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			Introduction

			It was a moment of world-conquering triumph: Twelve chefs, pristine in their white toques, aprons, and jackets, standing on the tarmac at Orly airport in Paris in March 1974. Overnight rain had left the ground slick and reflective; just behind them, looming overhead, was the nose of an enormous Air France Boeing 747 jumbo jet; in the foreground were three antique cast-iron stoves. The men were posing for a photograph, lined up in a row, some of them brandishing copper saucepans, laughing. Here was the new generation of glamorous, modern French chefs, inventors of what the press was calling “nouvelle cuisine,” cooking that was light, fresh, inventive, unencumbered by tradition. Their leader was Paul Bocuse, positioned in the center of the frame, and it was he who’d made the lucrative deal with Air France to oversee the in-flight meals and menus of the national airline.

			The photograph was for a feature story (“A Grand Menu in the Sky”) in Le Nouveau Guide Gault-Millau, a relatively new and hugely successful food magazine published by the two men whose names were on the cover, Henri Gault and Christian Millau, leading proselytizers of the nouvelle cuisine revolution. French restaurant cooking had become heavy, overly rich, and complacent—every menu, it seemed, listed the same Tournedos Rossini and all the other familiar classics. Haute cuisine was ossified, a cliché, they argued; the new guard was antiauthoritarian, liberated. Nouvelle cuisine chefs, in the pages of Gault and Millau’s magazine, were auteurs of the French New Wave kitchen, a new kind of celebrity.

			They called themselves the “Bande à Bocuse,” a gang of renegades, rivals, old friends, and they were the talk of the town. And not just in Paris: Glowing accounts of nouvelle cuisine had appeared in the American press, hailing the rise of this rule-breaking culinary counterculture. Raymond Sokolov and Craig Claiborne in The New York Times, Gael Greene in New York magazine, feature stories in Vogue and Esquire—the Bande à Bocuse was everywhere. They’d even hired their own publicity agent (and since when had restaurant chefs ever had publicity agents? It was unheard of)—a young woman named Yanou Collart. She was intent on presenting the young chefs as cultural figures, on par with the movie stars and rock and roll musicians like Brigitte Bardot and Serge Gainsbourg who increasingly frequented their restaurants.

			The Air France contract was a sign of their newfound status and global ambitions. Bocuse was already more famous than the others, an ambassador of French cooking, ubiquitous on television, imperious, quick-witted, and charismatic. His restaurant in Collonges-au-Mont-d’Or in Lyon, a city long considered the gastronomic capital of France, was topped with his name in giant, neon-lit capital letters. Gathered on the runway around Bocuse were the other key members of the nouvelle cuisine movement. There was Michel Guérard, who everyone agreed was the most brilliant of them all, and whose tiny restaurant on the outskirts of Paris, Le Pot-au-Feu, was always overbooked. There was Pierre Troisgros, who, with his brother, Jean, had introduced a dish of a thin escalope of salmon with sorrel sauce, cooked rare on a nonstick pan and served on oversize plates at their restaurant in Roanne, fifty miles west of Lyon. Saumon à l’oseille was already an icon of nouvelle cuisine. Roger Vergé’s Moulin de Mougins in the South of France served Provençal-inspired dishes on a shady terrace in a converted olive oil mill, a favorite dinner destination during the Cannes film festival. And there was Gaston Lenôtre, master of desserts and patisserie, who brought a distinctly light touch to his fruit tarts and delicate mille-feuilles, and had opened a successful cooking school just west of Paris.

			In the space of a few short years, nouvelle cuisine had upended the staid world of French cooking and, more than that, redefined the role and cultural importance of chefs and restaurants.

			

			—

			Far from the tarmac at Orly, far from the limelight, was another group of chefs, also trailblazers, young and ambitious, running their own restaurants. They generally received none of the sort of attention or accolades that Bocuse and his friends did. They were women.

			Annie Desvignes had opened La Tour du Roy in Vervins, not far from the Belgian border, in 1971. She’d learned to cook at her mother’s side at the family restaurant and struck out on her own after she got married, renovating an old manor house in rural northern France. The restaurant was a success, soon awarded a Michelin star, but when she applied to join the prestigious trade association for chefs, the Maîtres Cuisiniers de France, she’d been rejected. Rejected because she was a woman.

			It wasn’t just culinary trade groups that were men-only—so were restaurant kitchens. Stages, or apprenticeships, at the best restaurants were closed to women; it was nearly impossible for them to break in. Now, in 1974, Desvignes wanted to change that, banding together with other women to launch a new organization, to fight for their rights, respect, and recognition.

			She was further galvanized when Paul Bocuse declared in a radio interview that “women have no imagination when it comes to cooking.” Nouvelle cuisine was for men. He was being provocative, goading, always looking for attention, and his words stung.

