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EDITOR’S NOTE


Towards the end of 2019, at the age of 83, Albert Roux started working on his memoir. He had often been encouraged to publish an autobiography over the years, and finally felt that the right time had come. This was no retirement project: he was still a busy man, involved in running his Chez Roux group of restaurants, and with many different consultancies, charities and enterprises on the go. While he wanted to tell his story, he didn’t want to undertake the book all alone, so I came in to help him put it together. They were wonderful meetings, Albert’s natural charisma and courtesy cut through always by a mischievous streak, and the task was made easy by the fact that he was a natural storyteller, interested in everything, with a sharp memory and a vivid turn of phrase.


Progress was swift, until the pandemic came. It was catastrophic for his industry and naturally slowed down his progress on the book, not least because Zoom meetings were never going to be the right medium for such a convivial man. Nevertheless he did continue working on it, even through the sad loss of his brother Michel, and the various lockdowns which forced the temporary closure of his beloved restaurants. At our last meeting he was impatient with the restrictions that Covid had brought and worried for the future of his businesses, but undiminished and forceful as ever.


In January 2021, Albert died. As for the memoir, sadly he had not lived to finish it completely. But the story that was already on paper was an amazing one: it took him from his boyhood in wartime France, to the dazzling success of the early years at the Gavroche. In the process it shone a light on the process of a food culture that has changed out of all recognition, in large part because of his own astonishing talents. It would have been a travesty not to have published the book, but it felt incomplete without the last part of the story. His son, Michel Jr, kindly agreed to provide an afterword to bring his father’s life right up to the end, and contributions from family and friends helped to flesh out some detail.


It is a great shame that Albert didn’t live to see his book published. But it is a privilege to be able to bring you his story in his own voice; energetic, funny, determined and vigorous to the end.


Celia Hayley
London, 2022
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Childhood


Of course, everything I know of my very early childhood I know from my mother. At the time of my birth, she worked in the charcuterie in the small town of Semur-en-Brionnais, in the Saône-et-Loire department, almost in the middle of France. That’s where I was born. The charcuterie belonged to my father: he made his living by peddling, on a market stall and in the shop, all the meats that he used to make, and my mother worked in the shop with him. One afternoon, while she was serving a farmer with black pudding, my mother felt me coming. She served the guy, closed the shop for the afternoon and telephoned the hospital: ‘Come and fetch me!’ My parents had a dog, a German Shepherd called Sultanne, who began to get very excited – she could tell that something was happening. And so my mother started to pack her little bag, a car arrived to take her to the hospital, and I was born that afternoon, on 8 October 1935.
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1. As a baby




Sometime later, I was brought back home to the flat above the shop. I was number two in the family, with a sister who was older than me by about sixteen months. So that was our family when I was born: my mother and father, my sister Liliane, and the dog. A photograph of me as a baby shows me perched on a velvet cushion, holding in my hands what looks like a pigeon: perhaps a prophecy of all the birds I would come to pluck in my future years. My brother Michel didn’t come along until six years later, and my younger sister Martine arrived three years after that.


Semur-en-Brionnais used to be a market town, well known among those who love historical buildings for its beautiful twelfth-century church. It is a unique national monument: pale yellow stone with an octagonal tower, set among the pointed red mediaeval roofs of the main square. It was very rural. My father used to have his stall in the local market, and sell black pudding, garlic sausage, jambon, bourguignon, all of it made by him in that little shop. I vividly remember it; a typical Burgundy sausage shop, where you make the sausages and hang them up to dry and then bring them down when they are starting to flourish, and you see the surface beginning to mould and go white. Many years later – about forty years ago – I visited Semur. It hadn’t changed – the church was still there, as was the bakery, the pottery, everything. Above all our shop was exactly as it had been left: pristine. It was closed, obviously, but the serving tables, the shelves, everything which was there before the Second World War were still in place. Even the name above the door: Charcuterie Roux. Nothing had been touched.


