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			WHEN A NEW CUSTOMER walks into the shop asking for a wine list, I instead start with a conversation. What do you like to drink? Do you prefer red, white, or something in between? This chat does not take long, but it is important to me. The reason I created La Buvette is to connect with people, and nothing makes me happier than getting to know my customers and that they paid my shop a visit. It also helps me figure out what kinds of wines might make them happy.

			Having a conversation before I pour a glass is also necessary because the wines I serve come from winemakers who are conscientious about how they treat the land and the grapes, never adding things that change the wine in an insincere way. Sometimes this means that a wine I sell might not taste anything like a “typical” wine from a region. It also may have changed in the bottle more than would be the case if I were dealing with a conventional product. Think of it like a visit to a cheese shop: the woman selling cheeses knows best how her cheeses are tasting that day, and if you ask for her advice, you will be pleasantly surprised. I know my wines well and I serve only what I like to drink; it is not any more complicated than that.

			As I pour a glass, I may offer a short story about the winemaker who woke up one morning and decided to change his life and make this incredible wine, and my customer is going to think, “Wow—I like this wine, and now I know a little more about the human being who made it.” This is more in line with how I like to drink wine: I don’t spend as much time analyzing data on the perfect vintage or growing region—we want to drink good wine in simple ways. There are a lot of books about wine that are quite impressive, telling every detail of the terroir or grape or method of production. While this is not one of those books, the stories I share about the wines I love show my own informal wine education.

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				TASTING WITH CONFIDENCE
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				I gained confidence in my ability to taste wine with the help of Danièle Gérault, whom I call my wine fairy godmother. Danièle began taking wine seriously in the early 1980s, when she worked in the movie industry. At long lunches with film crews, she started to notice that the most expensive bottles on the table weren’t always the ones that tasted the best to her. To find out why this was so, she drove around the countryside in between movie projects, visiting winemakers so that she could learn how they made their wine. Even though not everyone took the time to talk to her, those who did deepened her passion in a profound way, inspiring her to change her career and become a wine agent. Today, it’s rare to see Danièle without her Smart Car packed with bottles for her next tasting appointment.

				From the beginning of her professional wine journey to today, she has always trusted in her ability to discern when something tasted good, a conviction she passed on to me. Even though she was the expert, she always let me make up my own mind about a wine, never putting her ideas into my head.

				“Your story isn’t the same story as mine,” she once told me. “Some people love acidity, some people hate acidity. You can make your own opinion. You can be the punk. Trust yourself.”

				She also taught me to stay curious. Even today, she pushes herself to try different wines, closing her eyes when she picks a bottle from her cellar so she doesn’t always reach for the same thing. “My life is not long enough to taste all that I want to taste,” she says.

			

			NATURAL WINE

			It was with Danièle that I first tasted natural wine. She introduced me to Domaine Gramenon and Domaine Léon Barral, two iconic biodynamic producers, but rather than making a fuss about how they farmed their land, she simply noted that they made wines with care. Then she let me taste them and decide for myself if I liked them. In this way, she taught me how to taste before making an assumption, so that I could have a broad wine education.

			I still believe today that the most important thing is not the church a wine belongs to (whether it’s natural or conventional) but whether the person behind the bottle is working with faith in their convictions to make good wine. Personally, I prefer natural wines, those bottles in which nothing has been added and nothing taken away. Generally speaking, this means no pesticides in the vineyard, no commercial yeasts, enzymes, or chemicals in the cellar, no filtration before bottling, as well as many other details. There is a high level of risk when making wine without the safeguards of technology, but what is produced is much more alive. I serve natural wines because I love how they taste, I respect the people who make them, and I feel they are healthier for the environment and for the drinker.

			Yet even though “natural” is the description that many people use to talk about these wines, I prefer to think of them as craft wines made with conviction, just as Danièle taught me. There are so many misconceptions about natural wine, one of which is that the wine must be certified organic. When it comes to how the grapes are grown, it is more important to ask whether pesticides were used on the vines than if the grapes are certified organic. Many of the winemakers I work with aren’t certified, even though they care for the land in ways that often go beyond what’s required for organic certification. Another way people try to define natural wine is to focus on whether or not a winemaker added sulfur, which can prevent wine from spoiling in the bottle. However, sulfur (or the lack of sulfur) alone does not define a wine as natural, and some winemakers I support use a small amount of sulfur. All wines contain sulfites at some level because they occur naturally during the winemaking process, so even a wine made without additions of sulfur will have a note on the bottle saying “contains sulfites.”

			No matter how the wine is made, it still needs to taste good. To me, natural wine does not imply “funky” or “weird,” descriptions in English that do not translate in my brain to flavors. (To me, “funky” is a musical style.) Sometimes a natural wine is a little left of center compared with a wine made in a classic style, meaning that it may be a bit cloudy or fizzy or even a little oxidative. Yet it still needs to taste like wine. These wines are not “weird” or “funky” just for the sake of being different. I strongly believe that being enthusiastic about natural wine does not mean apologizing for faults. I also think it is okay not to love every bottle of natural wine you taste. By sampling different wines and remembering what you’ve tried, you can start recognizing the styles you like best.

