a somewhat mundane dish that is characteristically short on finesse, you have probably never tried the authentic, richly complex creation of France’s Burgundy region. It is one of many country dishes that rely on wine (preferably Burgundy’s own lusty red) to tenderize tough meat, with a flavor that is further enhanced by such savory additions as onions, garlic, shallots, thyme, and perhaps even carrots, mushrooms, and a sunny strip of dried orange peel “to taste.”


All of the above simmer long and gently, developing slowly until the meat is fork-tender and the juices have coalesced into a rich, dark sauce. The cooked stew is further improved if it is allowed to mellow, covered, in the refrigerator for twenty-four hours before being reheated and served. Although the marinating makes this a lengthy process, skip this step at your own peril. The time and care the dish requires are well spent—it’s a delectable stew that makes the most of economical cuts of beef, and it can be made in quantity and held for a week in the refrigerator or a month in the freezer.


Boeuf Bourguignon


Serves 4 to 6


2½ pounds lean beef chuck, cut into 1½-inch cubes


1½ to 2 cups good but not extravagant red Burgundy or Côtes-du-Rhône wine


4 tablespoons olive oil


1 large onion, coarsely chopped


2 cloves garlic, peeled and lightly crushed with the flat side of a chef’s knife


4 sprigs fresh flat-leaf parsley, plus 2 tablespoons minced parsley, for sprinkling over the potatoes


1½ teaspoons thyme


1 large bay leaf


4 or 5 black peppercorns, crushed


2 slices bacon, diced


10 pearl onions, peeled


Salt and freshly ground black pepper


2 tablespoons all-purpose flour


¼ cup brandy


1 cup beef stock


2 shallots, peeled and lightly crushed with the flat side of a chef’s knife


1 strip (about 2 inches long and 1½ inches wide) orange peel, dried in the oven at 325°F for 8 to 10 minutes


2 tablespoons (¼ stick) unsalted butter


About 10 large white mushroom caps, wiped with a damp paper towel and thickly sliced


8 to 12 small new potatoes, boiled and peeled, for serving


1. Place the beef in a large glass or ceramic bowl and add enough wine to cover it. Add 2 tablespoons of the olive oil, the chopped onion, garlic, 2 sprigs of parsley, ½ teaspoon of the thyme, the bay leaf, and crushed peppercorns, and cover the bowl with plastic wrap. Let the beef marinate at room temperature for 3 to 4 hours, or in the refrigerator for 6 to 7 hours. If you are marinating the beef in the refrigerator, remove it 30 minutes before proceeding with the recipe.


2. Heat the remaining 2 tablespoons of olive oil over moderate heat in a heavy 2-quart pot or Dutch oven, preferably of enameled cast iron or another nonreactive material. When the oil is hot, add the bacon and cook until lightly browned, about 7 minutes. Using a slotted spoon, transfer the bacon to a paper towel-lined plate to drain.


3. Add the small white onions to the hot fat and cook over low heat until browned on all sides, about 5 minutes, shaking the pot frequently so the onions brown evenly. Transfer the onions to a bowl and set them aside.


4. Remove the marinated beef from the bowl and pat it dry thoroughly with paper towels. Strain the marinade, discarding the solids, and set the marinade aside. Increase the heat to medium, then add the beef a few pieces at a time to the hot fat, browning them on all sides. Transfer the pieces of beef to a separate bowl as they brown, adding more to the pot until all of the beef is browned. Do not crowd the pot, or the beef will steam and not brown.


5. Return all of the browned beef to the pot and season it with salt and pepper to taste. Stir in the flour. Cook the beef over low heat, stirring gently but constantly with a wooden spoon, until the flour is absorbed, about 5 minutes.


6. Add the brandy to the pot and, as it simmers, use a wooden spoon to scrape up the brown bits from the bottom of the pot. Let the brandy boil briskly until it evaporates. Pour the strained marinade into the pot along with the beef stock, shallots, the remaining 2 sprigs of parsley, 1 teaspoon of thyme, and the dried orange peel. Cover the pot tightly and let simmer gently until the beef is almost tender, about 2 hours.


7. Melt the butter in a saucepan over low heat. Add the mushrooms and cook them until they give up their liquid and turn golden, about 7 minutes. Add the mushrooms to the pot along with the reserved onions and drained bacon pieces.


8. Cover the pot and let the meat simmer over low heat until it is thoroughly fork-tender, 30 to 40 minutes. Turn off the heat and let the stew stand for about 10 minutes, then skim the grease off the surface. Taste for seasoning, adding more salt and/or pepper as necessary. Return the pot to the stove and let the stew come to a boil just before serving.


9. Serve the stew with the boiled new potatoes sprinkled with the minced parsley and, of course, a good red Burgundy wine. Any other kind would be blasphemy.


Where: In Dijon, Brasserie B9, tel 33/3-80-38-32-02, brasserie-b9.com; in New York, La Grenouille, tel 212-752-1495, la-grenouille.com; in Greenwich, CT, Versailles, tel 203-661-6634, versaillesgreenwich.com; in Great Falls, VA, L’Auberge Chez François, tel 703-759-3800, laubergechezfrancois.com. Further information and recipes: Mastering the Art of French Cooking, Volume 1, by Julia Child, Louisette Bertholle, and Simone Beck (1961); The Food of France by Waverley Root (1992); foodandwine.com (search beef stew in red wine sauce); epicurious.com (search boeuf bourguignon 2001).




CHOCOLATE CHIC





Bonbons au Chocolat by Hévin


French
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The Jean-Paul Hévin flagship store boasts a lavish array of bonbons.


Bonbon is a cutesy way to say “good” twice, and an apt name for the mouth-size, chocolate-covered candy that French confectioners do better than any others. Chocolate, preferably midnight-dark and tauntingly bittersweet, enrobes dried or fresh fruits, flavored creams, crunchy nuts, pralines, liqueurs, or brittles, the surprise inside each one a mystery until the eater bites in. For the most serious chocolate connoisseurs, however, bonbons just don’t cut it; only pure bars unadulterated in texture or flavor afford the proper appreciation and evaluation.


But how many of us are that serious all the time? When frivolity is desired, just call a French chocolatier; preferably Jean-Paul Hévin, whose genius is on delectable display in his very first shop, opened on Avenue de la Motte-Picquet in 1988, and now throughout his pretty sweetshops in Paris, Tokyo, and Hong Kong. Among his triumphs are vanilla and crème fraîche truffles and firm, intensely dark ganache-filled chocolate cigars. All of his wares are exquisitely packaged in milk-chocolate-and-royal-blue boxes and tins that match the color scheme of his shops—a combination almost good enough to eat.


In acknowledgment of Hévin’s expertise, the prestigious Guide des Croqueurs de Chocolat (Chocolate Lovers’ Guide) noted that “the chocolates by that cocoa bean aficionado feature a bitterness so excellent that even the most finicky of purists will be won over. At the same time, adventurous types will be satisfied with the unexpected flavors.”


Members of that first category will be relieved to discover that Hévin does, of course, trade in the simple bars they seek. In fact, this particular chocolatier’s true gift may be his ability to understand and blend different chocolates from various parts of the world, a talent most discernible in bars such as the woodsy Java, the more mellow Trinite, and the mild Ecuador, the last of which is sure to appeal to children.


So whether it’s bonbons or bars or another form of chocolate, do sample the artistry on display at the very best of French chocolateries.


Retail and mail order: In Paris, Jean-Paul Hévin at several locations, tel 33/1-55-35-35-96, jphevin.com.





“THIS BOUILLABAISSE A NOBLE DISH IS SORT OF SOUP, OR BROTH, OR BREW, OR HOTCHPOTCH OF ALL SORTS OF FISHES, THAT GREENWICH NEVER COULD OUTDO.”
—FROM “THE BALLAD OF BOUILLABAISSE,” BY WILLIAM MAKEPEACE THACKERAY





Bouillabaisse


French (Provençal)
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The dish is native to Provence.


It took a full eleven stanzas for Thackeray to express his appreciation of the complex fish stew that he so loved in Paris, a dish he felt could not be equaled in his native England. Oddly, two of the fish that he mentions, roach and dace, swim in freshwater and are commonly found in the English river Avon. To complicate matters, these aren’t the fish one typically sees in a bouillabaisse, which today’s purists claim should include only saltwater fish and shellfish—though the matter is shrouded in argument. Some allow mollusks but outlaw crustaceans; all agree on the permanent exclusion of shrimp and scallops (but don’t ask why). One undisputed point is the necessity of a rascasse in the mix—a scorpion fish with a poisonous spine that must be extracted very carefully. Rascasse adds a slightly viscous tone to the texture, along with a solid, mildly acidic underpinning of flavor.


Whatever the mix, expect an exquisite still life of whole or large chunks of fish, lobster, crab, gleaming ebony mussels, snowy rings of calamari, and perhaps pearly gray ropes of eel—all floating in a magnificent rose-gold broth redolent of tomato, saffron, fennel, perhaps leek and garlic, and, always, white wine. The soup is usually presented first, accompanied by croutons and plenty of rouille (the cayenne-fired sauce that is spooned onto the croutons and into the broth); then comes the fish, with a little broth spooned over it, and maybe a boiled potato or two to refresh the palate.


“Bouillabaisse was invented by Venus to put her husband Vulcan to sleep when she had a rendezvous with Mars,” Waverley Root writes in The Food of France—an origin story worthy of such a magnificent dish.


Where: In Paris, La Méditerranée, tel 33/1-43-26-02-30, la-mediterranee.com; in Antibes, France, Bacon, tel 33/4-93-61-50-02, restaurantdebacon.com; in New York, Aquagrill, tel 212-274-0505, aquagrill.com. Further reading and recipes: The Food of France by Waverley Root (1992); French Provincial Cooking by Elizabeth David (1960). See also: Brodetto Vastese.





BOUILLABAISSE’S KISSING COUSIN





Bourride


French (Provençal)


The rose-gold bouillabaisse of Marseille, with its crackling flavor and diverse combination of snowy fish and firecracker-red shellfish, is undoubtedly the world’s most famous fish soup. However, food-loving visitors to the area are often surprised to discover bourride, “the other fish soup,” and to many palates the more elegantly subtle of the two. It is a satiny ivory broth adrift with chunks of three types of firm, white-fleshed fish such as porgy, cod, sole, haddock, or striped bass, but no shellfish.


All are cut into serving portions, but are neither boned nor skinned, ensuring that they retain texture and full deep-sea flavor. Wafting from the tureen are heady overtones of white wine and a vibrant fish stock gentled with leeks, musty-sweet bay leaves, bosky wild fennel seeds, and an astringent strip of dried orange peel. Then comes the alluring addition of the evocative sauce aioli, or garlic mayonnaise.


When it is correctly served for maximum heat and flavor, the broth is ladled into a wide soup bowl over poached fish on a butter-toasted croustade. Aioli is passed to be added at will, as though anyone could ever get enough.


Where: In Nice, L’ Ane Rouge, tel 33/4-93-89-49-63, anerougenice.com. Further information and recipes: The Food of France by Waverley Root (1992); The New Making of a Cook by Madeleine Kamman (1997); cookstr.com (search bourride with aioli).