We lived in that small village until I was about five, when we had to move because of the war. We packed up our things – we didn’t have a lot, just the basics – and travelled by bus to Charolles, a medium-sized town in Saône-et-Loire, where my grandfather had the charcuterie. The shop was right in the centre of the town, in the Place de l’Église. The flat on the third floor above the shop became our new home. That is, if you could call it a flat. It was tiny: just one room and a little kitchenette. I could look out from the window and see the handsome church opposite, and the other shops round the market square. We were way at the top, under the eaves, and my grandfather – my grandmother had died some years before – lived in the flat below. The smells of the charcuterie would permeate our flat; even our clothes smelt of it.


My grandfather had taken over the charcuterie shop from his father, who had started it. He was a well-known figure in the town, wealthy and very popular, and a good craftsman. He was also extremely mean with money. That’s why he was rich. On market days the peasants would queue for his pâté and his saucisson and black pudding. It was a small, glass-fronted shop and very busy – his own little empire that he had built from scratch. And he had another shop elsewhere which he used mostly to dry his sausages – hundreds of them hanging up there, together with the ham. I was in awe of my grandfather and trembled when I saw him.


He was a hard-working man. On Tuesdays he would make the black pudding. I didn’t get involved with killing the pig – my task was only to cut the onions for the black pudding – but I went a couple of times to see it killed. There my father would be with a big, long stick with a ball made of laurel wood at the end. They would cut the branches of this tree and use the end to make a mace, a solid thing like a hammer, which they used to kill the pig. My father would lure the pig into a room, tease him with scraps, and then bang! The pig would squeal and my father would plunge onto the poor beast with a sharp knife to cut its throat, catching the blood as he did so. My job would be to keep agitating the blood with some vinegar to make sure it didn’t clot and curdle, so that it was ready for the black pudding. As soon as all the blood had finished flowing, my father would open up the pig to release the guts – the liver, the heart, the bladder. With a pig, everything can be eaten. It would then be taken outside, scorched on a bed of straw and shaved. After it had been shaved and washed they would bring the pig inside on a long wooden table where my father would butcher it: each part according to its eventual use. The legs would be put in brine to make jambon, the trotters would be kept separate to be sold. Even the tail was sold to make a delicious gelatinous dish.


The belly was used in a particular way: a typical Charolais urn, made from the clay which was abundant in the area, would be filled up a layer at a time: first a layer of sea salt then a layer of pork and so on, to make what we call petit salé. After a few months they would turn it, and the end product would finish up as a dish on the table – one that was very much prized by people in that part of the world. It is still a great favourite of mine. We used to eat it with cabbage when it was in season. The whole thing – killing the pig and butchering it – would take a day. If he was killing the pig on behalf of a farmer, my father would take one piece for himself from the animal. That’s how he was paid, in kind.
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2. With my father and sister




Market day was once a week on a Wednesday and was a very important day for the town. Hundreds of peasants would arrive from all over the area, gathering in the Place de l’Église with their cream, their butter, their cheese, their saucissons. There would be live chickens and live rabbits for sale. All the payments were made in cash. I always found it absolutely fascinating. They would come in their traditional outfits – the women in long coloured skirts and aprons with shawls and white caps. There was a separate market for the beef, held down the road, where they would sell horses, as well as the beautiful cream-coloured Charolais cattle typical of the area. The peasants would bring their mares in to meet a stallion there, leading them into the manège to be seen to. I remember running down to have a look at it. It used to intrigue me: the size of the stallion and his long thing, how willing the mare was.


When I was very young I did not understand why my mother felt so miserable, but I grew to understand. He was a bit of a womaniser, my father, which caused my mother a lot of suffering. Although at heart he was a kind person, he had no idea how to treat the mother of his children. It was natural to him to misbehave, there was nothing faithful in his nature. It was not a happy marriage at all and she gave him his marching orders on several occasions. We children would be brought in as witnesses; she would call us in front of him and say, ‘I hope you agree with this.’ He was a big-hearted man, but he would not behave as he ought. As a father, he was not exactly neglectful, but he was not a father figure role model either. He showed his care for us in his own way. Many years later I was in the army in Algeria, and he had been told to disappear somewhere, so was living in the mountains in France. He wasn’t earning that much, but he used to manage each month to put by a little money to send to me. I never asked him for it, but he sent it anyway. He had that sort of kindness.


