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If you fell in love with food through trips to France you’ll be in heaven. This will stand alongside my favourite books on French cookery, by Richard Olney and Anne Willan. A dream of a book. Diana Henry

Frontières is an intelligent and articulate research of authentic, tightly regional French recipes, anecdotes and stories. It is a delight. Ironically, poignantly even, in this 21st century, it could have only been compiled and written by an impassioned rosbif.’ Simon Hopkinson

’Tis a joy to read of the pleasures of French cooking which have so inspired and informed cooks for generations. This book is a delightful new addition to a most distinguished company of cooks and writers, bravo Alex. Jeremy Lee

Alex Jackson has great style, both as a writer and a cook – his curiosity is infectious. This superb collection of recipes takes you on a fascinating and potent culinary journey. Rachel Roddy
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Borderlands

The word ‘border’ has a negative connotation to it: a hard stop, a looming wall – metaphorical, linguistic, cultural or otherwise – that prompts anyone approaching it to slow down and take stock of what lies ahead. A border can be a barrier in a physical sense, sure, but also a limitation on the intellectual. Sadly, in the past few years, we have seen a closing of borders and a shift away from the cooperative spirit that once fuelled great international projects.

Thankfully for all involved this book is not about politics but about cooking, so let us think of its title as meaning borderlands, or in the more literal sense, frontiers. A borderland is, of course, the stretch of land on either side of a border, but also, and more interestingly for our purposes, a zone of indeterminate overlap: the grey area between fantasy and reality, between sleep and waking, between pesto and pistou. I do realize that a Genoese and a Provençal may disagree on this point, but from where I stand, as an Englishman, I see no conflict of interest. Much as I enjoy watching a good argument from afar, the appeal of a tasty green paste to stir into my soup or put on my spaghetti is undiminished. What I lack in heritage I hopefully make up for in idiotic enthusiasm, and an observer from a distance has in one sense an advantage: to see the similarities in recipes from rival villages, techniques from across the sea and the cooking from one side of a mountain range to another.

But what has always existed in France, and hopefully always will, is the staple fare of the farmhouse and the home kitchen.

When I look at the food of France I see numerous things. Myriad dishes, from the simplest country fare to the inventions of the multi-starred kitchens, as many recipes as there are cooks. France has undoubtedly produced one of the world’s great cuisines. Indeed, no other country has codified its cooking so successfully, even to such an extreme that it might be perceived as a detriment. The recipes and systems of Taillevent, La Varenne, Carême and Escoffier paved the way for a consistency in fine French food that made it world famous: a kitchen organized like a military unit, canons of standardized recipes, a tall paper hat and a deserved, uniquely Gallic arrogance – a recipe for success.

French food, for all the pomp associated with it, has recently been maligned by some as pretentious, over-complicated and passé. They might well be right about some of it. But what has always existed in France, and hopefully always will, is the staple fare of the farmhouse and the home kitchen. This is the French food that we are interested in – rustique, simple, humble and delicious. Why have these attributes become so far removed from our perception of French food? It is said that the French invented the restaurant (or at least our modern idea of it, and certainly the word itself) but the characteristics we seek are nowadays more readily associated with two other great European cuisines, those of Italy and Spain.

Of course, regional cuisine in France is still very much alive and kicking. The cooking traditions of the Loire and the Languedoc, for example, are equally delicious yet wildly different. Zoom in, and inter-village rivalry over the ‘correct’ recipe exists just as we imagine it does in Italy. Such local variation, a depth and breadth of good cooking right across the country, laid the foundations for the greatness of French cuisine.

What we may now identify as French food came from a patchwork of recipes from across Europe, the Mediterranean and North Africa.

I want to explore the idea that good cooking is not unique to either the Loire or Languedoc, no more than it is to Provence or Liguria, to Roussillon or Catalonia, nor from one side of the Basque Country to the other. France’s borderlands contain some of the most exciting food that I know – the Franco-German traditions of Alsace, the entire coastal sweep of the Riviera, from Toulon all the way to Italy’s Cinque Terre; the Pyrenées, French Catalonia and the long mountain border with Spain; the maritime Alps where Piedmont meets Provence; and the port of Marseille, France’s ancient connection with the rest of the Mediterranean, a city with the sound of the music of North Africa in its markets and the smell of its spices in the air.