			Desvignes wrote to other well-regarded women chefs: Simone Lemaire in Normandy, whose restaurant, Le Tourne-Bride, served specialties of the region. Christiane Massia’s L’Aquitaine, in Paris, highlighted vegetables and fish. So did Gisèle Berger’s restaurant La Bonne Table in Clichy, just outside Paris—famous for its unusual seafood preparations, including lasagna and cassoulet. Élisabeth Bourgeois had opened a small restaurant in Avignon, and Olympe Nahmias and her husband, Albert, had renovated a former barbershop on the Left Bank in Paris and called it Olympe, drawing a chic, bohemian crowd and winning notices for Olympe’s casual, original cooking.

			All of these women were home- or self-taught, making their way in a culinary world that relegated them to second-class status. But that was going to change. As Desvignes and her compatriots prepared to launch their organization for women chefs, they discovered they had a powerful ally—the most powerful man in French gastronomy. Robert Courtine was the restaurant critic for Le Monde, the largest newspaper in France; he was an old-fashioned conservative, defender of tradition, opposed to preservatives and food coloring and frozen fish, and deeply suspicious of anything newfangled. He hated Gault and Millau and all the overblown excitement in the press about nouvelle cuisine.

			When Desvignes and Lemaire wrote to Courtine, he offered his unwavering support. He wrote glowing reviews of their restaurants, highlighting the women chefs’ more traditional, homestyle cooking, and offered to help get their new organization off the ground. Was there a certain irony in these feminist chefs forming an alliance with an archconservative? Yes. And there was something else, something that would only slowly reveal itself, a dark secret in Courtine’s past that would cast a shadow over all that was to come.

			

			—

			At the airport in Paris, the photograph had been taken, and Henri Gault lit a cigarette and then spread his arms toward the chefs. “Voilà la nouvelle cuisine française!” he said. Behold the new French cuisine!—picture perfect. They all laughed. The revolution was underway, taking flight.

			This 1974 moment—the newly minted Bande à Bocuse, the breathless publicity, the women chefs preparing to stand up for themselves, the big-money Air France contract, the rival restaurant critics—all of it was emblematic of a new era. Post-1960s, everything was different; the world had shifted, opened up, full of possibility but also conflict and controversy. Between generations, between men and women, arguments about culinary invention versus tradition, about male chauvinism and women’s rights, about art and commerce and good taste.

			The currents of change and history were larger than anyone knew at the time, and for all these chefs, men and women, nothing would work out quite the way they thought or planned. But the story of nouvelle cuisine, with its drama, celebrity, money, and politics, its spectacular success and the inevitable, ferocious backlash, is very much the story of the birth of modern food and restaurant culture, the way we eat today. So much of the culinary present—from the scruffy-chic gourmet pizza joint to the decadent omakase hideaway, from frantic, televised cooking competitions to arguments about authenticity and ethics to the emergence of the celebrity chef (and the celebrity chef scandal)—can be traced to the events that began unspooling in 1970s France.

			Nouvelle cuisine is where it all began.

		

	
		
			
				Part One

				Beginnings
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				1965

			
			Crossing the Champs-Élysées in the late afternoon, dusk coming on, the night ahead of him, Michel Guérard could feel all the pent-up energy of a changing city. He was going to work. Le Lido, at number 78, just down the street from the iconic red awnings of Fouquet’s brasserie, was a pillar of Paris nightlife, and Guérard was the pastry chef there. The club served six hundred dinner customers a night, but the food wasn’t the reason people came. They came for the show—to see the Bluebell Girls.

			The cabaret was a confection of titillating silliness—a chorus line of extravagantly costumed, high-kicking can-can dancers, innocent stripteases, and big band numbers interspersed with the occasional mime or topless snake handler. The tables were covered in white linen, set too close together, and filled with dark-suited men smoking cigarettes and bejeweled women in evening gowns. There were celebrities, socialites, and a lot of tourists. Americans and Brits. Le Lido was owned by the Clerico brothers, Joseph and Louis. They’d bought the club in 1946, and had more recently also purchased the Moulin Rouge in the seedier, red-light Pigalle neighborhood. The Clericos—former glass manufacturers made wealthy during the war—were now the princes of the Paris cabaret world. They’d installed vast kitchens and inaugurated elaborate dinner shows—guests eating and drinking and talking as they watched the performances.

			The food was mostly unremarkable and always expensive, but it didn’t matter. There was something magical—or was it just libidinal?—about the place, and Guérard loved it. The rush of the dinner crowd. The throngs of half-dressed women backstage, laughing. They towered over him in their heels. He was relatively short, and the dancers were required to be at least five foot eight. Many were former ballerinas deemed too tall for ballet; many were Russian or Australian.