When I was five I started school in Charolles. My mother took me on my first day. It was only a five-minute walk: past the river, then up the hill until we got to the school on the right-hand side. The weather was awful on that first day. My mother led me up the stairs. And then there I was, in a big room with all the other little boys and girls. It was what I would call a communal school: we were not separated into grades; instead the teachers would teach two or three classes at the same time in the same room. I don’t know how they managed all the different syllabuses; there were about thirty children in the class, running from nursery school age, about six, to the age of fourteen when you had to pass the Certificat d’études. It was very old-fashioned, with a big stove keeping us all warm. We were given hot milk, and taught about our nice Marshal Pétain. We learned a song, ‘Marechal, nous voila’ to sing every morning in honour of the general. That song is still with me, word for word. And then school started. Although it wasn’t a Catholic school, we were taught to venerate Christ. We said a prayer every morning before launching into learning the alphabet; the school was – as were all schools in France since the revolution – cut off from the Church, though not entirely.


That first winter in Charolles was a bitter one. Food was scarce: we were short of butter, eggs, everything, because of the war. We had to feed the German army, more than two million soldiers, so the French got the leftovers. There was a thriving black market, because in those conditions there are always people who are out to make a profit. The black marketeers didn’t care who they were selling to – Germans, French, it didn’t matter to them. It went on twenty-four hours a day, every day, all the time. They sold any commodities they could get, and then there was a black market for the rationing coupons themselves. People with large families, like us, were always targeted because we had lots of coupons, for butter, sugar, eggs. My mother used to sell the coupons to make some much-needed money, but it meant we got less of everything to put on our own table. During the days with no school – Thursday and Sunday – my sister and I used to walk down into the countryside and knock on farm doors to ask if they had any eggs, butter, milk, anything they could spare. We were quite successful with the farmers, who would see two little children begging for eggs and be as generous as they could. We would bring everything we got back home, ready for my mother to cook.


I’m a strong believer that you are what you eat: it may be a cliché but for me it is entirely true. I believe too that the first introduction of food comes from the belly of your mother when she is pregnant. And being fed by my mother from birth until I was around a year old was very important – that’s when the bond between mother and child gets strongly reinforced. All in all, I think my love for food came from my mother. My poor mum – all the time she was scrubbing, working, trying to make things work. You couldn’t wish for a better mother and we worshipped her. She was a wonderful cook: simple, but wonderful. She knew that without money, she could still plunder what was in the fields. Because it was wartime, what we had to eat was what the Germans didn’t want. Mostly that was offal – the liver, the heart, the tail, the leftover bits and pieces of the chicken. My mother excelled herself with the giblets, which hardly anybody wanted, and with the feet. Anything edible, she could find some way to make delicious. She would make a wonderful risotto and put the chicken feet in it, all cleaned up. Oh, the taste of that! She had the kind of flair that could make even an old pair of shoes taste fantastic. Flavour for her was always more important than anything else.
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3. With my mother and sister during the war




My brother’s favourite, later on, was beef heart – the Germans didn’t like the heart so it was ours to take for ourselves. My mother would braise the dense, strong heart meat with carrots. It wasn’t one of my favourites, but it is a very nice dish. I remember vividly coming in from school every day and the way that the smell in the staircase would alert me to what was for lunch – whether it was pancakes, or stew, or soup. It is remarkable to me that my mother conjured all this from her tiny kitchen. It had an old-fashioned cooker which burned wood and coal – though coal was sparse at the time – and had a water container on the side which would warm the water while you were cooking.


Everything my mother cooked was very simple – it was cheap food but it was full of flavour. She was the queen of pancakes, which she used to serve with apples and pears that she had gathered in the autumn and preserved in jars in their own syrup. Like any French countrywoman she would always make jams and preserves, and did so throughout her whole life. I remember one Shrove Tuesday when we had brought back some eggs from our trip to the farms and had also managed to get a bag of flour. My father made some pancakes – they were his favourite thing to cook, too. Mother went to the cabinet and got out some confiture that she had preserved the winter before and I remember what a feast we had around those pancakes. They were a godsend. You could see the love in her face when she was putting it all on the table for us; at the end of the day, food is love.