SALT COD TAKES A WHIPPING





Brandade de Morue


French (Provençal)


Few ingredients with gourmet status have origins as humble as those of the dried salt cod known as morue in France and bacalao (give or take a few letters here and there) in Spain, Portugal, and Italy. Valued for centuries as a reliable winter fish eaten on meatless fast days, this product of Northern Europe was so essential to the Catholic Mediterranean that it fostered close commercial and political ties between the two regions: Along with herring, salt cod was the main cargo that financed the ships of the north’s powerful Hanseatic League, formed by merchant associations in 1241.


Over time, salt cod has transformed from basic necessity to connoisseurs’ treat, whether in the form of English codfish cakes (see listing), New England fish cakes, or Portugal’s crisp round croquettes, or in its Spanish incarnation, mantled with a silken parsley-and-garlic green sauce (see listing). In Italy, salt cod may be simmered with tomatoes and spooned over pasta, or used in a Venetian version of brandade known as bacalao mantecato, meaning “worked by hand.”


The luscious appetizer brandade de morue is one of salt cod’s most elegant presentations. Well-soaked, carefully poached fish is whipped up with warm milk, splashes of golden olive oil, and plenty of garlic and black pepper. Electric blenders or food processors generally do the whipping these days, but old-timers will tell you the fish should first be worked smooth with a mortar and pestle. (While they are at it, they’ll also probably warn against the addition of mashed potatoes to the mix, a common infraction.) The result, a mousselike spread that is creamy yet retains the intriguing underlying chewiness of the fish, is usually served with slim points of toast or toasted baguette and black olives; at its gourmet zenith, shavings of black truffles may be added as well.


Further information and recipes: Roast Chicken and Other Stories by Simon Hopkinson (2007); French Provincial Cooking by Elizabeth David (1960); cookstr.com (search brandade de morue); foodandwine.com (search brandade de morue).




A CLICHÉ, BUT A WORTHY ONE





Brie


French


Made of raw cow’s milk (although the highly prized Brie de Meaux is sometimes made with pasteurized milk), an authentic brie will hint of nuts, mushrooms, garlic, and, according to some food writers, fried eggs—a lot of flavors for one simple cheese to deliver.


Perhaps because it is easy for Americans to pronounce, and seems so quintessentially French, it’s a name that is thrown around to describe all manner of flat, ivory disks of runny, creamy cheese. Oddly, brie is not among France’s name-controlled cheeses (those bearing the Appellation d’Origine Contrôlée mark assuring that their point of origin, ingredients, and processing are protected by French law). But authentic bries from the Île-de-France—Brie de Meaux and Brie de Melun, which have both been granted A.O.C. status—are far from supermarket fare. In fact, they should be considered the standard: They’ve been setting the bar for flavor since 774, when Charlemagne was reputed to have tasted his first slice. The cheese became a favorite of his, earning it the title le roi du fromage (the king of cheese).


There is actually very little resemblance between real bries and their imitators. The latter are generally gooey when cut, whereas whole disks or large wedges of true brie bulge, but do not run. As for flavor, the imitators are largely bland affairs, chewy versions of butter with little to no complexity. Sadly, locating one of the A.O.C. bries stateside is no easy task. U.S. Federal Drug Administration laws require that raw-milk cheeses be aged for a minimum of sixty days; because brie is unaged, only pasteurized Brie de Meaux can be imported. The moral of the story? When a real brie is found, savor every bite, edible rind and all.


Remember that once a brie is cut, its ripening process comes to a halt. When shopping for uncut brie, avoid any cheese that sinks around its edges, and look for an intact bloomy white rind with beige flecks. Serve the brie at room temperature, with simple, traditional accompaniments like a chunk of crusty rustic baguette or water biscuits and a dry sparkling white wine.


Further information: French Cheeses by Kazuko Masui and Tomoko Yamada (1996); Cheese Primer by Steven Jenkins (1996). Tip: Look for Rouzaire’s pasteurized Brie de Meaux.




MORNING SUNSHINE IN A ROLL





Brioche


French
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Communal brioche and diminutive brioche à tête.


It’s not surprising that two great French painters thought the light and spongy brioche beautiful enough to be the subject of still lifes. The first, Chardin, rested a plump brioche on a white cloth and crowned it with a spray of pale spring blossoms. Years later, Manet made a similar painting, relying on his characteristic chiaroscuro, or black-and-white contrasts, and sticking a white rose in the center of the large round breakfast roll. Both painted the big communal brioche that is divided among many; more usual now are the individual versions called brioche à tête, topped with a knobby head of crusty pastry.


Usually baked in a fluted mold, the airy, eggy, gently sweet bread-cake is a near second to the croissant as a favorite French breakfast. Plain or braided, it’s a light and absorbent bread that is perfect for fluffy, sunny French toast or equally good with a dab of butter and a dollop of jam. Happily, the soft brioche dough also lends itself to many other preparations. Without sugar, it makes a crust for sausages or enfolds delicate pâtés. With sugar and baked in a cone or ring form, it is translated into luscious desserts such as juicy rum-soaked babas or cream-filled Savarins.


Because the quality of the butter is so essential to a good brioche, one theory holds that the bread was invented in Normandy, source of the world’s best dairy products, sometime before it arrived in Paris during the seventeenth century. Its name is said to derive from broyer, or breaking up, referring to the heavy, steady kneading the dough requires to take in air and so rise to the occasion.


Where: In many locations in France and in New York, Ladurée, laduree.com. Further information and recipes: The Oxford Companion to Food by Alan Davidson (1999); Mastering the Art of French Cooking, Volume 2, by Julia Child, Louisette Bertholle, and Simone Beck (1970).





A SWEET LOG FOR CHRISTMAS





Bûche de Noël


French


Young children may wish Christmas came around more often—and the adults who have tasted the bûche de Noël will share their sentiments. Surely no one would mind if this wickedly rich and creamy log of a cake showed up at other times, perhaps even at Easter. Why let tradition dictate when we can dig into the tender blond, vanilla-and-rum-scented cake of the lightest, eggiest sponge dough, wrapped jelly roll–style around a thick and delectably oozy butter-cream filling of chocolate or mocha?


But honor its origins we must. Like the European log cakes of England, Norway, and Lithuania, the bûche dates back to pre-Christian times when huge Yule logs were burned in fireplaces to honor the winter solstice. To replicate that ancient tree-trunk look, the rolled and filled cake is decorated with more buttercream frosting, scored to resemble bark, and adorned with tinted marzipan formed into tiny mushrooms and woody knots. Other garnishes might be candied cherries, sprigs of holly, and toasted almonds or pistachios, with piping spelling out “Joyeux Noël” or the numbers of the New Year.


In France, the bûche de Noël is traditionally eaten at the réveillon supper held after midnight mass on Christmas Eve, though it reappears in patisseries and restaurants throughout the holiday season. Soft and rich when served at room temperature, the bûche can be even more subtle and seductive when half frozen so the buttercream sets to almost ice-cream consistency and the cake’s sweetness becomes less intense.


Where: In many locations in France and in New York, Ladurée, laduree.com; in Colmar, France, Pâtisserie Jean, tel 33/3-89-41-24-63, mulhaupt.fr; in Oakland and Berkeley, CA, La Farine Boulangerie, lafarine.com. Further information and recipes: Visions of Sugarplums by Mimi Sheraton (1986); The Art of French Pastry by Jacquy Pfeiffer and Martha Rose Schulman (2013); saveur.com (search a slice of christmas).





A LITTLE BIRD TOLD ME.…





Compote de Caille en Gelée


Quail in Aspic


French


One of the delights of Au Crocodile, the celebrated restaurant in the Alsatian capital of Strasbourg, is a stunning appetizer that appears in a small, oval terra-cotta terrine, its top glistening with a rich mahogany-brown aspic.


Breaking through that fragrant covering, dotted with sprigs of tarragon and hard-cooked egg white, yields quite a prize: a tenderly braised, boneless quail or squab that is mouth-wateringly scented with Madeira. Cutting through the layers of tender quail meat holds, amazingly enough, further reward in the form of a richly emollient stuffing of truffled foie gras. All the while, the flavorful aspic—the braising gravy, cooked with a calf’s foot for gelatin—slowly melts into a chiffonlike sauce.


With a chunk of bread and a refreshing salad of spiky frisée lettuce, this luxurious compote makes for a sublime lunch or an elegant midnight supper. Though only occasionally available on the menu at Au Crocodile, it is prepared by many graduates of that restaurant’s kitchens.


Where: In Strasbourg, Au Crocodile, tel 33/3-88-32-13-02, au-crocodile.com. Further information and recipe: Mastering the Art of French Cooking, Volume 2, by Julia Child, Louisette Bertholle, and Simone Beck (1970), see Volailles en Escabèche and substitute quail.




THE GOLDEN-FLESHED MELON OF PROVENCE





Cavaillon Melon with Wild Strawberries or Raspberries


French (Provençal)
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Cavaillons at a street market in Aix-en-Provence.


We’re beginning to see them from late spring to early fall in upscale restaurants and greengrocers in large cities throughout the United States: those green-and-cream-striped, small round melons of Provence. Labeled Cavaillons or Charentais, they are members of the musk-melon family, with netted rinds much like that of the cantaloupe. As with all muskmelons, ripeness is signaled by a pink blush on the rind, and general quality by a well-rounded form with no bruises or soft, damp spots. The honey-sweet, rose-gold flesh is delicious when the slightly chilled melon is cut into boat-shaped wedges and doused with only a little lime juice, or for purists, served straight up.


For a special-event dessert, one small melon per person can be filled with liquor-flavored berries. To accomplish this, cut a lid from the top of each melon and scoop out the flesh, taking care not to break through the rind. Discard all seeds, but retain as much of the juice as possible.


Cut the flesh into spoon-size cubes, and combine with a little superfine granulated sugar and small strawberries, preferably fraises des bois, or raspberries. Add a splash or two of kirsch or Grand Marnier per melon—or go for broke and mix the two. Pack everything back into the melons and replace the lids. Encase each melon in plastic wrap and chill in the refrigerator for about two hours. Unwrap and serve very cold as a sophisticated finale to a warm-weather meal.


Mail order: In August and September, Melissa’s Produce, tel 800-588-0151, melissas.com (search charentais melons). Special event: Fête du Melon, Cavaillon, France, June, melondecavaillon.com





“CAMEMBERT, POETRY, BOUQUET OF OUR MEAL, WHAT WOULD BECOME OF LIFE IF YOU DID NOT EXIST?”
—JEAN ANTHELME BRILLAT-SAVARIN





Camembert de Normandie


French (Norman)


With its sunny ivory hue and unctuously molten texture, authentic camembert cheese is a mushroomy, almost woodsy delight. Authentic is the operative word, however, and divining the true Camembert de Normandie requires a good eye and a sensitive nose. Like so many great originals, this cheese has many bland imitators; because the ingredients, processing, and point of origin of camembert are not protected by French law, the cheese is not accorded the Appellation d’Origine Contrôlée (AOC) label. But to establish some sort of quality designation, any camembert produced according to the specific laws of Normandy earns the marking V.C.N., Véritable Camembert de Normandie. Any other camembert will be second-rate at best.


Determining a camembert’s ripeness is famously tricky. Cheese mongers advise clients to touch a closed eye with one index finger and the cheese with the other, in the hope of discovering matching textures. Why go to such lengths? Because, as with any cheese, the ripening process ends when your camembert is cut open. The next step is to remove your finger from your eye and make sure that the paste bulges against its wrapper rather than runs, the latter being a sign of overripeness. If the wheel or wedge meets both of these criteria, hurry home with it.