			Guérard was thirty-two and single. He’d grown up in the countryside of Normandy, the son of a butcher, and had been working in kitchens since he was seventeen. He’d trained at the Crillon Hotel and won the prestigious Meilleur Ouvrier de France (MOF) award in 1958 as a pastry chef. He’d also spent a few years working at top Paris restaurants, including Maxim’s and Lucas Carton.

			Now, at the Lido of all places, he’d had an epiphany. He had seen the future, and he had the old man, his boss Joseph Clerico, to thank.

			Clerico was in his sixties and semiretired, having put his two sons in charge a few years earlier, in 1962—Jacki Clerico at the Moulin Rouge and Christian Clerico at the Lido. Joseph, meanwhile, hosted weekend dinner parties at the Château des Gondi in Villepreux, close to the palace of Versailles, a half hour west of Paris. This was the Clerico family’s grand estate, a formal, nineteenth-century castle with sprawling gardens, parkland, fountains, tennis courts, and horse stables. Joseph invited an eclectic group to his dinners, a cross section of Parisian high society and various creative types—artists, dancers, painters, and actors. And he’d recently asked Guérard to come to the château for the weekend and cook for his guests.

			Guérard was an exceedingly charming man—maybe that’s what had caught the elder Clerico’s attention. He was, moreover, a perfectly trained chef, winner of the MOF award, and it was known to all that he aspired to be more than a pastry chef. Guérard said yes immediately.

			There was no set menu, or any direction given at all about the food. Cook what you like, Clerico said to Guérard—anything at all. A glamorously casual, bohemian, modern, mid-’60s dinner party in a château outside Paris had no use for classical, old-fashioned cooking. Make something new, Clerico said. Guérard had free rein.

			It was, for Guérard, a revelation, what he’d been craving: to break free of familiar haute cuisine formulas and rich sauces. To cook in a way that made sense of the present. This was the moment: the first inkling of the alchemy that would transform his cooking, and everything else.

			He cooked quickly and simply—small chicken breasts, gently sautéed with slices of small cucumbers and sugar. A bit of cream, a bit of Noilly Prat vermouth. This was not a preparation found in any cookbook, or in Escoffier’s teachings, or anywhere in the annals of French cuisine. The dish was light, unexpected, improvised, and that was the point.

			The guests loved what he cooked. The energy of the city, of the time, had found its way onto their plates, it seemed. The food was intoxicating—not because it was outlandish or exotic but because it was original, and delicious. The sense of liberation Guérard felt went beyond the kitchen; it was connected to the experimentation all around, in art, in music, in film. There was a new energy in the air, formality and artifice giving way to something looser, sexier. You could see it in the films of the New Wave, in Godard’s Bande à Part the previous year; you could hear it in “(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction” from the Rolling Stones, who’d just played three sold-out nights at the Olympia music hall in Paris. The Beatles had played twenty back-to-back shows at the Olympia in 1964, and Beatlemania had gone international. Teen starlet France Gall still dominated the radio with faux-innocent pop songs like “Sacré Charlemagne,” but things were changing in fits and starts. In the middle of the 1960s, the world had turned from black and white to Technicolor. Or that’s how it felt, anyway.

			For the past few years Guérard had been living on a houseboat on the Seine, permanently docked near the Pont de la Concorde. The flat-bottomed barge—a péniche—belonged to a friend, a sculptor, and together they presided over a stream of friends and friends of friends who came to eat and drink and talk late into the night, records playing on the hi-fi.

			Was there a disconnect between his life and his work? Between his classical training and his individuality, his creativity? Back at work in the kitchen at Le Lido the following week, Guérard, no doubt thinking of his dinner party triumph as well, came to the realization that he needed to open his own restaurant. Le Lido was fun, but it was a relic of the past—of late nineteenth-century cabaret entertainment, and of the Rat Pack 1950s too. (Indeed, Le Lido had exported its show to the Stardust casino when it opened in Las Vegas in 1958.) Guérard was full of ideas, and ambition. Here he was working in a cabaret kitchen, putting out spectacular, multitiered desserts for Elizabeth Taylor and other celebrity guests, but it was the simple, idiosyncratic chicken breasts sautéed with cucumbers and cream that inspired him.

			Yes, one way or another—and despite the fact that he had almost no money at all—he was going to open a restaurant of his own.

