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CUISINE PAUVRE
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So, you are interested in learning how to prepare our cuisine, n’est ce pas?” Marcelle peered over the top of her wine glass as she spoke.

“Oui, Madame, I would love to learn what makes your cuisine world-famous; your haute-cuisine,” Kate said.

“Our haute-cuisine?” Marcelle bit into her cheese and bread. A twinkle flitted through her dark eyes.

“Oui, but more than ‘haute-cuisine’ I would prefer learning the fine art of traditional French cooking.”

“Well, Madame, our traditional cooking is rarely considered fine, but we certainly keep a respectable ‘cuisine pauvre.’”

Kate was brought up short with this French term. She turned quizzically toward Sophie.

“Kate, ‘cuisine pauvre’ means ‘poor kitchen’ and refers to a traditional-type of peasant cooking. These are the recipes that have been handed down through the many, many generations in our family and this is the type of cooking Maman taught me.”

—A Cup of Redemption, a Novel
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On Peasant Foods


Antoine Gilly, one of the world’s foremost French chefs and restaurateurs, once said:

I am not sure that the food served by the simple farm people of France does not rank as high as any, including the haute cuisine that we rattle on about. If taste, imagination, originality and simplicity are the prime ingredients of fine cookery, go thou gourmet to the peasant as I have and discover all of these qualities. Then make your own decision, whether you would prefer lunch or dinner at the elegant Lasserre in Paris or at home with farmer Pierre near Dijon at his oak table scrubbed oyster white or at his country inn, eating the favorite dish of the region and drinking the local wine from a carafe.

—Antoine Gilly’s Feast of France: A Cookbook of Masterpieces in French Cuisine (1971), page 341
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Welcome to Recipes for Redemption: A Companion Cookbook to A Cup of Redemption. Pour yourself a cup of coffee, seat yourself at your kitchen table and take out your copy of A Cup of Redemption (or pick one up with this cookbook). Surely, you will want to follow along as each chapter of your companion cookbook corresponds to and draws from the tantalizing excerpts found in the same chapters of the historical novel.

Within, you will find the long-awaited and much-promised recipes—all traditional French—culled from the very pages, the times, and the regional influences you found in my historical novel A Cup of Redemption. Told through the voices of the three main characters—Marcelle, Sophie, and Kate—you will find the recipes are taught in the way these women learned them: at the knees of their mothers and grandmothers. Whether ‘cuisine pauvre’ (peasant cooking), ‘war food’ from WWII, or simple family favorites, each recipe is carefully described and footnoted with interesting, often amusing culinary notes. Flavored with witty repartee and slathered with common sense, you will find the following pages filled with the same heart, soul, humor, and delectable delight you found in A Cup of Redemption. And for an additional amuse-bouche, I invite you to enjoy some excerpts of my up-coming series, Savoring the Olde Ways.

Bon appétit!

Carole Bumpus
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CHAPTER ONE

A Flood of Memories:

Omelette aux Champignons et au Fromage
AND
Crêpes ou Galettes
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Omelette aux Champignons et au Fromage

(Sophie’s Mushroom and Cheese Omelet)

from the Auvergne Region

Sophie fussed about the kitchen, searching through one cupboard after another, peering into the fridge, all in hopes of finding a scrap of something to eat. I should have eaten more at the wake … She had no idea what she would find, as her mother’s death in France had come only hours after her own arrival from the States. And there had been so much to take care of for the funeral that she barely remembered how long she had been there. Tucked back in the corner of the refrigerator was a blue crock of eggs. A small container of boletus mushrooms was hidden on a shelf in the door along with a scrap of Brie and some butter. Une omelette aux champignons et au fromage, she surmised.

With omelet essentials in hand, she closed the refrigerator door with her foot, just as the cheese, mushrooms, and butter tumbled out of her hands and onto the counter. Hanging on to the eggs, she pulled out the omelet pan—the very one her mother had taught her to use—and set it on the stove to heat. Oh, the laughter they used to share—as her mother patiently taught her and her brother, Julien, how to break an egg or how to make an omelet. And then to make crêpes … Crêpes. She laughed. Oh, the fun all the families would have together during Chandeleur, the Festival of Lights. She couldn’t recall the reason for the religious holiday, but the laughter would ring through the air each time they were given turns flipping crêpes high into the air. The goal was to catch it back on the paddle without dropping the crêpe or sticking it to the ceiling. Wait! She stopped for a moment to think. That’s it! We were to hold a gold coin in one hand while tossing the crêpe with the other, all in order to win good fortune or money. Not an easy task when you are laughing, she chortled out loud. While melting a knob of butter to sauté the mushrooms, she quickly broke two eggs into a bowl, added a dash of water, and lightly whisked them together. She cocked her head and listened. The very moment the mushrooms had finished sizzling, she poured the eggs into the pan.

Quickly tilting the pan back and forth, she let her thoughts again drift back to the first conversations her mother had had with Kate. Could Maman have wanted to share her secrets with me through our conversations with Kate? Kate knew enough French, but of course, Sophie still had to translate many of her mother’s words. It was during those translations that she became painfully aware of the depth of information her mother was revealing. And Kate hadn’t wanted to miss a word or syllable. She had been captivated by her mother’s story, asking more and more questions.