Generously spread onto a crusty chunk of baguette, it becomes a casse-croûte, Normandy’s favorite pick-me-up sandwich. The most serious aficionados eat the rind as well, for an extra belt of calcium and flavor.


Authentic camembert is unavailable in the United States because FDA laws prohibit the import of unpasteurized cheeses not aged for at least sixty days. The best pasteurized imported brand is Le Châtelain.


Where: In New York and environs, Fairway Markets, fairwaymarket.com. Further information: Camembert: A National Myth by Pierre Boisard (2003); French Cheeses by Kazuko Masui and Tomoko Yamada (1996); Cheese Primer by Steve Jenkins (1996).





BEANS GET CONTROVERSIAL





Cassoulet


French


[image: image]


Recipes vary, but all start with beans and sausage.


Any traditional dish composed of many ingredients will spark controversy as to its authenticity. Which elements, seasonings, and techniques are essential and which are verboten? France’s magnificently soul-warming cassoulet is no exception, with three basic versions assigned to three different cities—allowing for constant crossovers that incite argument and unnecessarily confuse the truly delectable issue.


Cassoulet de Castelnaudary is the simplest, based on white beans such as the American Great Northerns, baked with various pork cuts—smoked ham, fresh pork shoulder, salt pork with its rind, and spicy, firm sausage. For Cassoulet de Carcassonne, the cook also throws in boned chunks of lamb or mutton and, in season, a wild game bird such as partridge or quail. For Cassoulet Toulousain, the cook goes for broke, adding not only most of the above but also duck or goose confit, the chunks of fat-preserved poultry that give the final result an unctuously rich finish.


Inevitably, one will come across a stupendous cassoulet with an ingredient that belies its geographical label—say a chunk of duck confit in one called Castelnaudary. As Waverley Root said in his seminal work, The Food of France, “Cassoulet is what you find it.” Ultimately the best thing to do is eat up and revel in its deeply satisfying deliciousness.


Controversy aside, some features are the same in all cassoulets, beginning with the cooking vessel itself. To produce exactly the right softly blended result, with white beans and meats cooking evenly and a nice crisp crust developing on top, you must have a wide, deep, round casserole made of terra-cotta that is glazed inside. The only possible substitute would be a similar shape in enameled cast iron. When all of the ingredients are in, a thick topping of bread crumbs is added. Authenticity demands that this crust be broken and stirred into the other ingredients three to seven times during cooking, each time allowing it to redevelop until at the end it is very crisp and thick, and layered down into the mix.


A feast for the eyes and nose as it is served, this blend of tender beans and meats, aromatic with garlic, onion, cloves, thyme, bay leaves, white wine, and good strong beef stock, requires only one more element for it to be enjoyed at its zenith: a miserably cold, wet, blustery, gray winter evening.


Where: In Paris, Benoit, tel 33/1-42-72-25-76, alain-ducasse.com; in Toulouse, France, Le Colombier, tel 33/5-61-62-40-05, resaurant-lecolombier.com; in New York, Quatorze Bis, tel 212-535-1414. Further information and recipes: Mastering the Art of French Cooking, Volume 1, by Julia Child, Louisette Bertholle, and Simone Beck (1961); The Food of France by Waverley Root (1992); saveur.com (search hearty cassoulet). Special events: Fête du Cassoulet, Toulouse, France, August, fete-du-cassoulet.com; Back Forty Cassoulet Festival, New York, February/March, backfortynyc.com.




THE ROOT OF AN ELEGANT SALAD





Céleri Rémoulade


French


Humble celeriac (Apium graveolens rapaceum, also known as celery root or knob celery) is a bit like the Cinderella of celery. The bulbous, tangled knob grows underground while its better-known stalk sister is a favorite for salads and seasonings. But with a little attention and the proper dressing—in this case, the mustard seed–based mayonnaise known as rémoulade—celeriac becomes a star. Frugal French cooks long ago figured out that the creamy, soothing rémoulade made a perfect foil for the root, maximizing its clean and earthy flavor and toothsome texture.


To get the best out of celeriac, some work is required: First, its stalk, leaves, and tough darker outer layer must be peeled away with a sharp knife, preferably of stainless steel. When only ivory remains, the root must be julienned into ultrathin bite-size pieces and quickly dropped into water that has been acidulated with lemon juice or white vinegar. Once thoroughly drained, the slivers are tossed with rémoulade, creating a salad that serves as a crunchy, refreshing companion to charcuterie and seafood dishes or stands on its own as an hors d’oeuvre. It also makes a great unorthodox slaw for fish sandwiches or burritos.


Where: In California and Las Vegas, Bouchon Bistros, bouchonbistro.com. Further information and recipes: Bouchon by Thomas Keller (2004); cookstr.com (search celery remoulade). Tip: Celeriac is in season between winter and early spring; choose small to medium roots that are firm, and refrigerate in a plastic bag for up to a week.





A BRAINY CHEESE FROM LYON





Cervelle de Canut


French (Lyonnaise)
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A spread, or a meal in itself.


In these days of political correctness, naming a cheese “brain of the silk worker” might cause sit-ins and other street demonstrations. Yet such is the literal translation for the addictive Lyonnais cheese spread composed of fromage blanc mixed with garlic, shallots, chives, and the fresh herbs that give the spread its tiny, dark pinpoint markings. The odd name dates back to the cheese’s origins in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the peak of Lyon’s silk industry. The preparation was a favorite among local housewives, who likened its mushy and splotchy appearance to the brains of the silk workers, who were also great fans of the treat. Despite the obvious slight, and although the laborers and looms of the past are now long gone, cervelle de canut remains.


Predictably, every family believes theirs to be the very best version. Although variations abound, all must begin with fromage blanc: the utterly fresh, slightly fermented cheese with a teasingly sour edge. (Lacking true fromage blanc, many an inventive cook has substituted fresh ricotta and proceeded from there.) Most recipes then call for chopped garlic, shallots, and chives, followed by a combination of herbs such as chervil, parsley, tarragon, and thyme; salt and pepper; and olive oil. Gently mixed, the spread is served as a snack or an appetizer, usually on buttered toasts, though many prefer to eat it straight, by the spoonful. Chilled, cervelle de canut can be an ideal cheese course and a marvelously rich end to a meal.


Where: In Lyon, at the market Les Halles de Lyon, tel 33/4-78-62-39-33, halledelyon.free.fr; in Miami, DB Bistro Moderne, tel 305-421-8800, dbbistro.com/miami. Further information and recipes: French Cheeses by Kazuko Masui and Tomoko Yamada (1996); The Complete Encyclopedia of French Cheese by Pierre Androuet (1973).





TAKE YOUR BRAINS AND FRY THEM





Cervelles au Beurre Noir


French


Is there something slightly evil about eating brains? From a rational point of view, no; but our rational minds rarely govern our attitudes toward food, and that subconscious frisson may actually contribute to our enjoyment of this classic delicacy. Who knows?


This luscious appetizer or main course begins with the soft, pearl-gray brain of a young calf or lamb. Soaked in ice water, skinned, and blanched lightly to attain a solid but still-soft form, the brain is lightly dusted with flour and sautéed in clarified sweet butter that is allowed to turn a deep coffee-black, just this side of being truly burned. Into that butter go a few shots of fresh lemon juice and a handful of minced parsley, all to be spooned over the finished dish.


If beurre noir seems too noir and acidic, try the brains au beurre noisette—in nut-brown butter also finished with lemon juice and parsley. Noir or noisette, a few chopped rinsed capers provide a saline finishing touch. The dish is best served on warm toast slices that become unctuously delicious as they absorb the flavorful cooking juices.


A note for the health-conscious: Diners wary of cholesterol content should know that brains pack megadoses of B vitamins and iron. Hopefully that knowledge can help tip the balance.


Further information and recipes: Larousse Gastronomique (2009); Mastering the Art of French Cooking, Volume 1, by Julia Child, Louisette Bertholle, and Simone Beck (1961). See also: Cervello Arreganata.




TRUMPETING THE GOLD





Chanterelles


French
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Foragers can strike gold in any temperate forest.


Prized by the French as girolles and by the Germans as pfifferlinge, the tiny golden Cantharellus cibarius are one of several types of wild mushrooms broadly known to us as chanterelles. Growing in tiny clumps in the conifer forests of Europe, Japan, North Africa, Australia, and the United States, they have an intense orange-gold color that gives them the look of flat, unfurled apricots. These cute and cheery mushrooms keep well, and so can be found fresh in markets long after their autumn season. Although they are available both dried and canned, only fresh chanterelles are worth the price and bother, as in their preserved forms they generally become unpleasantly metallic.


The simplest quick sauté in butter or olive oil, perhaps with a hint of garlic or shallots, results in a faintly sweet but slightly earthy garnish. Prepared that way, chanterelles lend a fruity apricot-peach flavor accent to omelets or scrambled eggs and to meats. In Germany’s Black Forest region and in Alsace, in France, they’re often served as an aromatic accompaniment to fall game dishes.


Mail order: Oregon Mushrooms, tel 800-682-0036, oregonmushrooms.com. Further information: Chanterelle Dreams, Amanita Nightmares by Greg Marley (2010); The Oxford Companion to Food by Alan Davidson (1999).





THE OTHER TOAST OF CHAMPAGNE





Chaource


French


Although the supremacy of its bubbly wines is widely acknowledged, the Champagne region’s rich and creamy cow’s milk cheese is too often overlooked. Superb at almost any age, with its silky ripened body and fragrantly bloomy, edible rind, Chaource is an exceptional culinary pleasure. When very young—around two weeks old—its flaky white interior tastes extremely mild and milky. As the cheese ages, its body darkens in color and its flavor intensifies. At its prime (no more than two months old), it becomes runny, sharp, and earthy, with more complexity and depth than brie, to which it is quite similar and is often compared. Chaource is one of France’s elite name-controlled cheeses (Appellation d’Origine Contrôlée), meaning that French law strictly regulates its ingredients, processing, and point of origin. Because the cheese is aged for only a short time, only the pasteurized version is allowed entry to the U.S. Look for the Lincet brand.


Further information: Cheese Primer by Steven Jenkins (1996); French Cheeses by Kazuko Masui and Tomoko Yamada (1996). Tip: The Musée du Fromage à Chaource offers exhibits, information, and cheese tasting, tel 33/3-25-40-10-67.




ELEGANT DELI





Assiette de Charcuterie


French
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A market stall in France offers abundant choices.


Care for a plate of assorted cold cuts or a deli platter? Although its American incarnations sound mundane indeed, lucky is the diner who happens into a traditional bistro that offers an assiette de charcuterie as a first course. Accompanying a basket of assorted sausages will be several glazed terrines packed with both firm and softly spreading pâtés, along with a cutting board, a sharp knife, a little crock of Dijon mustard, and crusty chunks of firm-textured baguette and slices of toast. Of course, the only problem with an eat-all-you-want first course is forgetting when to stop. Which is why those most passionate about charcuterie might prefer to make a meal of it, washing it down with plenty of strong red wine before retiring for a nice, long nap.