			

			—

			Just a few blocks away from the Lido cabaret, Robert Courtine was eating dinner at Restaurant Lasserre, one of the best in the city, he thought. There were a handful of such places, lauded by both the Michelin and Kléber-Colombes guides, icons of French sophistication—the “grand tables” of Paris: Maxim’s. Le Grand Véfour. La Tour d’Argent. Lapérouse. These were the city’s historic three-star restaurants, most of them dating back to the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the palaces of French haute cuisine. Lasserre was a relative newcomer, opened in 1942. It occupied an elegant two-story building on Avenue Franklin Roosevelt, directly across the street from the imposing columns of the vast Grand Palais exhibition hall. The dining room was on the second floor, set under its famous retractable roof. During nice weather, one ate under the stars at Lasserre, all the cigarette and cigar smoke released into the night air every so often as the mechanical roof slid open.

			Courtine looked around the room, his alert, intelligent gaze taking in the scene. The quiet murmuring of wealthy Parisians and the international beau monde at dinnertime, the calm, unhurried purposefulness of the waiters and captains. The decor was extravagant: off-white and gold fabrics on the walls with jewel-toned highlights; brocaded cut velvet lining the elevator; the ceiling painted by Louis Touchagues with dancing art deco–style women and winged horses; a profusion of white orchids everywhere; sparkling antique chandeliers, mirrors, candelabras, and Chinese porcelain—everything gilded, or crystal, or silver. It was almost too much.

			Courtine loved it. On special occasions, the restaurant released caged white doves into the dining room. It was that kind of place.

			He raised a finger to summon the waiter, who’d been lurking nearby obsequiously. Courtine was a VIP at Lasserre, and at every restaurant in France for that matter. He was the formidable, all-powerful, fiercely opinionated restaurant critic for Le Monde, the most important newspaper in the country. A word from Courtine could spell success or disaster for a restaurant, and he knew it. Lasserre was one of his long-time favorites; Courtine had been coming here since 1952, when he joined Le Monde, and he was treated as an old friend by René Lasserre, the proprietor. Courtine was never presented with a bill.

			The waiter took his order for a glass of whisky—“un malt,” he called it—his drink of choice.

			The food at Lasserre was traditional and conspicuously “de luxe.” Truffles, foie gras, oysters, and caviar; steak, lobster, duck, and quail. Noble ingredients, rich sauces, and classical preparations. Lasserre was perhaps the ultimate expression of postwar Parisian sophistication. For Courtine, the menu represented the glory of haute cuisine, the glory of France.

			Courtine was a chauvinist. He believed in tradition. His views of restaurants and cooking were deeply intertwined with his view of France itself, and the primacy of French culture. The terroir. The land. The soil. Every ingredient was a reflection of its source.

			He felt France in his bones. He was as passionate about an authentic boeuf à la ficelle—boiled beef and vegetables—at a loud workingman’s bistro, served with a large pot of Dijon mustard and no other garnish at all, as he was about the delicately stuffed poussin viroflay he planned to order for dinner tonight at Lasserre.

			He welcomed all styles and varieties of French cuisine. What he demanded was quality, and respect for history. What he abhorred was fast food in all its permutations. The “Americanization” of taste, the recent proliferation of vast hypermarché supermarkets, the ubiquity of frozen fish—even at gourmet restaurants. Courtine was steadfast in his contempt for all such trends, for shortcuts and “convenience,” for all the cheap abundance of the postwar economic boom.

			He waved for the waiter, ready to order.

			Courtine was a slim man with a high, domed head, mostly bald, and extravagantly long sideburns; he was fifty-five years old. He wrote his weekly column in Le Monde under a pen name—La Reynière. He’d chosen the name in honor of the eighteenth-century aristocrat and gourmet Alexandre-Balthazar-Laurent Grimod de la Reynière, famous in Napoleon’s time for his lavish dinner parties and for writing the Almanach des Gourmands, a restaurant guide to Paris published between 1803 and 1812. Courtine liked the mystique the alias evoked—the power of the definite article and single name. It wasn’t a question of anonymity, really; all the restaurateurs who mattered knew who he was and treated him royally. But the pen name was a cloak, obscuring his identity from the broader public. The single-name alias was also in the tradition of Curnonsky, the great food writer of the first half of twentieth-century France, whose real name had been Maurice Edmond Sailland. Curnonsky—widely referred to as the “Prince des Gastronomes”—had died nine years earlier, in 1956, and Courtine, a.k.a. La Reynière, had taken up the mantle.

			For Courtine, the poussin viroflay epitomized the cooking at Lasserre: elegant, complicated, and opulent. A small spring chicken, deboned and stuffed with finely chopped spinach and flecks of ham, roasted and served with a truffle sauce. It was one of the restaurant’s signature dishes, a version of Escoffier’s classic poularde Princesse Hélène, a recipe dating back to the late nineteenth century. The plate arrived at Courtine’s table with a garnish of an artichoke heart crowned with an array of tiny mushrooms. “The perfection of details” was the key, Courtine thought as he ate—the secret to great French cooking. At Lasserre, the plates were decorated as carefully as the room itself. His dessert was a similarly flawless confection, the timbale Élysée, a sweet, round cake served with ice cream and glazed fresh fruit and topped with a delicate spun sugar dome, an edible objet d’art.