As for me, I liked to observe my mother cooking. I tried a couple of times to help, but I was dismissed from the kitchen. She would say that I was too messy. Looking back, she was quite right.


Our town was in Free France – Vichy France – but it was very close to the demarcation line which divided us from occupied France, and the Germans would come to the town because of its size: it was a sous-préfecture. I remember seeing the Germans when they entered the town in their uniforms, the grey Wehrmacht and the black SS. I will never forget the ferocity of their barking German shepherds, pulling and straining on their leashes. As a whole, the town was divided: many of us hated the collaborators, but there were also the Milice, French paramilitaries who were pro-Vichy. I remember their uniforms as well: khaki. They were collaborators, a by-product of the German invasion.


To me, as a child, the German soldiers did not really seem like humans – they were merely the enemy. Where we lived, in the building that belonged to my grandad, there were two shops – my family’s charcutier and also a general store. One morning I went down to the shop to buy something for my mother. Two German soldiers arrived asking for ‘Konfitüren!’ They wanted confiture – jam – of course. ‘Haven’t got any,’ said the shop manager, but the soldier just became more and more vocal, angrily pointing at a pot of moutarde de dijon on the shelf. Losing patience, he grabbed the jar, opened it, put his finger in and started to lick it. ‘Scheisse!’ he shouted, slammed the jar back on the shelf and marched out. ‘Scheisse!’


Charolles was not far from Paray-le-Monial, and on the main route between the larger cities of Montceau-les-Mines and Lyon, so there was a great deal of German traffic through the town. One evening there was a big bang and a lot of shouting in German. Looking outside, being careful not to be seen, I saw that a German motorbike and sidecar had entered the bakery round the corner from where we lived. It had missed the turn and run straight into the bakery – which luckily was closed – and the motorbike had caught fire.


Much worse, I recall the noise in the night when the Milice came to break down doors and arrest the Jewish people of the town. These were people we knew, these were the houses of our friends from school. The next day at school we would ask ‘Where are your father and mother?’ But there wouldn’t be an answer. They were gone: arrested and sent to Ravensbrück and beyond, never to be seen again.


It was around the age of seven or eight that my fascination for church and all the rituals that went with it began – it was like a magnet to me. My mother used to go to church, but she was not overly religious. We used to go every Sunday to the early service. I became an altar boy and would serve Mass every week. The first Mass was around seven o’clock and we were not allowed to drink or eat anything beforehand as communion could not be taken on a full stomach. I learned to administer the wine to the Father, and being a naughty boy I learned also to taste it, and add some water to it so he couldn’t see that we had been at the bottle. Little did we know that he, of course, was fully aware of what we were doing.


There would be two services on Sunday morning, and then Vespers at about three o’clock in the afternoon. Afterwards we would be given 5 francs to go to the cinema in the town hall. We would leave the cinema at five thirty or six, walk home, have a bowl of soup and get into bed. There was a lady who used to look after all the choirboys: Mme Guichard. She used to come with her bicycle, and while we were walking to the cinema she would follow along behind us. One day, during a hard winter, her knickers fell down, right around her ankles. You can imagine the young boys, laughing their heads off. I will always remember her reaction: ‘Don’t worry, children,’ she said cheerfully, ‘I always wear two pairs.’ She picked up her knickers, put them in her bag, and off we went.


I was always very close to my brother Michel throughout my life, but I remember little of him from when I was very young. He was so much smaller than me and a bit of a pain in the neck. We lived in such a tiny place that we were always on top of each other, and as the youngest he got all the attention. At the table at dinner or lunchtime he would gobble his food like a little pig so that he would be first to get some more, and he would not hesitate to try and pinch food from my plate. He was – at that time – a bit of a so-and-so. But he was always precious to me and, as he got older, we became close. Later, once he got to school age, if he ever got into a fight with a bigger boy, he would refer the confrontation to me. All the classes came together at recreation, and if Michel thought he couldn’t manage a situation, he would call me over and ask me to deal with it for him.