			Finally, while I favor natural wines, I feel as though it would be crazy to refuse a beautiful glass of something Danièle pours me because it doesn’t fit with my idea of natural wine. No matter what you prefer to drink, it is better to stay open-minded and not bouder son plaisir (sulk your pleasure), meaning don’t ruin your experience with fixed convictions just because a glass might not fit a rigid wine philosophy.
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			À BOIRE (TO DRINK)

			In this book, I share stories of bottles that have played a role at La Buvette or have helped me in my wine education, either because they taught me something new or left a lasting impression. In many cases, I can remember exactly where I was the first time I drank them. As the natural wine revolution has spread across France and far beyond, Paris has become a central place for tasting them, especially in little shops that serve food, like La Buvette. The cave à manger tradition (see this page) has made drinking wine in Paris more democratic and diverse.

			Through the stories I share, I also address broader topics in natural wine today, such as orange wine (see this page), forgotten French grapes (see this page), and my love for cider (see this page), among others. I also talk about the fleeting nature of great wine, of taking a moment to enjoy those special bottles that may never be replicated. Through these stories, it’s as if we’re standing at the bar at La Buvette, I’m pouring you a glass of something I love, and I’m telling you a story.

			
				APÉRO
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				There is an official definition of apéro in the dictionary, but to me it is simply something to drink before eating. My earliest apéro memories come from when I was a kid and my grandfather would make a syrup out of the black currants he grew in his yard. It was a concentrated version of the crème you’d add to white wine to make kir, an old-fashioned apéro. The crème had a bit of alcohol, but as kids we were permitted to drink a drop of it diluted in a glass of water before we sat down for our Sunday meals together. Today, I feel that apéro can be a lot more fluid, meaning anything from the little glass of wine that I sip while cooking for friends to the cider I drink on a relaxing Sunday afternoon or the glass of something nice to drink while listening to jazz on a sunny summer evening at La Fontaine de Belleville when all the windows are open to the street. If I want to get together with a friend, I might just text, “Let’s meet for apéro.” We’ll spend the first part of the evening with a little wine and then we’ll either go our own ways or decide to prolong the evening and share dinner together.
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			MY WORKDAY AT LA BUVETTE begins by first tidying up the room, polishing and putting away glasses, giving the floor a mop, and cleaning the windows. On a mirrored wall panel, I write out the menu, which is nearly always a mix of my classic dishes—gros haricots blancs et zeste de citron, the “famous” giant beans with citrus zest that nearly everyone orders—as well as cheeses, charcuterie, and smoked tuna. The cheeses change all the time, but I always have something I love on hand, from a creamy triple-crème to something stronger and blue. Every week, I serve a terrine (this page) with homemade pickles, and I also often have saucisson sec, a cured sausage that just needs to be sliced into coins when ordered.

			La Buvette has never had a proper kitchen—just a refrigerator, a wooden cutting board, and a portable burner that I carry up from the basement when needed. But even though I have only a small counter behind the bar to slice bread and plate food, I can still compose plates that make people think, “Oh, I hadn’t thought about that before.” A lovely creamy cheese, such as Brillat-Savarin, is perfect alone. But sometimes I like to add a little something extra. Everyone knows the fresh Italian cheese Burrata, but coating Burrata with a dust made of mandarin peels turns the familiar into something memorable. Few things are better to serve without fuss than charcuterie, and while I always like to have good-quality saucisson on hand, I’ve also found that it’s possible to make terrines and cured duck breast myself with a little planning.
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			CURIOUS ABOUT TASTING

			In France, there is a countrywide government education program called La Semaine du Goût—Taste Week—that focuses on teaching kids to be more aware of the diversity of tastes and flavors in food. The program started in the late 1980s as a way to preserve a love for good-quality, well-made meals in the face of the expansion of convenience products and fast food. When we were kids, my brother and I loved it so much that we’d ask our mum to blindfold us so we could play La Semaine du Goût at home. She would offer us a taste of something, and we would have to dig into our flavor memories to figure out what it was. Sometimes a flavor was familiar but still out of reach, such as the time she gave me a taste of black olive, a flavor I knew by heart, but one that I couldn’t figure out while blindfolded. Even though we played this game for fun, I believe that’s when I started to pay attention to taste. Today, I still approach food and cooking with curiosity, wanting to discover new flavors.

			Sometimes I buy an ingredient because I’m in a Japanese grocery store in the 2ème and see something that’s new to me. What does black sesame seed powder taste like, and how can I use it? The only way to figure it out is to buy some to take home. Whenever I spend time walking around Belleville, a neighborhood filled with Chinese grocery stores, I buy a new vinegar or a few herbs and come home and experiment. This doesn’t always work out to my advantage: one day on a trip to Japan, I tried to pickle very sour cucumbers and the result was absolutely inedible. Not all experiments end in success, but they still teach me something.