Charcuterie shops can be an even more enticing means of delivery, for like all super-delis, they exude nose-tweaking aromas bound to drive serious eaters crazy. Such temptations were celebrated in Émile Zola’s novel The Belly of Paris. Florent, the protagonist, starts work at a charcuterie in the old Les Halles, where he is dazzled by the “vast quantities of rich, succulent things … jars of rillettes, boned hams, stuffed Strasbourg tongues … great cuts of veal and pork, whose jelly was as limpid as crystallized sugar.”


Most charcuterie offerings are ready to eat, no cooking needed, and shops display other prepared and semiprepared dishes as complements to the meats. Among the most traditional are refreshing, mustard-zapped céleri rémoulade, slim haricots verts, or French potato salad with wine vinegar and nut-oil dressings.


Also on offer are snails, prepacked into shells and capped with parsley-garlic butter, and coquilles St-Jacques, scallops in ovenproof seashell-shaped dishes topped with béchamel and grated Gruyère. Both dishes are ready to be popped into the oven. A few soups and cooked stews of the day—coq au vin, veal Marengo, boeuf Bourguignon—join whipped potatoes, perhaps ratatouille, slow-simmered white beans, and a few cheeses and fruits to round out a quick meal at home.


The roots of the term charcuterie mean cooked (cuit) meat (chair), a designation wide enough to encompass a beautiful host of variations. Usually the meat is pork, alone or mixed with others and in varied forms and textures, but there are a number of charcuteries made solely of game birds and meats, rabbit, poultry, innards, and even horsemeat, controversial in the States but beloved elsewhere for its rich, somewhat gamy flavor.


To quickly assess the quality of a charcuterie’s products, choose a pâté de campagne. Once excellent wherever it was found, this country pâté has spawned mass-produced versions that are often bland and stiffly compact, oversalted, and zapped with preservatives. The good ones are heady with brandy and bay leaves, and can be nibbled on their own with a touch of mustard, plated with a garnish of céleri rémoulade, or slipped into a baguette sandwich. The meat mixture usually includes pork with some veal and/or ham, fat in the form of lard or fatback, and flavorings of onions, garlic, wine, Calvados or another brandy, and a heady haze of spices such as juniper, thyme, mace, and the beloved French mix quatreépices, of pepper, ginger, nutmeg, and cloves.


More elegant, upscale pâtés, often enriched with truffles, pistachios, and Madeira, are the creamy, silken result of a concentration of ground livers: pork, veal, chicken, or the foie gras of ducks and geese. Pâté Bourguignon is worth looking for, too; it is a subtle blend of guinea hen meat, red wine, onions, bacon, and chanterelle mushrooms.


Some of the softest and most unctuously irresistible pâtés are the rillettes based on pork, duck, goose, or rabbit, the meat simmered for hours in its own fat until it disintegrates into threads (rillettes) to be packed in crocks, chilled, and then spread onto rounds of toasted bread.


The best charcuteries also display a glittering array of aspic-captured meats that may include the wonderful jambon persillé, softly cooked ham that simmers in stock and white wine along with herbs, garlic, and a pig or calf foot to add the desired glassy gel. Scooped out of big bowls, the sunny parsley-flecked aspic and tender pink ham combine for an ethereal effect, almost as lovely to see as to taste. The jellied meat and cartilage of animal heads, feet, and tails—pig, lamb, calf, and ox—are equally seductive and generally pretty well perfumed with garlic.


Sausages hang everywhere, among them the classic dried versions—saucissons secs—we call salami or cervelat. Perhaps the best and finest of these is the rosette de Lyon, from the city considered the mecca for charcuterie: a dark red, medium-size pork, garlic, and pepper-spiced winner. Like all nicely chewy dried sausages, it should be very thinly sliced. Wild boar sausage is similar in size and texture, but with a more vibrant flavor. There is one type of rose-pink saucisson à l’ail that is meant to be poached, and another that is dried and ready for slicing. The tripe sausage andouille is also ready to eat, with a strong, almost feral appeal.


Among the sausages meant to be cooked and served hot is a smaller tripe-filled cousin of andouille—andouillette—that is grilled or fried with a sauce. (Neither should be confused with the Cajun andouille, which has nothing to do with tripe.) The chubby little boudin noir is a black sausage, also known as black pudding, prepared most traditionally with pigs’ blood, but for which beef blood is now used in the U.S. due to health restrictions. Either way, it is a dark, velvety, and spicy treat most delicious when grilled and served with mashed potatoes. Boudins blancs, looking like little white frankfurters, are a much milder affair made with poultry and perhaps also veal and pork.


Jésus de Morteau is filled with roughly chopped pork and closed at one end of its casing with a wooden peg. The mild sausage, often poached in a red wine such as Beaujolais, is a specialty of Alsace, the Jura, and Switzerland.


As you might guess, there are also many types of cooked and cured raw hams on view in charcuteries, none more highly prized than the jambon de Bayonne, a lightly smoked and salted beauty that is a specialty of the southwest Basque country around its namesake city.


Let us not forget the cute little bread-crumb–coated, ham-shaped mounds called jambonneau, made of the shoulder or hip knuckles of pork. A bone left sticking out on top suggests a whole mini-ham that needs only to be sliced to be enjoyed.


Traveling food lovers who’d like to try these many delights can gather a meal at a charcuterie and take it out to a park bench—or, more comfortably, sneak it up to their hotel room. It’s a very good idea to travel with a fork, knife, and spoon, and maybe even a few paper plates, just in case the shop does not offer utensils and hotel management is not willing to comply.


Where: In Biarritz, for superb Bayonne ham: Didier Carrère, a stall in Les Halles, tel 33/5-59-22-13-01, halles-biarritz.fr; in New York, for rosette de Lyon, Salumeria Biellese, tel 212-736-7376, salumeriabiellese.com. Mail order: Olympic Provisions, tel 503-894-8275, olympicprovisions.com (search french sausage); D’Artagnan, tel 800-327-8246, dartagnan.com (search charcuterie). Further information: The Art of Charcuterie by Jane Grigson (1991); The Oxford Companion to Food by Alan Davidson (1999). See also: Italian salumi; Wursts to Walk With.





CABBAGE HEAD OF THE CLASS





Chou Farci à la Grassoise


French


In almost every one of the many countries where stuffed cabbage is a favored dish, whatever the ingredients and seasonings, it is comprised of various fillings placed in individual cabbage leaves that are then rolled and steamed or baked. In Provence, especially around the town of Grasse, traditional cooks have another take altogether. Known in the local dialect as sou fassum, the dish involves a high-wire act that is beautifully demonstrated in the 2013 French film Haute Cuisine—stuffing and cooking a whole head of cabbage.


The favored cabbage for this is the bright green, crinkly Savoy, whose soft leaves can more easily be spread apart to be stuffed. Blanched first if it seems stiff, the cabbage is gently opened, and the innermost core of small, pale leaves is eased out. The core is finely chopped, to be added to a stuffing that includes ground meats such as pork, ham, veal, or crumbled pork sausage, alone or in combination, along with onion, garlic, tomatoes, and dark green leaves of Swiss chard. The stuffing is seasoned with nutmeg, mace, hot pepper flakes, thyme, savory, rosemary, and oregano.


A ball of the savory mixture is placed in the hollowed-out heart of the cabbage, and the remaining stuffing is carefully, neatly pressed between all the other leaves, working from the center out. The stuffed cabbage is then gathered up in a ball and firmly wrapped in cheesecloth. (Around Grasse, a string bag is kept on hand purely for this purpose; it’s known as a fassumier, hence the name sou fassum, meaning “under the string bag.”) The next step is a gentle, almost imperceptible simmer in strong, beefy stock on the stove for several hours, or, for an even richer result, a braise in the oven with bacon or a pig’s foot, root vegetables, and herbs.


Once cooked, the cabbage is unwrapped, briefly drained, and then presented whole. Cut into thick wedges and typically anointed with a light tomato sauce, it releases its mouth-watering aroma of meat and herbs and is best complemented by a glass of the delicate local Bandol rosé wine.


Further information and recipes: Simple French Food by Richard Olney (1992); Elizabeth David Classics: French Country Cooking (1980); nytimes.com (search chou vert farci).




NO STOMPIN’ AT THIS SAVOY





Savoy Cabbage
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[image: image]


With its lavishly ruffled, silky puckered leaves, the dark silver-green savoy cabbage is the most delicate member of the diverse Brassica oleracea family; the stiffer and more common green, white, and red cabbages are well suited to many preparations but lack the refined gentleness and pliability of those exuberant heads of savoy.


More fragile and requiring less cooking time, Savoy has a nutty flavor that is less over-poweringly cabbagey. Once lightly blanched, its soft leaves easily absorb the pan juices of braised meats and game. In Germany, wirsingkohl is a fall favorite when cooked with pheasant or quail, sometimes with the addition of kohlrabi, a first cousin in the brassica family (see listing). In France, where the cabbages originated in the Savoie region of the Western Alps, the florid heads are stuffed with ground pork and seasonings (see listing). Around Milan, Italy, verza is a necessary addition to the authentic winter hot pot dinner that is cassoeula (see listing). Because it has a soft leaf, savoy cabbage does not hold up too well once cooked, and so should be served as soon as possible. Raw and salted until wilted, it makes an especially ethereal coleslaw.


Tip: When selecting savoy cabbages, look for firm, dark-green outer leaves; avoid any heads that have been too closely trimmed down to white leaves or that show any rust-spotting or brownish areas of dampness.





TURNIPS IN A PICKLE





Choucroute de Navets


French (Alsatian)


While Alsace is widely known for the pungent cabbage-based sauerkraut that is choucroute, the region is also home to the beloved turnip-based variation, choucroute de navets. Known in the local dialect as Süra Rüawa (sour turnips), the dish is the subject of its own festivals in and around the town of Krautergersheim.


The autumn specialty begins in mid-September, when long white turnips are harvested and finely slivered to resemble vegetable spaghetti—think slivered cabbage. Scented with bay leaves and piney juniper berries and layered into barrels with lots of coarse salt, the turnips are weighted down and left to cure for about five weeks. When a veritable confit, the mixture is rinsed and cooked in the style of sauerkraut; it is enriched with pork fat, white wine, onions, perhaps garlic, and the sprightly accents of juniper and black peppercorns. The pungently pickled result is earthy, temptingly chewy, and a perfect foil for schifela, the Alsatian roast smoked pork shoulder—or as the basis of the classic choucroute garni, mantled with garlands of sausages and cuts of pork.


To prove that everything old can indeed seem new again, some of the most creative Alsatian chefs working in the U.S. intermittently feature choucroute de navets on their menus, inevitably to be congratulated by critics on their inventiveness.


Further information and recipe: homepreservingbible.com (search sauerkraut turnip). Special event: Fête de la Choucroute, Krautergersheim, France, September, tel 33/3 -88-95-78-78.





SAUERKRAUT TAKES FLIGHT





Choucroute Garnie


French (Alsatian)
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Hearty fare for a cold winter day.


An iconic winter dish, Alsace’s choucroute garnie takes its name from the silky, teasingly pungent sauerkraut that is its base—but that base is hardly the whole story. First, those fragrant mounds of salt-pickled cabbage are infused with flavors of duck or goose fat, onion, garlic, caraway, juniper, bay, and the region’s dry white riesling, plus a final shot of kirsch. Then comes a stupendous slew of “garnishes”: smoked and fresh pork and beef sausages, smoked pork loin and shoulder, and meaty slabs of bacon. The ultimate version also requires slices of smoked or pickled beef tongue; pigs’ knuckles, ears, and tails; and airy calf or pork liver dumplings. Poached and then briefly sautéed with onions, these dumplings are the crowning glory of the Choucroute Royale that is served every Saturday at lunch in the folksy Chez Hansi in Colmar.