In the early days of the Second World War, my father had been made a prisoner of war. When the armistice between France and Germany was signed and the demarcation line was established, the prisoners from the Free France side of the border were liberated and my father was able to come back to Charolles. But as the war progressed, he joined the Resistance, doing a few little things and eventually entering the woods to fight. When I was about eight, our family moved to Prizy, a tiny town of just fifty people. Nobody knew where we were; we had gone incognito. It was really just a hameau, a hamlet – a collection of three or four households set in the flattish countryside, with an old church and a school and a few houses in the fields beyond. We moved into an empty house which belonged to a local farmer and stayed there for many months. It was surrounded by several grazing fields for finishing the beef before it went off to the abattoir. I have happy memories of that time: I made friends with the local farmers’ sons and daughters and we did a lot of vendange: cutting the hay, spreading it out to dry, gathering it, taking it to the stable, piling it up for winter. We played with the cows that gave us milk, even climbing on their backs as they lay in the fields. But of course my father was not there much. We would see him sometimes at night, when he would come to the house in the dark and sit down for a bowl of soup and his regular couple of glasses of wine – he had not given up his habits! But otherwise, he lived in the forest. It was a dangerous time, though he was not to my knowledge tremendously active in the maquis, as the Resistance were known, and merely dabbled. He did not, however, like the Germans at all. And he venerated Stalin. There was a photograph of Stalin on the wall of our kitchen in Charolles. Of the two factions in the French Resistance; the Communists, and France Libre, my father was definitely a strong believer on the communist side.


After our months in Prizy, we moved back to Charolles. One morning when we arrived at school there were six empty chairs. These were the chairs of the children whose fathers had been picked up and executed in front of the church for Resistance activity. They had been told that there was a small contingent of Germans coming in on the main road that ran from Paray-le-Monial to Lyons – to get to Lyons you had to go through Charolles. The Resistance thought they could ambush the soldiers just before they reached the town and kill them. Unfortunately, just beforehand another contingent had been passing along the same road on their way to Germany. The Resistance opened fire, there was a fight, and the Resistance group lost. Two or three men were killed there: the others were arrested and six, seven or eight of them were executed in the Place de l’Église the next day. You can still find the graves of these victims of war in the main cemetery in Charolles: their tombs are marked by a black flag and the date they were shot by the Germans.
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4. In Prizy, with my sister






One famous evening American tanks and armoured vehicles drove into the town. Liberation! We all came out in our droves with our French flags, and went round the town hand in hand, singing and shouting. In the square I went up to one of our liberators, a tall American soldier. I took him by the hand and explained to him in French – though he couldn’t speak a word of French of course, nor I English – that I wanted him to come with me and meet my mother. I brought him up to the third floor above the charcutier, my mother made him a coffee and he started to empty his pockets of chewing gum and Orangina and corned beef and peppermints. He stayed for about an hour, then off he went, back to his quarters.


The town was surprised to see the soldiers arriving, and even more surprised that they were American. We were expecting the English. In fact the troops that arrived were a mixture of American and our French-Canadian cousins. They stayed there for a week, and off they went, leaving behind a squadron of soldiers to guard the town. Because we were near the Ardennes, we never felt safe while the war was still going: the Germans were not far away. We always felt it, the apprehension that we would see the Wehrmacht marching back into town again. But they never did.


After that came the reprisals, when everyone suddenly became a maquisard – de la dernière minute – chasing anyone they thought had collaborated with the Germans. Chiefly they were after the women who had collaborated – they had been the queens of the town, always coming and going with the German officers, and they were fierce. But now the town had decided that the time had come for them to be brought down. From the window of my room on the third floor, I could see the hairdresser on the opposite side of the street. That’s where they gathered these women – there were five or six of them – one morning. They put them outside naked in the bitter cold and shaved them – the hair on their heads, their pubic hair, the lot. Then they brushed them with tar and rolled them in feathers before marching them around the town with their hands on their head while people threw tomatoes or whatever was to hand. I saw all this, but I did not at the time comprehend why it was happening. All I knew was that people thought they had been naughty: they had had German lovers, and people thought they should be punished for it. After that the women were sent to the countryside for a while so that their hair could grow back. It was a long process, and it was perhaps six or eight months before they could end their exile and go back to normality, if they ever really did.
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