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Introduction

It all started with a dress. When I was three years old, my grandparents went to Paris and brought me back a ruffly, off-the-shoulders party dress that we called my Paris dress. I felt really pretty in it. I didn’t know where Paris was, but I knew I couldn’t wait to go there.

When we were first married, my husband, Jeffrey, took me to Europe for the first time on an American Express tour: three cities, six nights! I’d dreamed of going to Paris for so long and it was, as every first-time visitor finds out, even better than expected. I think there might have even been a few tears. Paris is really a woman’s city—gorgeous people, elegant restaurants, wide boulevards with allées of trees, beautiful gardens and parks. What I couldn’t get over, though, were the street markets: every day in different parts of the city, farmers and food purveyors would set up stalls and sell their incredibly delicious produce, farmhouse cheeses, and homemade baked goods. I couldn’t wait to go home and start cooking French food.

A few years after that, Jeffrey and I went back to France, this time for a four-month camping trip. With our little Renault 4, a Day-Glo orange tent, sleeping bags, and a map of the campgrounds, we traveled all over France. It sounds impossible now, but we had a budget of five dollars a day and we lived really well. For breakfast I’d go off to a local bakery and buy croissants and crusty French rolls hot out of the oven. For lunch, we’d hit the market and collect slices of pâté, wedges of fragrant Brie, and some fresh peaches. I can still taste how good they were. We’d find a bench in a gorgeous little park and we’d eat our lunch. For dinner, I’d set up a little gas stove near our tiny tent and I’d cook dinner or heat up some cassoulet or beef bourguignon from a local charcuterie. I’ll never forget pulling into one campsite in Normandy. The owner of the site offered to bring us some coq au vin, chicken cooked in wine, that she’d made for her husband that night. Now I really wanted to go home and cook French food!

And that’s exactly what I did. After the camping trip, we moved to Washington, D.C., where we were both working for the government. Food, however, was becoming my passion. I bought Julia Child’s Mastering the Art of French Cooking, volumes one and two, and for the next seven years, I cooked my way through those wonderful books. I’d work on the President’s nuclear energy policy all day and I’d rush home and cook all night. It was the best cooking education I could have had. I held a dinner party almost every weekend and all week long I’d spend my evenings preparing for it. How crazy was that?

By 1978, after years of working in the White House, I was ready to take a chance in the food business. I bought Barefoot Contessa, then a small specialty food store in the Hamptons. I really didn’t have a clue what I was doing, I just used my experience cooking for friends to teach myself how to cook for customers in the store. The beef bourguignon and raspberry tarts that I sold in the store were the same as the ones I would make for six friends on Saturday night. Now, though, I had to learn to keep a recipe really easy because I needed to cook a hundred quarts of beef bourguignon and two hundred raspberry tarts!

I wanted to understand more about French food, so I signed up for cooking classes with Lydie Marshall, a wonderful teacher who grew up in Provence and had a school in her townhouse in Greenwich Village, near where I lived in the off-season. About twelve students would show up each evening. We’d get assignments for the meal—the beginners made the salad and the experts cooked the main course—and we’d cook away the evenings. Lydie taught country French food—dinners such as coq au vin with potato and celery root purée, and for dessert, a rustic lemon tart and île flottante, or floating island. Those were some of the most wonderful evenings I ever spent and they really influenced how I think about food. Lydie used good, simple ingredients and looked for the synergy between them: veal with morels, pears and blue cheese, peaches and Sauternes. Most of all, from Lydie I learned to respect the essence of the ingredients. If the raspberries were in season, she didn’t do much to make them taste better; she cooked to enhance that essential “raspberriness” of the fruit, not to overpower it.
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Americans think of French food as fancy food. We think of French restaurants as formal places where we’re always about to commit some hideous breach of etiquette. We think of French food as special-occasion food. It’s true that some French food is elaborate and formal, but there are so many kinds of French food. What I love is simple, country French food, and I wanted to cook it in a way that was easy enough for me to use not only at Barefoot Contessa but also for entertaining at home. So, that’s what I did. When I wrote my books, I included many of the French recipes that I’d developed over the years. In The Barefoot Contessa Cookbook there’s a recipe for beef bourguignon my way. Instead of the usual stew that cooks for hours, I prepared it with a filet of beef so it’s not only more delicious but also much quicker to make. In Barefoot Contessa Parties!, there’s a plum tart, but the crust is made of shortbread, so you press it into the pan rather than wrestling with a traditional pastry crust. Other dishes, such as the Provençal tomatoes in Barefoot Contessa Family Style, are so simple and delicious that they don’t really need a twist—they’re wonderful just as they are.

I also like a recipe I can use over and over again. I love cassoulet and bouillabaisse, but I’ve discovered that they really do take all day to make, so I order them when I go out to a French restaurant. Other dishes like blue cheese soufflé are so easy that they are worth mastering. And I have to say, nothing gets a bigger Wow! from my friends than pulling that soufflé out of the oven. Chicken with morels is really easy to cook but it’s elegant enough for a special dinner, and the best part is it can be made in advance, so it’s great for a dinner party. French cooking can be even simpler: Wouldn’t your friends be delighted if you served them big bowls of steaming coffee with hot milk for breakfast and toasted baguettes slathered with butter and honey? I would! For dinner, forget all those fancy sauces that either take hours to prepare or have to be made at the last minute when everyone’s hungry for dinner. In this book you’ll find plenty of traditional recipes, such as scallops Provençal and chicken with forty cloves of garlic, for which the sauce actually happens in the cooking. And then there’s dessert. If you don’t even have ten minutes to make the crème brûlée or coeur à la crème (and I do mean ten minutes!), just remember how French it is to serve a big bowl of fresh strawberries in season with just a dollop of crème fraîche and a cookie from the bakery.

It’s hard to believe my life-long interest in French cooking all started with a dress, and it’s not over yet. All my life I dreamed of an apartment in Paris where I could cook, and now I have one, on the Left Bank. It has bright orange awnings, views of the rooftops across the city, and a big park filled with plane trees just under my windows. Of course, I just had to have that French stove of my dreams, too—a big La Cornue that six men had to carry up five flights of winding stairs. But to tell you the truth, that stove hasn’t changed the way I cook. It’s a short walk from my apartment to all my favorite places: Poilâne for crusty breads, Barthélémy for really ripe cheeses, a wonderful street market for organic produce, and La Grande Epicerie, a huge specialty food store, for everything else. When I turn on my fancy stove it’s usually just to roast the same kind of chicken that I make in East Hampton. Instead of a chicken from
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My brother Ken with me in my Paris dress.
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