A standard on the menus of French brasseries (originally brewery-owned taverns featuring foods especially complementary to beer), the same lusty array is known as a Schlactplatte, or butcher’s plate, across the border, in the German province of Swabia. In Switzerland it is a Bernerplatte, named for the city of Berne, just next door to Alsace. Or there’s choucroute à la Juif, the version prepared by the kashruth-observing Jews of Alsace, who substitute fresh and pickled cuts of beef and beef sausages for pork. Last but not least is choucroute des navets, another much-loved Alsatian version made with turnips (see listing).


The Alsatian soil and climate are well suited to producing the right kind of cabbage for pickling, and the abundant supply means there are still many homes, shops, and restaurants where sauerkraut is cured on the premises. Finely shredded fresh cabbage is layered with rock salt and juniper berries in a wooden barrel or stone-ware crock, covered with a cloth, and weighted down by a lid made of nonreactive material. Within three weeks, the cabbage cures itself as it releases its own brine. To try this, choose an outdoor or basement location, lest the rising aroma of the pickling cabbage turn you off long before it is ready to be eaten.


Whether you’re self-curing or hiring out the job, please pass the sharp Dijon mustard or the sweeter, grainier moutarde ancienne, along with floury boiled potatoes and a glass of golden beer or an Alsatian sylvaner or riesling.


Where: In Paris, Chez Jenny, tel 33/1-44-54-39-00, chezjenny.com; in Colmar, France, Chez Hansi, tel 33/3-89-41-37-84; in New York, Quatorze Bis, tel 212-535-1414; in Great Falls, VA, L’Auberge Chez François, tel 703-759-3800, laubergechezfrancois.com. Further information and recipes: The Lutèce Cookbook by André Soltner with Seymour Britchky (1995); foodnetwork.com (search choucroute garnie). Special events: Sauerkraut festivals: Waynesville, OH, October, sauerkrautfestival.com; Phelps, NY, August, phelpsny.com/sauerkraut-festival; Scappoose, OR, September, scappoosecommunity.org.




A BAKED CUSTARD DESSERT FOR NON-BAKERS





Clafoutis Limousin


French (Limousin)


Cherry bread pudding might be the easiest way to describe this simple but seductive dessert, at its best when the juiciest cherries are in season. Lovely and light and perfumed with vanilla, it is as cheerful looking as it is novel (at least in the world beyond France), a crustless custard pie dimpled with whole cherries. The cherries should not be too large, and, if you and your guests are brave, should remain unpitted to prevent their juices from running out. A batter much like that used for crêpes—eggs, milk, flour, vanilla, and perhaps a touch of brandy—should be poured over the whole cherries, and the top then liberally sprinkled with sugar to impart a crystalline glaze.


Clafoutis is best served warm. Its center will relax and sink a bit after it is pulled out of the oven. Never mind—just give it a snowfall of confectioners’ sugar right before cutting it.


Clafoutis can be made with many other fruits—plums, pears, apples, and blueberries, for example—but winey cherries deliver the best color and flavor.


Further information and recipe: Mastering the Art of French Cooking, Volume 1, by Julia Child, Louisette Bertholle, and Simone Beck (1961); saveur.com (search cherry clafoutis).





LET THEM EAT … COOKIES





The French Cookie Jar


French


Need proof that France occupies the geographic heart of gastronomy? Consider the humble cookie, which is approached with the same delicacy and intricacy the French apply to haute cuisine. The results are as gorgeous as they are delicious. Cookies in France are not kid stuff, and they are as likely to be found in high-end bakeries as in grocery stores. Though variations abound, seven classic types abide:


Langue de chat. The slender slip of a cat’s tongue is an accurate descriptor for these fragile, paper-thin butter cookies. Extremely delicate, the langue de chat has a pure, subtle flavor evocative of fresh, sweet heavy cream. A few regional variations exist, including an excellent chocolate candy version, but in general the plain butter version predominates. Historians date the cookies to the seventeenth century, when white sugar and piping bags (necessary for turning out the precise amount of dough that begets the langue de chat) simultaneously became commonplace. The gently sweet, snappingly thin treat makes a wonderful accompaniment to ice creams and chilled desserts, and is welcome with tea.


Macarons. Perhaps history’s first official cookie, the macaron is traced by food historians to Cormery, the commune in central France where it was first made at a monastery in 791. Local legend says the cookies were created in the shape of monks’ navels, but their name comes from the Venetian word macarone, which means fine paste and refers to the ground-up almonds from which they are made. Traditionally, the diminutive cookie involved little more than those almonds and/or coconut, along with sugar and egg whites, but in the name of high fashion, macarons became lighter and more like meringues, sandwiched together with crème, chocolate, ganache, and fruit jam or honey. The original stands unequivocally above the rest. Macarons have the distinction of having been adopted as a Passover seder dessert alongside traditional macaroons. No one is quite sure how this came to be, beyond the cookie’s lack of flour. Several regions in France are famous for macarons, most particularly Saint-Émilion, the small medieval village near Bordeaux in the southwest. In Paris, many fine patisseries specialize in the dessert; the two most famous are Ladurée, which has been baking the treats since 1862 and prides itself on its variety of flavors, and Pierre Hermé, a former head pastry chef at Ladurée who has set up his own shop, which has arguably become even more famous than its forerunner.
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Stacks of colorful macarons have timeless French allure.


Calissons d’Aix. Soft, flat, narrow ovals with pointed ends, the traditional sweetmeats of Aixen-Provence are shaped like almonds. Made of almonds, sugar, candied melon, and fruit syrup or orange-flower water or rosewater, the marzipanlike delights are in fact so prized that they are protected by the French government: The sweets are historic, having been made for centuries in Aix. (The exact moment of origin is the subject of controversy; some pinpoint a wedding breakfast in the 1400s, while others vouch for the commemoration of the end of the plague in the 1600s.) Regardless, the makers of these emblematic cookies (the calissoniers) form the Union des Fabricants de Calissons d’Aix, a group whose aim is to protect the integrity of the product and provide a guarantee of quality to the consumer. Government regulations spearheaded by the calissoniers stipulate that in order for the cookies to receive the label calissons d’Aix, the almonds must be from the Mediterranean and the cookies cannot include preservatives or artificial coloring and must be made only in Aix. Eaten with coffee, tea, Champagne, and the musky-sweet Beaumes-de-Venise dessert wine, they often come in keep-sake metal boxes; particularly lovely is the circular version, in which the cookies are arranged like flower petals, said to be a special gift for those in love. This isn’t one to try at home: According to Elizabeth David in A Book of Mediterranean Food, “these delicacies belong rather to the province of the professional pastry-cook or confectioner than to that of the amateur cook.”


Crêpes dentelles. The classic cookie of Brittany, the crêpe dentelle starts as a very thin, lacy pancake that is rolled into a cigarlike cylinder and then cooled to a beautiful brown, buttery crisp. The indulgence was invented in the late nineteenth century in the town of Quimper, where the superbly crunchy cookies are still made today by the very same method: Crêpe batter is thinly spread on a flat griddle; when it has cooked to the right temperature and consistency, the “pancake” is folded around a long, sharp knife, then cooled until crisp. Some canny home cooks roll thin pancakes into layers and bake them, but there’s no need to bother: The crêpes dentelles made by Brittany’s Gavottes brand are delicious and fanciful fun in their distinctive foil wrappers. They are available in good gourmet food shops around the world.


Tuiles. Considered by many connoisseurs to be France’s best and most iconic cookie, the tuile is named for the beloved old Roman-style terra-cotta tiles atop Venetian villas. A whisper-thin, crisp curved disk made of ground almonds, the tuile achieves its characteristic shape by being taken straight out of the oven and instantly slid over a rolling pin or wine bottle to cool.


Palmiers. The name palmier may translate to “palm leaf,” but most Americans know these caramelized sugar and puff pastry cookies as elephant ears, for their double-lobed shape. Flaky, buttery, and marvelously, shatteringly crackling, palmiers are made by folding the pastry several times and then coiling it into its much-loved heart shape.


Where: In many locations in France and in New York, Ladurée, laduree.com; in France, Pierre Hermé at various locations, pierreherme.com; La Cure Gourmande, la-cure-gourmande.fr; in Aix-en-Provence, Calissons du Roy René, tel 33/4-42-26-67-86, calisson.com. Mail order: The Frenchy Bee, thefrenchybee.com (search gavottes crepe dentelle; macarons; calissons de provence). Further information and recipes: Macarons by Pierre Hermé (2009); for a tuile recipe, Butter Sugar Flour Eggs by Gale Gand (1999); for palmier recipes, Martha Stewart’s Cookies by Martha Stewart (2008) and The Fearless Baker by Emily Luchetti (2011); for a langue de chat recipe, The French Cookie Book by Bruce Healy (1994); caramelizedblog.com (search saint emilion old-fashioned macarons).




DRUNKEN CHICKEN





Coq au Vin


French
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Savor this classic in a rustic setting.


Here is a frugal answer to the quandary of owning a rooster past his mating prime: the classic French peasant stew that showcases a brilliant collaboration between wine and poultry, traditionally a coq—that is, a rooster, not a poulet or a poussin or a poularde—and vin, something as red, rustic, and feisty as the old bird himself. Stewed long and slowly, the tough meat becomes soft and toothsome.


The old boy is cut up, put in a pot, and bedded down with onions, shallots, carrots, garlic, parsley, thyme, bay leaf, plenty of salt and pepper, a little salt pork, small white mushrooms, and a quantity of red wine, most suitably from Burgundy. From this humble start comes a magnificently mellow blend of homey flavors, the bird’s juices commingling with the wine in a wintry, saucy tribute to good old-fashioned French home cooking.


One of the first published accounts of coq au vin appeared in 1913, when the French zoologist and natural philosopher Mathurin Jacques Brisson discovered the dish while traveling in the south-central Chaîne des Puys region and recorded his pleasure at learning that a tough old rooster could morph to such benignly mellow goodness. It traveled stateside via Julia Child, who popularized the rustic preparation through her 1960s PBS television program The French Chef.


As Julia demonstrated, coq au vin really does make a great home-cooked meal, especially now that ordering a rooster from a specialty butcher shop is becoming ever more possible. Failing that, choose a nice, plump chicken weighing four to five pounds. The classic accompaniment is steamed new potatoes sprinkled with parsley, but it’s sometimes fun to take a flyer and serve it with buttered fresh noodles.


Where: In Nuits-Saint-Georges, France, Au Bois de Charmois, tel 33/3-80-61-04-79, auboisdecharmois.com; in New York, La Mangeoire, tel 212-759-7086, lamangeoire.com; the Breslin, tel 212-679-1939, thebreslin.com; in Miami, DB Bistro Moderne, tel 305-421-8800, dbbistro.com/miami; in Orlando, Le Coq au Vin Restaurant, tel 407-851-6980, lecoqauvinrestaurant.com; in Washington, D.C., Et Voila, tel 202-237-2300, etvoiladc.com. Further information and recipes: The New Making of a Cook by Madeleine Kamman (1997); Mastering the Art of French Cooking, Volume 1, by Julia Child, Louisette Bertholle, and Simone Beck (1961); The Food of France by Waverley Root (1992); hubertkeller.com (click Recipes, then Poultry).