			It was the ideal meal. If he was forced to choose, Courtine would have to say that Lasserre deserved its three Michelin stars a bit more than any other restaurant in Paris. He admired most of all Lasserre’s notably “few concessions to fashion,” as he put it in his column later that week. Lasserre was of the old school, a classic. Of course, Courtine had his quibbles: the appearance of farmed quail on the menu, for example, which he considered “not worthy of the name.” (Quail was increasingly popular, and customers apparently didn’t care whether it was wild.) This was his job: to criticize even his favorite restaurants, to keep them in line. He would make disapproving note of the farmed quail in his column that week, too, even as he sang the restaurant’s praises.

			He smiled. Here was the defender of tradition at the height of his power, in his element in the glittering dining room at Lasserre, maintaining—singlehandedly, he sometimes felt—the unassailable grandeur of French haute cuisine.

			

			—

			Her sister had bought a castle.

			It was like something out of a fairy tale: small and solid, stone walls rising three stories beneath a steep black roof, two towers rising higher still, one of them topped with a medieval, crenelated parapet, the other with an elegant conical spire. The Château du Mayet-d’École was in the countryside near Vichy—central France, west of Lyon—and dated back centuries. The previous owners had operated a small hotel and restaurant in the castle, and her sister would do the same. They called it the Hostellerie de la Reine Jeanne, and this was where Simone Lemaire was now working.

			The château was set on a national highway—not the famous “Nationale 7,” memorialized in the Charles Trenet song from 1959, a celebration of driving south to the Mediterranean, vacation-bound. No, the Reine Jeanne was on the number 9, not far away, but there was still plenty of traffic on the two-way road through the countryside. The restaurant had been open a few weeks and was doing well.

			Lemaire worked wherever she was needed—helping in the kitchen and the dining room. They had hired a chef to run the kitchen, and the sisters did everything else. Lemaire did all the shopping, keeping track of provisions and inventory, and it was she who first noticed the disappearance of various items: cuts of meat, boxes of truffles, and other ingredients. Who could it be but their newly hired chef? They decided to confront him.

			The moment was both nerve-racking and strangely comical: The sisters locked all the doors except the main entrance, and waited. This was after lunch—midafternoon. When he saw them at the door, waiting with serious expressions on their faces, he laughed nervously.

			“What do you have there?” the sisters asked.

			They found an entire salmon and half a beef tenderloin hidden in his bag. They fired him on the spot. He was a thief, but they’d liked him, and so they agreed not to call the police. The chef in turn promised to spread the word about the Reine Jeanne, and to say only good things.

			But now what? They had no chef, and dinner was in a few hours. They had two large reservations, one for fifteen people, the other for twelve. And these were important clients, groups of winemakers from the region. There was nothing prepared, no mise en place, their provisions plundered.

			Lemaire would cook, they decided. She was good in the kitchen, if not professionally trained. She’d grown up watching her mother and grandmother cook in Normandy, in northern France, and learned from them. When she was twelve years old, she had single-handedly prepared lunch for twenty-five people, on the occasion of the first communion of one of the children of the household staff. The feat had entered into family lore.

			Now she threw herself into the task at hand. She put on a white apron and tied back her hair. She found a good supply of crayfish and decided to use them for the appetizer, a simple sauté with carrots, shallots, parsley, and white wine—écrevisse à la nage.This required the careful cleaning and deveining of many dozens of the small freshwater shellfish but was otherwise a simple recipe. And for the entrée she would make a classic poulet normande à la crème, chicken with mushrooms in a cream sauce. The key was the Calvados apple brandy she would use to deglaze the pans, setting the liquor on fire as she did so, just as her grandmother always had. The quick flambé gave the dish an added depth of flavor.

			Lemaire worked without stopping. Her sister dealt with the guests as they arrived, while Simone grated potatoes to make potato cakes, sliced apples for a simple dessert, and spooned the crayfish and broth into bowls. The work in the kitchen was an exhilarating sprint, until the moment it wasn’t, and now Lemaire sneaked into the large garden behind the château, which the dining room overlooked. It was dark outside, lit up inside, and she watched, invisibly, as the men ate the first course, studying their body language and straining to hear snatches of conversation. They were nodding to each other, smiling. So far, so good.

			She returned to the kitchen to finish the chicken—adding the cream, reducing the sauce over medium-low heat. Not long after she sent the chicken Normandy out to the dining room came word that the chef’s presence was requested. The gathered winemakers wanted her to join them for a drink.

			She walked into the dining room in her white apron and blond ponytail, and was met with confusion. Most of the men kept talking among themselves, ignoring her as they continued to eat.