Anguish shot through her and surprised her with its force. Sophie shook her head in disbelief and choked down another swallow of bad wine. She minced the chunk of Brie, dumped it into the egg mixture, and deftly lifted one edge of the omelet, folding it over. Within moments she slid the omelet onto a plate and called it good. Sophie picked up a fork and her glass of wine and sat down at the kitchen table. She inhaled the eggs almost before they cooled.

—A Cup of Redemption, pages 12–13
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One of my favorite old cookbooks is Antoine Gilly’s Feast of France. Monsieur Gilly dedicates his cookbook to his dear French grandmother, who raised him in the region of Burgundy. And in the section “Eggs,” he begins a lengthy description of how to master an omelet: “I recommend that when learning to make an omelette, you invest in four dozen eggs and practice. Nothing else will make you an expert—not words from the skilled, not observations (although it does help to watch an expert at work), only breaking eggs and going at it makes the difference.”

2 eggs

2 tablespoons heavy cream or water

1/4 cup (1/2 stick) sweet butter (do not use salted butter or margarine; they cause too-rapid browning)

Salt and pepper to taste

“Break the eggs in a mixing bowl and add the cream [Sophie had only water available] and about half the butter, cut in small pieces. Sprinkle with salt and pepper. Beat the eggs with a kitchen fork, lifting up with each stroke to aerate, no more than 12 strokes for each egg. Do not overdo this beating. If you do, the eggs will be thin and tough in cooking.

“Place the omelette pan (one only used for eggs) on high heat. Put a piece of butter on a fork and hold it against the inside of the pan. If it instantly sizzles, add a generous piece of butter to the pan waiting until it foams and turns white. Tilt the pan around so the butter covers its entire surface, sides included. Do all this quickly. The eggs should go in when the butter reaches its peak heat—before burning. The butter should not be brown or it will color the omelette.

“If the butter is at the right heat, the eggs will sizzle sharply as you pour them in. Almost instantly, they will begin to solidify, forming a foamy edge around the pan. Immediately stir eggs in a circular motion with the flat bottom of the fork, spreading the eggs about the pan. Holding the handle with the left hand (unless left-handed), agitate the pan, moving the quickly-forming omelette back and forth. Stirring speeds the coagulation, and the agitation of the pan prevents sticking. Now stop stirring. Shake pan with both hands, raising it slightly above heat. At this point, I hit the handle of the pan sharply with the heel of my hand, which causes the far edge of the omelette to fold. If this doesn’t work for you, lift the pan so that the liquid egg runs to end of pan where it will solidify. At the same time, slip your fork under the side of omelette near you and lift the edge, ‘helping’ it to make the correct fold. When the liquid is nearly solid, flip the near edge over with the fork, and continue to shake the pan so the eggs won’t stick. Then prepare to tilt the omelette out of the pan.

“Holding a warm serving plate in your left hand and, grasping the handle of the pan so that it is to your right, rest edge of pan on the plate, off center enough so the omelette will land in the middle of the plate. Now, simultaneously tilt pan and plate about 45 degrees against one another. In a fast motion, flip the pan upside down over the plate and the folded omelette will drop properly in place.

“Keep the serving plates warm. Omelettes cool and harden quickly. I also rub soft butter over the omelette just before I serve it. Important! Serve immediately! If you dawdle over serving, your skillful egg-envelopes will taste not unlike those in which you mail a letter.”

—Adapted from Antoine Gilly’s Feast of France: A Cookbook of Masterpieces in French Cuisine, pg 104
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Variation:

Omelet with Sautéed Mushrooms and Brie

Begin by slicing two or three brown mushrooms (boleti) very thinly and sautéing them first in the pan with the butter. (See above.) To add the Brie as Sophie did, I suggest you chop it very finely or grate 1/4 cup of it into the egg mixture before pouring this into the pan. Très bon!
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Crêpes ou Galettes Bretonnes

from the Brittany region

If Marcelle was to teach you to make crêpes or galettes from Brittany, she might tell you that when her grand’mère prepared them over the fire, she’d say, “Marcelle, now remember, it is customary for a bride to throw the first galette baked in her new house onto the cupboard as a tribute to the previous residents of the house. This tradition secures domestic happiness and protection for her offspring.”

“Did Maman do that?” Marcelle would push her grandmother for information, always hoping that a new morsel would slip out. Instead, a crisp, lacy, yet tender crêpe was flipped off the pan and onto her waiting plate. “Get butter on that, ma chérie, before it turns cold.”

MAKES TEN 6-INCH CRÊPES


1 cup all-purpose flour

1/2 cup milk

1/2 cup water

2 tablespoons clarified butter, melted, plus more for the pan

1/4 teaspoon salt

2 large eggs

In a medium bowl, sift together the flour and salt. Make a well in the center. Whisk together the milk, water, and eggs in another medium bowl. Pour the milk mixture into the center of the well, slowly whisking in the flour from the sides. Add 2 tablespoons clarified butter and whisk to combine.

Strain the mixture through a fine-mesh sieve into a mixing bowl. Cover with plastic wrap and chill in the refrigerator for 30 minutes.
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