THE ULTIMATE CARAMEL CUSTARD





Crème Renversée


French


Vanilla-scented crème caramel and Spanish flan, with their bittersweet burnt sugar sauce and their uniformly voluptuous texture, are entitled to their popularity, but the same ingredients reach their true apotheosis in this ultimate French variation.


The easy part is preparing the sauce that will become custard—a cooked, frothy blend of eggs, sugar, milk, vanilla, or pungent orange rind. The hard part begins with caramelizing the sugar, watching like a hawk so that it doesn’t in one blinding instant go from pale gold to burnt black. When it turns just the right bronzy golden brown, it must be poured into a chilled mold (a porcelain soufflé dish or, preferably, the fez-shaped metal mold called a charlotte). Very quickly, that mold must be tipped (renversé) and rotated so the caramel evenly coats its bottom and sides.


The custard is then poured in and the mold is set in the oven. Cooled and unmolded, the silken custard will be encrusted with a shiny sugar glaze that provides a crackling contrast in texture and flavor. A few strawberries or raspberries and a knob of whipped cream make for worthy, if unnecessary, garnishes.


The popular crème brûlée is a variation that combines the same rich custard and burnt sugar glaze. The well-chilled custard, set in wide, flat dishes, is topped with brown sugar and glazed under the broiler, the salamander or, in many restaurants, with a white-hot blowtorch, a trick best skipped in homes lacking an experienced welder.


Further information and recipes: Roast Chicken and Other Stories by Simon Hopkinson (2007); The New Making of a Cook by Madeleine Kamman (1997); recipekey.com (search creme renversee).




A GOLDEN CRESCENT TO START THE DAY





Croissants


French
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These flaky golden pastry crescents are among the most iconic foods of France, found on standard petit dejeuner trays in even the dreariest of hotels and cafés—which means they are not always perfect.


To achieve that vaunted state, the croissants must be made with pure butter—never mind those adulterers who claim margarine produces a more reliable effect. The slightly sweet yeast dough must be turned in the manner of puff pastry in order to be what is technically known as yeast puff pastry—the same dough that distinguishes Danish and Viennese pastries at their best. Properly done, the results will be quintessentially buttery and messily flaky, with a yellow-white interior that is just the least bit elastic as it is pulled from the center to be spread with dabs of butter and perhaps some fresh fruit jam.


Those who like their croissants served warm are entitled to their choice, but heating results in a much softer crust and an interior that can be greasy. Customers with a sweet tooth will be well acquainted with the pain au chocolat based on the same yeast puff pastry, wrapped around a rod or two of bittersweet chocolate for an extra morning lift.


There was a time when all croissants in France were made in one reliable, authentic way. But these days, even some authentic patisseries will have two batches, one marked butter, the other margarine—so pay attention as you choose. In America, most croissants have become much too huge, on the theory that the customer will pay a higher price for a larger crescent, thereby covering the high cost of hand labor. Yet small croissants are preferable, yielding the right proportion of outer crisp crust and crunchy horn tips to a softer interior.


Although now universally synonymous with the home country of the baguette (see listing), the croissant is another of the gastronomic treasures western Europe supposedly won following the seventeenth-century siege of Vienna. To celebrate the defeat of the Turks by the Polish King John Sobieski, the story goes, the Viennese bakers formed this roll in the shape of the crescent on the Turkish flag. According to legend, coffee was introduced to Vienna at the same time, as the Viennese went into the deserted battlefields and scooped up the beans they had noticed the Turks brewing. The bagel, too, is considered by some to be a product of the same battle. What would breakfast be like if the Turks had won?


Where: In Paris, Pâtisserie Jean Millet, tel 33/1-45-51-49-80, patisserie-jean-millet.com; in New York, Bakehouse, tel 646-559-9871, bakehousenyc.com. Further information and recipes: The Art of French Pastry by Jacquy Pfeiffer and Martha Rose Shulman (2013); cookstr.com (search croissants).





NOT YOUR AVERAGE GRILLED CHEESE SANDWICH





Croques, Monsieur and Madame


French
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An egg atop a croque madame.


Though pizza may be a favorite worldwide snack—hot and bubbling on short notice—croques monsieur and madame are its worthy rivals. The grilled ham and cheese sandwiches par excellence are as likely to be served at chic cafés, bistros, and tearooms as in the anonymous tabacs that line the sidewalks of Paris. They are simple, yet subject to interpretation: sometimes broiled, sometimes grilled, other times fried; sometimes graced by a cheese-flavored béchamel sauce on top. In their worst incarnation, they are preformed, heated in the microwave, and based on cheeses far more mundane than the authentic Gruyère.


There are differences, of course, between monsieur and madame. Both begin, one hopes, with good-quality, finely knit white sandwich bread—ideally, the French pain de mie—liberally buttered. The male of the species boasts a layer of ham between its slices. Broiled or pan-grilled until golden, the sandwich is topped with a generous sprinkling of grated Gruyère and slid under the broiler until the cheese melts to an unctuous bronze ooze. Madame, as one might expect, lays an egg—a bit of sandwich personification that is one part French wit, one part culinary sexism. That egg is either fried and placed atop the finished sandwich or slipped into a round well cut into the top slice, sprinkled with cheese, and cooked under the broiler. To many minds, the male is preferred, the soft egg yolk presenting a lush but awkward distraction.


Pan-grilled or broiled, with cheese on top or in the middle, or even French-toasted—the entire sandwich dipped into an egg-milk batter and pan-fried—the result is a seething mass of pleasure. Firm, smoky ham and hot buttery bread, piquant overtones of melting cheese, and perhaps the lavish accent of béchamel sauce …


Less interesting, if a bit lower in cholesterol, is a third version of this sandwich, the interloper known as croque mademoiselle, with bland white turkey meat standing in for the ham. Whichever you end up trying, know that the sandwich goes equally well with a cold light beer, a chilled white wine, or a very good cup of coffee.


Where: In Paris, Angelina, tel 33/1-42-60-82-00, angelina-paris.fr; Café Marly, tel 33/1-49-26-06-60, beaumarly.com; in New York, Maison Kayser at three locations, maisonkayserusa.com. Further information and recipes: Bouchon by Thomas Keller (2004); cookstr.com (search croque monsieur silverton); epicurious.com (search croque monsieur).




DON’T PASS ON THE DIJON





Dijon Mustard


French (Dijonnais)


There are as many different styles of mustard to choose from as there are songbirds, but none has quite the status of Dijon. One of nature’s happy accidents, the sharp, brassy spread came into being when a gaggle of grapevines and yellow-specked mustard plants tangled up together in the hills of Dijon, the capital of Burgundy, in the Côte d’Or region. There, in the Middle Ages, local brown and black mustard seeds were crushed and mixed with wine, thereby inspiring the condiment’s name, from the Latin must, meaning the remnants of pressed wine.


Mustard actually dates back at least as far as the Roman Empire, but it wasn’t until Dijon’s product introduced its characteristic and appealing tartness that mustard manufacturing really took off. By the fourteenth century, laws regulating Dijon’s production were put into effect in France, and by the seventeenth, an alliance to oversee the role of the individual mustard creator, or moutardier, was officially created.


Today, in keeping with many of France’s most special and classic wines and cheeses, the mustard holds a protective Appellation d’Origine Contrôlée status that mandates a set of requirements necessary for a condiment to officially rank as Dijon. But the law, written in 1937, was relatively loose, failing to specify a site for its production or the sourcing of its mustard seeds. The result is that most modern Dijon is still made in its namesake city, but from seeds imported primarily from Canada.


Were it not for the work of Maurice Grey, one of the most well-known Dijon-based mustard men, folks outside of Europe might never have become acquainted with the spread. A nineteenth-century character who invented a steam-powered device that efficiently ground mustard seeds into powder, he launched the Grey Poupon mustard label with fellow moutardier Auguste Poupon. It wasn’t until the 1980s, though, that Djion mustard became truly popular in the United States. Those Grey Poupon commercials might have had something to do with it.


Where: In Dijon, La Boutique Maille, tel 33/1-80-30-41-02, maille.com. Tip: In addition to Grey Poupon, look for Maille or Amora brands from Dijon.





A MILLER’S WIFE WITH SOLE





Dover Sole à la Meunière


French


Whatever else may prompt controversy in the French kitchen, most French cooks would agree that the only way to treat a delicately flavored Dover sole is in the classic preparation, à la meunière—in the style of the miller’s wife. What the good woman brings to her poisson is a fine dusting of flour that protects the fish, which gilds in an oval meunière pan large enough to hold the entire sole. Leaving skin and bones intact ensures that no juices are lost and uncompromised texture and flavor remain.


The result is a firm, pearly fish as enticing as a fresh sea breeze, enhanced only by hot, nut-brown butter, a dash of lemon juice, and a sprinkling of bright green parsley. Ideally, the fish should be opened at the table, the fillets deftly lifted off the bone with surgical skill by trained restaurant captains, who seem to belong to an endangered species.


So simple a preparation requires the utmost attention to detail on the part of the chef. In addition to the fresh, authentic Dover sole caught in the North Sea waters around the British Isles (see listing), a proper result demands that the copper sauté pan be lined with tin, which imparts just the right golden-brown finish; the only alternative is stainless steel—a bit trickier to handle, as it can develop hot spots that scorch the fish. The butter must be unsalted, and clarified prior to cooking to remove the milk solids—basically sugars—that might blacken under the high heat required for quick sautéing. All of which might explain why this specialty, not to be mistaken for the layman’s filet of sole meunière, fetches between $50 and $75 a portion in New York City restaurants.


Steamed white rice or dry, floury boiled new potatoes are about the only acceptable sides, although a little creamed spinach might not go amiss, nor would a glass or two of a dry white or light French red wine. This meal is a rite of passage for anyone with pretentions of gastronomic connoisseurship.


Where: In Paris, Le Divellec, tel 33/1-45-51-91-96, le-divellec.com. Further information and recipes: epicurious.com (search sole meuniere); bonappetit.com (search classic sole meuniere).





A CHEESE THE NOSE KNOWS





Époisses de Bourgogne


French (Burgundian)
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To taste an authentic and properly ripened Époisses de Bourgogne is to cross over to the other side. But getting there may take some work, as this cow’s-milk cheese is not for the faint of palate. Washed with marc de Bourgogne, the Burgundian spirit of distilled grape remnants, its rind takes on an ocher-orange hue and a distinctive barnyard smell so strong that the cheese has been rumored—incorrectly—to have been barred from public transportation in France.


Dating back to the Cistercian monks in the sixteenth century, Époisses nearly became extinct when local men left their farms and dairies to fight the two world wars. It wasn’t until the mid-1950s that a couple of dedicated cheese makers, Robert and Simone Berthaut, almost singlehandedly revitalized its production. Their company still makes Époisses de Bourgogne that has a complex pungency and a sweet-saltiness to it. Alas, it exports only pasteurized versions of its cheeses to the States, where raw-milk cheese must be aged a minimum of sixty days; the flavor of pasteurized cheeses generally pales beside the flavor of raw-milk varieties.