			“No, no, no,” one of the men said, assuming the young woman standing before them was a kitchen assistant, a commis. “We want to see the chef! Where is the chef?”

			“Well—I am the chef,” Lemaire exclaimed. It was she who’d cooked their dinner, which she hoped was to their liking. She thanked them for their patronage.

			The winemakers, now all silent, looked at her and began to smile.

			Her heart was beating in her chest. Years later, that’s what she would most remember about this moment in 1965: her heart beating in her chest. And the realization that she could do this. She could run this kitchen. She would cook for a living. As the winemakers raised their glasses boisterously and toasted her poulet normande à la crème, she saw a new possibility. A restaurant of her own, back in Normandy if at all possible…

			

			—

			Not far away, another young woman, Yanou Collart, was eating lunch.

			Two hours east of the Reine Jeanne by car, just outside Lyon in Collonges-au-Mont-d’Or, on the right bank of the Saône River, was the restaurant owned by Paul Bocuse. It had just been awarded its third Michelin star, making it only the twelfth restaurant in France bestowed this highest honor. Robert Courtine—La Reynière—wrote approvingly of the promotion in his March 27, 1965, column in Le Monde:

			There will now be twelve “grand” restaurants. The twelfth three-star will not astonish anyone, because it is Paul Bocuse (L’Auberge du Pont de Collonges, near Lyon). This very great chef has the enthusiasm of youth at the same time as the mastery of experience, cooking for him is a friendship.

			Yanou Collart’s boss, Roger LaForest, had heard about the new three-star restaurant outside Lyon and determined that they would lunch there. The pair were on a business trip, en route from Spain, where they had been meeting with suppliers and clients of their employer, the Bic ballpoint pen company. LaForest was one of the top managers, brother-in-law to founder Marcel Bich. LaForest considered himself a gourmet and made a habit of eating at the best restaurants wherever he went. He drove a Rolls-Royce.

			Collart, meanwhile, was his newly hired sales representative. She was twenty-seven years old and quite stunningly beautiful. Was that why he’d hired her? Perhaps. She didn’t care. Collart had no trouble deploying her charm, her intelligence, and her drive to get what she wanted. And she knew exactly what she wanted: independence. She’d grown up in Belgium, worked as a fashion model briefly as a teenager, and taken the first opportunity to leave when offered a sales job at a pharmacy supply company. Soon enough, she was driving around southern France in a snazzy white Ford Consul 315, her clothes on hangers in the back seat and an enormous sample case in the trunk.

			She loved being on the road in Provence, driving fast with the radio turned up and windows rolled down. She stopped at pharmacies and small-town doctors’ offices, taking orders and collecting payments, sleeping in country inns and doing it all again the next day. She did not sell medicines, but rather everything else such places might need—bandages, creams, vitamins, you name it.

			She’d met LaForest at a diet clinic in Grasse of all places—one of her regular stops. Grasse was just inland from Cannes and Antibes on the Côte d’Azur, and the center of the French perfume industry. The clinic belonged to Dr. George Pathé and catered to a glamorous, international clientele (as various as Cambodian King Norodom Sihanouk and American cookbook author James Beard) who submitted themselves for weeks at a time to the doctor’s rigorous low-fat, no-sugar, no-salt diet in hopes of losing weight. As she concluded her business in the lobby of the large villa that housed the clinic and its guest rooms, Collart noticed a distinguished man smoking a large Montecristo cigar. She thought nothing of it. But ten minutes later she found the same man waiting for her at her car, pacing back and forth, still smoking.

			His name was Roger LaForest, he explained. He’d been watching her work. Would she be interested, he said, in a job with the Bic ballpoint pen company? They needed someone with her energy as they expanded internationally. Did she speak English? Did she speak Spanish? Well, she could learn. Collart was intrigued and soon left the Belgian pharmacy supply company for the booming ballpoint pen business. Now here she was touring Europe with her new boss in a Rolls, listening to the actually quite interesting history of the ballpoint pen. Marcel Bich, born to an aristocratic family in Italy, had bought the patent for the new pen from Hungarian inventor László Biró, and proceeded to refine it, launching the iconic Bic Cristal in 1950, and now sold them by the millions and millions.

			It was amusing to think that this lowly pen, made of hard clear plastic with a dark-blue cap—the mess-free, modern alternative to a fountain pen—was bankrolling their three-star lunch at Bocuse. And it was a lunch that would change everything—not because of the food but because of a case of mistaken identity.