			An expertly stocked spice shop can be another place to continue a taste education. I must have walked by Épices Roellinger, a spice shop founded by chef Olivier Roellinger in the 2ème, countless times. When I finally went in to have a look, I spent hours smelling an astounding variety of spices, discovering timut pepper, and learning about vanilla by smelling beans from all over the world in the shop’s La Cave à Vanilles (“Vanilla Cellar”). By encountering new things, I started to combine different flavors in my head that I had never considered before. The same is true when I stop by one of the locations of Terroirs d’Avenir (“terroirs of the future”), a company that was one of the first to connect farmers with chefs in Paris. The produce is always good quality, and I can find crazy different varieties of citrus in the winter and delicate berries in the summer. Being open to new flavors is how we teach ourselves to be better cooks.

			Sometimes my inspiration comes less from new ingredients and more from the desire to recapture the taste of a favorite meal or dish at a Paris restaurant. At Le Bougainville, an old-school bistro not far from Épices Roellinger, I sampled a terrine of chicken livers speckled with pistachios and apricots, an idea I liked so much that it influenced the flavors of the terrine I now serve at La Buvette. I also love new-style bistros, like Le Cadoret in Belleville run by Léa Fleuriot, the chef, and her brother, Louis, who manages the front of the restaurant. After lunch one day, I had a chat with Léa about her crème caramel, which is perfectly silky and unfussy, and she kindly shared with me her recipe (this page). Down the street from Le Cadoret is La Fontaine de Belleville, which stays true to an open-all-day Parisian bistro but with good coffee (it’s owned by local coffee roasters Brûlerie de Belleville). I’ve done pop-up events in the space serving my Egg + Eggs (this page), inspired by a classic bistro way of serving eggs. (But the simplest way to serve eggs in a bistro is to simply hard-boil them and let people can crack the shells directly on the bar.) In other words, not all taste experiments need to be revolutionary. Sometimes it’s just about paying attention to notice when a certain version of a classic is really good.
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			SIMPLE COOKING

			I mention tasting before cooking because I am an untrained cook. I use intuition to figure out how to make something, and I don’t always succeed. What usually works out, however, are the flavors I compose in my head. After my first visit to Épices Roellinger, I infused olive oil with the vanilla I had bought, and I put it on goat cheese, topping the plate with crushed green peppercorns. After smelling the vanilla and green peppercorns in the shop, my brain connected with my tastebuds, giving me the intuition that these flavors would pair well together. Fortunately, people loved the goat cheese dish because I realized after three days of serving it I had forgotten to actually eat it myself.

			All this is to say that even if cooking techniques are not something you feel confident in, you can get better by teaching yourself how to taste with an open mind. Paying attention to flavor allows me to know when something would benefit from a bit of flaky salt on top or a squeeze of citrus juice. It’s also okay to ask questions, and I have learned a lot by asking chef friends why they do what they do. It was a revelation when a chef told me to make sure to bring meat to room temperature before cooking it; this way, the meat doesn’t go into shock from the heat, and it cooks more evenly. Now, before I make pork rôti (roast) inspired by my visits to Belleville markets (see this page), I always take the meat out of the refrigerator an hour or so before I begin to cook it. These little tips add up over time and help make me more confident in the kitchen.

			& À MANGER (& TO EAT)

			The chapters are organized around the food I serve at La Buvette, as well as the food I make at home for friends. Most of these recipes are appropriate to serve at any time, the kinds of things to eat when you’re at home and hungry but curious to try something new. And because I love having a little treat in the afternoon and a sweet bite after a meal, I have dedicated a section to le goûter, the French version of afternoon tea, as well as to dessert. Before I cook, I always have a few basics on hand, such as pickles and other simple things that help me add flavor while cooking.
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			I’VE ALWAYS BEEN DRAWN to objects that come with a story, which is one of the reasons that I fell in love with the old crèmerie that became my shop. From the beginning, I envisioned creating a place that shared not only what I like to drink and eat but also the vintage objects I’ve collected over the years. Today, the wall behind the bar is filled with little ceramics, coins, and illustrations given to me by friends or found at flea markets. I could happily spend all day arranging these various treasures in my shop. Even as a kid, I spent hours setting the table for fun, focusing on how the napkin should be laid next to the plate, how the silverware should be positioned, and turning the Duralex water glasses upside down to see the number on the bottom (kids in France like to say that the number on the glass reveals your age). Still, La Buvette is not a museum, but rather a place where you can eat with your hands, drink what you like, and relax for the evening. Sometimes customers tell me they feel as if they are in someone’s home, and that’s the kind of mood I want to cultivate.

			Each night, I ensure that the mirrors are clean, the glasses are polished, and wine bottles are lined up straight before opening. On some days, I may go around the corner to pay a visit to Isabelle Charansol’s
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