The short of it is that you really have to be there, in Burgundy, France, where the Époisses is always unpasteurized and where the real deal bears the handy Appellation d’Origine Contrôlée stamp, assuring that point of origin, processing, and ingredients meet requirements set by nothing less than French law. Like many ripening cheeses, it is best served at room temperature, when its thick texture has softened and become elegantly spreadable. The intense flavor of Époisses de Bourgogne dictates that it be served at the end of a meal, never at its start.


Retail and mail order: In New York, Murray’s Cheese, tel 888-692-4339, murrayscheese.com. Further information: French Cheeses by Kazuko Masui and Tomoko Yamada (1996); Cheese Primer by Steven Jenkins (1996). Tip: Look for a Berthaut cheese that fills up its entire box, an indication of supreme ripeness.




COOKING AT A SNAIL’S PACE





Escargots à la Bourguignonne


French
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Butter is a key element of this dish.


A classic French bistro meal with steak frites as the main course (see listing) allows for only one choice as a starter: escargots à la bourguignonne. These plump snails are nestled in their shells and bathed in an aromatic sauce of garlic, shallots, parsley, and lots of hot butter. Eaten scalding hot between sips of red wine and nibbles of little crusts of bread soaked in their tantalizing juices, six of these slow-moving wonders make a fine appetizer, although a dozen is more than twice as good.


There are many other ways to prepare snails, and many riffs on this classic, a delicacy since ancient Roman times; but none shows them off to such great advantage as escargots à la bourguignonne. One allowable deviation: ditching the shells, from which the snails have to be removed and cleaned (tediously) and then replaced (laboriously).


In fact, there is so much handwork involved in this presentation that many restaurant owners, mindful of labor costs, eliminate the dish from their menus entirely. Function would suggest that, once out of the shells, snails are more conveniently nestled in the indentations of the special small casseroles made for the purpose. Still, there is a certain amount of fun in the challenge of grasping the hot and buttery shells in the appropriate clamps and wresting the snails from the winding interior with the typical two-tined fork.


For the record, escargots à la bourguignonne are not to be confused with escargots de Bourgogne. The first refers to snails served in their highly perfumed butter; the second defines snails raised in Burgundy, where they feed on grape leaves to become what are considered France’s best. Any of France’s snails, however, are better than the canned variety imported from China that are often fishy and bitter—so whether fresh or canned, try to discover the source.


Where: In Paris, L’Ami Louis, tel 33/1-48-87-77-48; in New York, Bar Boulud, tel 212-595-0303, barboulud.com/nyc. Further information and recipes: The Food of France by Waverley Root (1992); saveur.com (search snails in garlic herb butter).




A ONCE-IN-A-LIFETIME CLASSIC





Faisan à la Souvaroff


Pheasant Souvaroff


French


In both victory and defeat, the French have a penchant for naming dishes after military battles. Consider veal Marengo, mayonnaise, and lobster Thermidor, each marking a campaign in the Napoleonic wars. One of the most luxuriously spectacular—and an endangered species among culinary classics—is pheasant Souvaroff, named for the Russian general who turned back the French army in a battle the French were fighting with the Italians near Milan in 1799.


It may be hard to understand how so dire an outcome (for the French) provoked so succulent a main course, but we’ll leave that to the historians. Much better to spend time mastering this fantastic dish yourself, or to find a serious French chef who is happy to recall his haute-cuisine training.


The essentials are a fine, fresh pheasant, black truffles, duck or goose foie gras, good strong game or beef stock, Madeira wine, and plenty of patience. The buttered pheasant is browned in the oven, then filled with slivers of truffles and foie gras and placed in an ovenproof casserole, preferably of copper or enameled cast iron. More truffles and foie gras are added to the casserole, along with brown stock and Madeira. The lid is then placed on and sealed with a stiff flour-and-water paste. As a variation, the casserole with all ingredients in it is sealed with a covering of puff pastry. All is baked in a very hot oven for about 20 minutes, then should be presented at the table, where the wondrous experience begins with the aroma. For as the seal is cracked open and the lid removed, the air becomes heady with the perfume of slightly sweet wine, earthy truffles, ripe foie gras, and the buttery roasted bird.


As you might imagine, the flavor justifies the effort. The experience of biting into the tender game meat mellowed with the velvety flavors of liver, truffles, and winey sauce—offset, one would hope, by perfectly steamed potatoes or a nutty wild rice pilaf—makes this a dish that anyone serious about food should experience at least once in a lifetime. Maybe twice.


Where: In Paris, Lasserre, tel 33/1-43-59-02-13, restaurant-lasserre.com. Further information and recipes: Classic French Cooking by Craig Claiborne and Pierre Franey (1970); Modern French Culinary Art by Henri-Paul Pellaprat (1962); ifood.tv (search pheasant souvaroff).





THE SUBLIME DECADENCE OF LIVER





Foie Gras


French


[image: image]


Try serving a chilled slice with figs on toast.


Unctuously seductive and tantalizingly decadent, foie gras has been one of mankind’s incurable weaknesses since ancient Roman days. One of the world’s priciest delicacies, the “fatty liver” is produced by the controversial practice of force-feeding corn to ducks and geese; their livers become engorged with butter-sweet fat, taking on the sublime texture and ripe overtones that are the hallmarks of foie gras.


Dedicated connoisseurs avoid the mixtures dubbed pâté, opting for slices of whole, unadulterated livers that have been slowly melted in their own juices with only a dash of salt. As flavorful and supple as warm foie gras can be, whether sautéed alone or used in smaller proportions as an enhancement to other ingredients, only its chilled state can offer the full foie gras experience: the slow-melting, ice-cream-like texture and the rich aroma that is released as the fat gentles onto the palate. The best foie gras is creamy in color, with a tinge of pink toward the center. Edged in a golden rim of its own pure renderings, the delicacy requires only a slice of toast or, better yet, a slab of baguette toasted over a wood fire. The latter is the way L’Ami Louis, in Paris, serves the best foie gras in the world (see listing).


At Morimoto, New York’s lavish Japanese fusion restaurant, Iron Chef Masaharu Morimoto adds foie gras to the steamed egg custard, chawan mushi, to ethereally silky effect.


Though fine foie gras is produced in several countries—primarily in France’s Alsace and Périgord regions; in the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Israel; and, increasingly, in the U.S.—its legal fate currently hangs in the balance. It is now illegal to create or serve foie gras in California.


Where: In Paris, L’Ami Louis, tel 33/1-48-87-77-48. Mail order: D’Artagnan, tel 800-327-8246, dartagnan.com. Further information and recipe: saveur.com (search terrine de foie gras).




IN CELEBRATION OF WHOLE LIVERS





Foie de Veau à la Bourgeoise


Whole Braised Calf’s Liver


French


Think calf’s liver and you probably summon up visions of satiny slices, thick or thin, grilled or sautéed and enhanced with crisp bacon. Some prefer them Venetian-style, smothered in onions, or in the French manner known as beurre noisette, with parsley, lemon, and caper butter.


As enticing as the liver is when cooked in slices, it ascends to even greater gastronomic heights when it is braised whole and sliced at the table, the meat giving off fragant juices and glowing rose-pink. However, as the organ is not universally adored, restaurateurs are reluctant to prepare whole livers, lest too much go to waste. But once upon a time in the small town of Wheeling, Illinois, in his great restaurant Le Français, chef-proprietor Jean Banchet served whole liver baked en croûte, the flaky crust lined with a veneer of foie gras—making this much-loved specialty liver avec liver.


That’s hardly the only way the French serve whole livers, and any one of them is well worth a try. The à la bourgeoise style is simply the whole liver larded with bacon strips for moisture and simmered with spices, parsley, and root vegetables, after which all is flambéed with brandy. Foie de veau piqué des pousterles is spiked with bacon and braised in goose fat along with chopped Bayonne ham, crushed garlic, onion rings, parsley, bread crumbs, Armagnac, and dry white wine. For foie de veau Médéric, the liver is wrapped in a caul of fat and braised with veal bones and root vegetables, resulting in an especially sublime sauce that Americans would consider a gravy.


An order of whole calf’s liver needs to be placed ahead of time with the butcher, and should satisfy an average of four to six happy eaters, depending on what goes before and along with. Mashed potatoes, perhaps with pureed celery root, seem the right accompaniment to any of these succulent pot-roasted livers.


Further information and recipes: Larousse Traditional French Cooking by Curnonsky (1987); The German Cookbook by Mimi Sheraton (2014). See also: Fegato alla Veneziana; Lamb’s Liver.





A CHALLENGER TO ROQUEFORT’S THRONE





Fourme d’Ambert


France


[image: image]


One cylinder requires 6.5 gallons of milk.


With its silvery-blue veins and warm ivory pâte, Fourme d’Ambert is considered by many connoisseurs to be the best of the French blues. That title bears tribute to its sharp, smooth, and salty complexities, and to a more subtle tasting experience than that offered by the stronger, less nuanced, and better known Roquefort. Amazingly enough, historians posit that Fourme’s origins predate the Roman Empire, and that it has been made for centuries just the way it is today.


The ancient cheese is based on raw milk from cows in the Auvergne region, southeast of central France. Traditionally, these cows roamed the pastures nearest Ambert, from which we get the second half of the cheese’s name. Fourme refers to the mold—not a fungus, in this instance, but a form—which shapes the cheese into tallish, narrow cylinders. Standing about eight inches high, Fourme d’Ambert is something of the tall, blonde bombshell of cheeses. Its beige-to-straw-colored paste is beautifully marbled with blue-gray mold, visually striking against its dark brown rind. The pâte should be firm but supple, making Fourme a more than suitable companion for bread, fruit, and salads. When shopping for this cheese, try to have it freshly cut, and avoid any that has a green tinge to the blue veins, that has a cracked rind, or that show soft, tannish edging between the pâte and the rind.


Further information: French Cheeses by Kazuko Masui and Tomoko Yamada (1996); Cheese Primer by Steven Jenkins (1996); cheesesoffrance.com.





WILD ABOUT STRAWBERRIES





Fraises des Bois


French


For food lovers, neither blooming crocuses nor cherry blossoms are as welcome a sign of spring’s arrival as the tiny, wild woodland strawberries known as fraises des bois. Of course, “wild” has not been quite accurate for at least seven centuries. But even when cultivated, as they are in France or in terra-cotta planters in any sunny garden, the diminutive oval berries are still memorably flavorful.


No larger than shelled almonds, they have just enough acidity to add interest to their juicy, sweet, slightly almondy essence. Pinpoint seeds add crunch to rosy berries that need nothing more than a light splash of heavy sweet cream or a dab of crème fraîche. In Italy—where they are known as fragole di bosco—they are sprinkled with a few drops of aged, sharply sweet balsamic vinegar, or tossed with a pinch of sugar and a dash of freshly squeezed lemon juice.


Although fraises des bois are sometimes simmered into a luxurious jam, cooking them should be considered a culinary felony. But placing them atop vanilla-scented pastry cream in a prebaked tart shell is a fine idea, and one not at all compromised by a dab of whipped cream.


Mail order: For info, plants, and seeds, fraisesdesbois.com. Further information and recipe: food.com (search barquette de fraises des bois).




HOW TO DRESS A BERRY





Fraises au Jus Glacé or Strawberries Ali-Bab


French


[image: image]


Fresh wild strawberries, a simple pleasure.


A well-traveled mining engineer by profession and an obsessive cook and gourmand by preference, Henri Babinsky, known as Ali-Bab, was a Frenchman of Polish descent who lived from 1855 to 1931 and used his spare time to put together a 1,281-page compendium of French cuisine. His Gastronomie Pratique: Études Culinaires was published in 1907 and is to this day considered a classic reference.