			They pulled up into the sloping driveway and parked in front of the restaurant. It was a large building painted in garish green, red, and gold, with an enormous green neon sign on the roof, in letters three feet high, announcing the name of the chef: PAUL BOCUSE. Inside were red carpets and patterned wallpaper, pictures everywhere—a happy, haphazard jumble of decoration. The service was formal and discreet; the food was traditional. LaForest ordered for the two of them:

			Pâté Pantin Ferdinand Wernert

			Poularde de Bresse en vessie

			The pâté was en croute—made of veal and pork, baked in elaborately decorated pastry dough, and served in slices. The chicken was a Lyon specialty, the bird stuffed with foie gras and truffles, then poached in a pig’s bladder. It was a dish for two, and came out of the kitchen looking like a pale balloon on a platter. This was carefully cut open, releasing the broth and revealing the tender chicken, which was then carved and served at the table. The food was magnificent, Collart and LaForest agreed.

			After lunch, they ordered espressos, and now the waiter approached bearing a large book. Monsieur Paul, he explained solemnly—everyone on staff referred to Bocuse as “Monsieur Paul”—had requested that Collart sign the restaurant’s guest book. Taken aback, she refused. If anyone should sign the book, she said, it should be her boss, Monsieur LaForest. The waiter retreated, and suddenly Bocuse himself was at their table.

			“So, Marie Laforêt—you refuse to sign my guest book!” he said, in a tone that was somehow both confrontational and flirtatious. He was wearing his white chef’s jacket, apron, and toque, all immaculate. He stood over them, awaiting a reply, his eyebrows raised.

			Not at all, Collart explained, momentarily bewildered. Her name was Yanou Collart, not Marie Laforêt, and this was her boss, Monsieur LaForest—and now all became suddenly clear. She understood what had happened before either of the two men did: Bocuse had seen the name “LaForest” in the reservation book, and the Rolls-Royce parked out front, and jumped to the conclusion that she was Marie Laforêt, the actress and singer.

			She ought to have been flattered, she supposed: Laforêt epitomized 1960s glamour and sex appeal, starring as the unnamed “girl” in The Girl with the Golden Eyes a few years earlier, and opposite Alain Delon in Purple Noon, the French adaptation of Patricia Highsmith’s novel The Talented Mr. Ripley. She was also a pop star, a chanteuse, ubiquitous on the radio. Still, it was baffling to Collart that Bocuse had misidentified her. Apart from being the same age and a brunette, she bore little resemblance to the star, she thought.

			Bocuse laughed as they sorted out the trivial misunderstanding, saying that they must nevertheless certainly sign the guest book—he insisted. Collart watched him, amused, as he charmed them effortlessly. Bocuse was magnetic, alert, rakishly self-confident. He was more striking than handsome, with a strong nose and heavy-lidded, deep-set eyes, a shock of black hair beneath the toque. He explained with a straight face that in order to prevent any such misunderstandings in the future, he would be adding small, identifying photographs to the guest book, and then he smiled. He wasn’t serious, but it was a little hard to tell.

			Collart and LaForest both signed the guest book as Bocuse looked on. It was a trivial moment, but a revealing one. The chef’s intense interest in his VIP and celebrity guests made perfect sense. After all, his restaurant’s newly earned three-star status had presumably attracted not only enormous press attention but also a new and glittering clientele—who in turn attracted yet more press attention. Celebrities were good for business. And more than that—all the attention had made Bocuse himself something of a star: the way he carried himself, commanded the room, seducing his guests both with his cooking and his persona.

			Collart considered the power of celebrity, and the celebrity of the chef. She’d had a glimpse of the future at that moment, one that would change her life.
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				The Pot-au-Feu

			
			In late 1965, Michel Guérard opened his own restaurant. It was called the Pot-au-Feu and was located on a rather grim side street near the harbor in Asnières-sur-Seine, a working-class suburb northwest of Paris—a good five miles from the center of town. Directly across the street was a factory that produced metal rivets of some kind. The place was tiny—thirty seats total, the tables crammed together in ways that made it nearly impossible to reach the bathroom.

			He’d bought the café at an auction, sight unseen, for a paltry 20,000 francs, about the cost of a new car. (There’d been a murder on the second floor, he was told; maybe that was why it had been so cheap.) It was all the money he had—he’d scraped it together somehow, and without asking his parents for a single centime. This was important to him: He was a grown man, his own man, and wanted to make his way independently. And so here he was, an MOF award–winning chef, trained in the kitchens of Paris’s grandest establishments—Maxim’s, the Crillon, Lucas Carton—running a decrepit bistro in seedy Asnières.

			Before he bought it, the restaurant had served North African–inflected bistro dishes, tagines and the like. He’d renamed it Pot-au-Feu in honor of the long-simmering pot roasts he’d grown up eating every Saturday night as a kid, aiming for an unpretentious ambiance. He did his best to fix the place up; on the day he opened, he found three men napping on the front steps, factory workers from across the street on break. He welcomed them in.

			But keeping the place afloat the first year proved to be a struggle. The clientele were mostly construction, factory, and dock workers from the neighborhood. He served sandwiches, rillettes, pastries, coffee—everything cheap. Still, the place was half empty most of the time. He tinkered with small, simple dishes but was hemmed in by fear of losing his already meager clientele. If the initial inspiration to open a restaurant had come during his freewheeling weekend dinner party cooking at the Clerico mansion in Versailles, he was now struggling to keep his head above water making lunchtime croque monsieurs.

			What in the world was he doing? his old friend Jean Delaveyne asked him pointedly. Delaveyne was also a chef, owner of a restaurant called Camélia, in Bougival, just west of Paris. He was older than Guérard, in his mid-forties, and a mentor to the younger man. Delaveyne had also won the MOF award and, like Guérard, had come up initially as a pastry chef. He was an inventive cook—he loved discussing new recipe ideas with Guérard—and had come to visit Le Pot-au-Feu for the first time.

			“Listen, Michel, you’re a little prick.” A “petit con,” Delaveyne called him, affectionately, of course. “I see you here, and you’re dying a slow death. But in the name of God, if you’re going to die, at least die happy! Do what you truly want to do!”

			He was talking about the food. Nothing wrong with a tiny, money-losing restaurant in a shabby neighborhood, as long as Guérard was cooking what he wanted to cook.

			And Delaveyne was right. What did he have to lose? Guérard had opened Le Pot-au-Feu because he’d wanted to be independent, because he wanted to express himself. Not just to cook but to create. All around him he could feel it: Change was in the air. It was generational. Everyone was experimenting: in literature, in film, in theater, on campus. It was about more than politics, or sex, or drugs, or rock and roll, or any one particular thing. It was existential—a new thinking about how to live, a new disdain for authority. Guérard was still living with his friend the sculptor on a barge docked on the Seine, and he wanted to import some of the bohemian energy of the city to his restaurant. He just needed to figure out how to do it and also stay in business.

			“No more sandwiches,” Guérard declared. “I’m going to do what I want.”

			Guérard changed the menu that very week. He changed everything, aiming for a pared-down simplicity that was nevertheless exciting, new. His dishes had no heavy sauces or unnecessary ornamentation. He served his house-made foie gras totally plain: no aspic, no truffles, no parsley, nothing at all. It was a statement of purity—and of his own tastes and preferences. His vegetables were undercooked by the standard measure, brightly colored and with a bite to them. His chicken and duck were served in intensely flavored reductions with a hint of vinegar and no cream, just the sort of dishes he served his friends. He made a savory sabayon to serve with fish—an egg yolk whisked until thickened and frothy over low heat, with wine and herbs—rather than the usual fish stock reduction enriched with butter and cream.

			He put a salad on the menu in the entrée section, with duck confit. And he invented what would become a trademark dish, his “salade gourmande”—also known as the “salade folle,” or crazy salad. This was a composed salad, with lettuce, green beans, and asparagus, topped with thin slices of black truffle and foie gras. The combination of foie gras and a vinaigrette was considered a shocking breach of haute cuisine protocol. It wasn’t done. But Guérard thought it made perfect sense. “For the first time, we dare to mix vinegar with foie gras!” he said, laughing. “This is a crime! This is liberation!”

			Everything on the new Pot-au-Feu menu was light, fresh, and a bit provocative. The point was to break free of the past. He had every respect for the traditional preparations—handed down from Auguste Escoffier over the decades—but he wanted to simplify and purify his cooking; to focus in a radical way on the ingredients themselves; to find new and elegant combinations of flavors and textures, new interpretations of classic dishes. Classical cuisine could be “lifeless, inert, and apathetic,” thought Guérard. He was determined “to be stubborn and to reject the traditional authority and whatever existed before.” And without quite realizing it, he had opened a new avenue, a new path: that of the chef as an artist of sorts—an inventor, an auteur.

			

			—

			Within a month, lightning struck, in the form of a newspaper article by the venerable Francis Amunategui. He’d been writing a column called Dans Mon Assiette (On My Plate) for the weekly Aux Écoutes since the late 1940s, in which he highlighted his latest restaurant discoveries. Amunategui was one of the original postwar gastronomic writers, and notice from him invariably resulted in a crush of new customers. And so it was when he lauded the out-of-the-way restaurant in Asnières. That Friday—the day the paper came out—the Pot-au-Feu was full. And the next day too. There was a snowball effect: The restaurant was written up in one newspaper after another, and crowds of customers suddenly filled the small room, trekking out from Paris to a dingy suburb—a banlieue!—and finding their way through the side streets and then jostling their way to a table to taste Guérard’s always-changing menu.

			And indeed it was this sense of adventure and discovery that drew people: The exotically
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