Most of the recipes are too complex for the average cook, but the lovely springtime ode to strawberries remains a tempting exception. Few desserts are simpler to prepare or more delightful at the end of an early-summer’s meal. For best results, it should be made with small, perfect berries, ripely red and fragrantly juicy all the way through. (Our usual gigantic California strawberries, with their pale and hollow insides, should be a last resort.) Although Ali-Bab did not suggest any liqueur as a finishing touch, the orange flavor here adds a certain sophistication, as do the bright green color and pleasing aroma of a mint leaf or two.


Strawberries Ali-Bab


Serves 4


1 quart best strawberries available, preferably from a local farmers’ market


2 to 3 teaspoons fine sugar


A few drops of lemon juice


1 to 2 teaspoons Grand Marnier (optional)


Mint leaves (optional), for garnish


1. Rinse the strawberries under cold running water. Trim and drain the berries, then set aside about one quarter of them, choosing the least attractive ones. Leave the remaining berries whole if they are small. If large, cut them lengthwise in half or quarters. Refrigerate the berries until serving time.


2. Using a blender or a food processor, puree the reserved one quarter of the berries with 2 teaspoons of sugar, the lemon juice, and the Grand Marnier, if using. Taste for sweetness, adding more sugar as necessary. Place the strawberry puree in the freezer for 1 hour before serving.


3. Just before serving, divide the whole or cut berries among 4 individual serving bowls, preferably glass, and spoon some of the semifrozen puree on each portion, stirring gently to mix. Garnish each serving with a mint leaf or two, if desired. Serve at once.


Further information and recipe: Encyclopedia of Practical Gastronomy, by Ali-Bab, translated by Elizabeth Benson (1974).





AN EPIC BOILED FISH DINNER





Grand Aïoli


French (Provençal)


[image: image]


Grand aïoli is an essential taste of Mediterranean France.


To be worthy of its name, a grand aïoli requires so many types of fish and vegetables that it would be difficult to serve for only a few guests. A Christmas Eve specialty along the Côte d’Azur, it can be ordered a few days ahead from many of the seafood restaurants in that region. On Christmas Day, the same combination of garnishes might be gathered, either with seafood or a moistly tender poached capon, for another stupendous meal.


The centerpiece of this enormous dish is fluffy chunks of well-soaked, gently poached salt cod. Around the fish are amassed steamed new potatoes in their earthy jackets, hard-boiled eggs, steamed baby artichokes, chickpeas, silver-gray sea snails called periwinkles, cooked squid, green beans, and pearly onions or green leeks. The main event, however, is the magical aioli, the garlicky mayonnaise that may be blushed with saffron or spiked with cayenne pepper.


Once a favorite on Fridays, this beloved monster of a dish was also served at communal affairs during the summer in Provençal villages. The culinary still life would be set out in public squares for all to share, probably to be washed down with a local rosé.


Less ambitious cooks present more limited versions of the grand aïoli, offering perhaps only snails or poached vegetables with the garlicky mayonnaise. The aioli sauce has so many food-enhancing uses (as a dip for cold seafood and raw vegetables, or as a spread on chicken or turkey sandwiches) that the following recipe is worth mastering.


Sauce Aïoli


Makes about 2½ cups


2 cloves garlic, peeled


3 or 4 extra-large egg yolks (see Note)


Salt and freshly ground white pepper


2 cups extra-virgin olive oil


1 tablespoon freshly squeezed lemon juice


Cayenne pepper (optional)


1. Place the garlic in a mortar and crush it using a pestle. Or crush the garlic in a garlic press. Place the crushed garlic in a medium-size mixing bowl and add 3 of the egg yolks and a pinch each of salt and white pepper. Begin to blend the egg yolk mixture gently with a wire whisk.


2. When the yolks are runny, very slowly trickle in a thin stream of olive oil, whisking constantly until the mixture begins to thicken.


3. When 1 cup of the oil has been beaten in, stir in the lemon juice along with 1 teaspoon of warm water to prevent the yolks from curdling. Keep adding olive oil a bit more quickly, again beating constantly, until all of it is absorbed and you have a thick mass that is about the consistency of soft pureed potatoes.


4. If the aioli curdles, remove it from the mixing bowl and set it aside. Beat an additional egg yolk in the mixing bowl; then, using the whisk, gradually add the curdled mixture with a spoonful or two of warm water and slowly beat it into the egg. Taste for seasoning, adding a pinch of cayenne, white pepper, and salt as needed. The aioli can be refrigerated, covered, for 1 week, and will require only a brief stir before serving.


Note: Anyone worried about eating raw egg yolks, or who finds the process of making aioli from scratch too complex, can arrive at a passable substitute by starting with 2 cups of a good commercial mayonnaise and stirring in 2 cloves of crushed garlic, then slowly trickling in a thin stream of olive oil, all the while beating with a wooden spoon. The 2 cups of prepared mayonnaise should absorb about 1 cup of olive oil. Stir in 2 to 3 teaspoons of lemon juice at the end and taste for seasoning, adding salt, white pepper, and cayenne as desired. If the mixture curdles, beat in warm water, 1 teaspoon at a time, until smoothly blended.


Further information and additional recipes: Roast Chicken and Other Stories by Simon Hopkinson with Lindsey Bareham (2007); Simple French Food by Richard Olney (1974); saveur.com (search grand aioli).





IN PURSUIT OF A CINEMATIC FEAST






La Grande Bouffe Lamb with Pissaladière


French


One of the cinematic hits of 1973, La Grande Bouffe featured three wealthy, handsome, and bored bachelors determined to eat themselves to death over a long weekend in a villa outside of Paris. One by one they succeed, and the film is remembered for the stellar performances of Marcello Mastroianni, Philippe Noiret, and Hugo Tognazzi as the suicidal gourmands. But to many serious eaters, its real star is the sumptuous, nonstop avalanche of dishes prepared by the chef, played by Michel Piccoli.


One of the most memorable “snacks” of that found-and-lost weekend was a garlic-infused gigot of lamb spit-roasted over a wood fire, kept moist by intermittent brushings with olive oil–soaked branches of herbs. The meat was sliced down blood-rare and placed alongside slabs of golden, soothingly piquant pissaladière (see listing), with its crisp yeast bread crust and a piquant topping of silky onions, salty anchovies, and black Niçoise olives—a perfect complement to the gentle flavor of the young lamb. The director may have failed to add a glass of Provence’s chilled, roseate Bandol wine, but you should not.


Mail order: La Grande Bouffe, directed by Marco Ferreri (1973), DVD, barnesandnoble.com.




A FISH ON THE WING





Skate or Ray





[image: image]


The strangely anthropomorphic “face” and wide, gray-white flapping side wings of the large, diamond-shaped fish known as skate or ray—terms generally used interchangeably—might discourage potential gourmands from its pleasures. That would be their great loss, because the meat of this snowy, mild-flavored fish is seductively silky. The wings are the only edible portions of the fish; constructed much like fans, they are held together by riblike slivers of cartilage which, when removed, leave a flat fillet that cooks quickly.


If the skate is to be poached and doused with melted butter or a cream sauce, it’s best to leave the cartilage in place, lest the fragile meat disintegrate. But for sautéing or frying—the cooking methods that bring the fish to its best, most delicate flavor—the cartilage should be removed first for even cooking.


Although mild, skate’s flavor may seem unpleasant to those who detect a faint hint of ammonia, which dissipates if it is held (under refrigeration) for twenty-four to forty-eight hours after being caught, before it is cooked. (Cooking also helps evaporate most remaining overtones.) Yet it is that lingering antiseptic hint, modified by seasonings and other ingredients, plus the smooth texture of the pearly flesh, that delight the most devout skate lovers.


Beyond doubt, the single most luscious preparation for skate is the French specialty raie au beurre noir, in which the boned wing is first dusted with flour and then sautéed in clarified butter, meunière style, to be finished with the “black” butter—browned in the pan with lemon juice, brassy capers, and a sprinkling of freshly minced parsley. Second place among skate preparations goes to a quick deep-frying that renders the fillets gold-leaf crisp and as delectable on a plate with chips as on a toasted bun slathered with tartar sauce. Fried skate is also delicious as crunchy strips layered over a vinaigrette-dressed green salad. A side of lemon wedges is nonnegotiable.


Where: In New York, Barchetta, tel 212-255-7400, barchettanyc.com; Pearl Oyster Bar, tel 212-691-8211, pearloysterbar.com; in Los Angeles, Cliff’s Edge, tel 323-666-6116, cliffsedgecafe.com; in San Francisco, Rue Lepic, tel 415-474-6070, ruelepicsf.com; in Yountville, CA, Redd, tel 707-944-2222, reddnapavalley.com. Further information and recipes: North Atlantic Seafood by Alan Davidson (1979); marthastewart.com (search skate au beurre noir); bbc.co.uk/food (search skate wing with caper butter sauce).







WHEN SOUR IS SWEET





Griottes


French


The delicious morello sour cherry, called the griotte in France, is one of the world’s best known. Small and juicy, the dark red and tender-fleshed fruit is a jewel to behold—but its intense acidity means that it must be cooked or somehow preserved. The French have come up with the loveliest applications for its charms, which make it the perfect sour-sweet ingredient in pies, jams, cordials, and, in Belgium, beer. To the French, griotte means more than just the cherry itself; it also refers to any preparation in which the cherries are preserved, preferably in sugared brandy. The ruby-red, meaty, sweet-tart treat serves as a garnish for many classic French dishes, from desserts such as chocolate mousse and crème brûlée to platters of roasted duck and servings of foie gras. Canned cranberry sauces are well advised to run for cover.


Mail order: Dean & Deluca, tel 800-221-7714, deananddeluca.com (search morello cherry fruit spread); amazon.com (in Grocery and Gourmet Food, search griottes). Further information and recipes: Professional Baking by Wayne Gisselin (2004); The Oxford Companion to Food by Alan Davidson (1999).





THE LOBSTER GETS DRESSED





Homard à l’Américaine


French


[image: image]


The dish pairs well with Chenin blanc.


Lobster à l’Américaine and lobster à l’Armorique form another of those “You say potatoes, I say po-tah-toes”–style debates in the food world: The two names describe a single preparation that dresses the crimson crustacean in a sublimely rich and velvety sauce. The dish itself is a miracle of complementary textures and flavors—the gently firm, saline white meat of the crustacean contrasting with the satiny cream and tomato-blushed sauce heady with tarragon, leeks or shallots, and Cognac, white wine, or both.


But the dispute has nothing to do with the dish’s ingredients, beginning instead with its point of origin—some say it was Brittany (formerly known as Armorique) while others swear it was Paris where the dish was supposedly created in 1867 at the Noël Peters restaurant for a group of late-night American diners. But the debate doesn’t end there—preparation also plays a part. If the story of its Parisian origin is true, then the lobster should be steamed before it is arrayed in the succulent sauce; other recipes, including that of Prosper Montagne, who penned the first edition of the historic French food primer Larousse Gastronomique, require that a live lobster be submerged directly in the hot cooked sauce. Only in a nation so food-centric could such distinctions wreak so much havoc. As the late gourmand James Beard put it, “… no dish in French cuisine has been more controversial.”
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