The history of French cuisine spans many centuries, maybe millennia. It is a cuisine that has been shaped by an amalgam of different cultures: Gallic, Norman, Saxon, Anglo-Saxon, Celtic, Frankish, Jewish, Roman, Moorish and Catalan, to omit a few. What we may now identify as French food came from a patchwork of recipes from across Europe, the Mediterranean and North Africa. Some of these dishes are simple variations, using the same locally sourced ingredients from the land and the sea: a bit like visiting cousins from along the coast. Others hold connections somehow more secret, a rumour of a civilization long departed, or an ancient murmur in the soil, whispers from traders and travellers past. These are well-trodden culinary paths, and I hope that this book can follow in their footsteps.
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Chapter One

South West






The Southwest

I am perpetually entertained by the broad definition of southwest France, which seems to mean anything west of Avignon. This city sits where Provence ends and the newly named region of Occitanie begins not to be confused with the historical Occitania, which covered the entire sweep of southern France from the Atlantic coast to the current Italian border.

Whatever the modern definition of the Southwest, I think it fits the idea that Waverley Root sets out in The Food of France: that France is a country of three cooking fats. There is butter in the North, Provence has its famous olive oil, while the Southwest is the land of duck fat. Simply put, the cooking and culture of each region are identified by the fat the people have chosen to put in the bottom of their cooking pot. Their choice, of course, is tied to many factors, geographical, anthropological and historical, but our interest is perhaps less in the history of the Southwest and more in the character of its cooking.

Duck is a ubiquitous feature on restaurant menus all the way from Montpellier to Biarritz. To anyone familiar with this region the vocabulary for duck – canard – is well known: magret, confit, gésiers, foie gras. There are slices of sweet smoked duck breast to tumble through a mustardy salad of green beans; jars of confit sitting preserved in white fat, yielding salty soft meat to enrich a cassoulet or a garbure; whole magrets with the skin scored so it crisps up over a charcoal grill, blistered golden black, with the meat a rare purple. Or a slab of foie gras, well crusted in the pan but silken pink within, with grapes, verjus and butter in the sauce, part of a meal that had me retiring in the afternoon to lie down in a darkened room.

But the cooking of the Southwest is rich and varied, due in part to the large area that it covers. On its Mediterranean flank is the Roussillon, the French Catalonia, with Catalan, Spanish, Arab and even Italian flourishes in its cooking – salt cod fried with saffron, pine kernels and raisins, salads of salted anchovies, grilled peppers, black olives and basil, or lamb cooked with beans and many cloves of garlic. And on its western, Atlantic margin lies the Pays Basque (the French Basque Country), where the jambon de Bayonne or noir de Bigorre is (almost) as delicious as the air-dried hams made over the border, and where the famous local chilli, piment d’espelette, is dried, powdered and sprinkled on everything from fish stew to chocolate ice cream; the region’s cuisine a clear product of its proud people.
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Between French Catalonia and the Basque Country the land rises steeply to form the Pyrénées. The inaccessibility of the mountains has long made travel and trade difficult, the tiny country of Andorra perhaps illustrating the point, for, were it more accessible, it would surely have been swallowed up by either of its larger neighbours, but there are similar cooking techniques on either side of the border. At its most rustic, the image I associate with the region is of a pot simmering slowly over a fire, to be filled with pulses, vegetables and perhaps some salted confit.

It was over (or perhaps, more wisely, around) these mountain ranges that invading Arabs came, bringing with them techniques and ingredients that have helped to form the cuisine of the region, including the dried beans and perhaps an earthenware pot that set the scene for the invention of the Southwest’s signature dish: cassoulet. It has long been touted as the king of peasant dishes: rustic, bold-flavoured, but with some well-established rules (part of the fun, I think, is debating them in detail). What draws my attention is how it came to be, for a thing like cassoulet does not simply magic into being, despite the whimsical tales about its origin (see here). Perhaps nothing is more romantic than the real story: that a dish such as this is the product of thousands of years of human stories. These tell of techniques learned out of necessity and hardship, but also the movement of people, a sharing of old traditions, and a sprinkling of innovation.

There is a sense that somewhere over the high peaks, bubbling away in a pot, is a meal that has much in common with one’s own.

I will not pretend to provide a comprehensive account of the entire region of the Southwest. Volumes could be written individually on the Basque Country, the whole sweep of the Pyrénées, or on French Catalonia; on their histories, geographies and all the delicious foods to be found within. These are regions with complicated histories and thousands of idiosyncratic dishes. I merely offer a selection of recipes that I find most appealing, and hope to illustrate a point: that along the length and breadth of the mountain ranges there is a sense that somewhere over the high peaks, bubbling away in a pot, is a meal that has much in common with one’s own.









Raw Salt Cod & Tomato Salad

A few years back Rachel Roddy and I cooked a Sicilian-inspired lunch at my (now closed) restaurant Sardine. One of our antipasti was a salt cod crudo with lemon: just thin slices of lightly cured cod, Amalfi lemon, lemon zest and good olive oil. Most delicious! This salt cod salad, only a little more complicated, takes its inspiration from the classic Catalan esqueixada, a salad of hand-torn raw salt cod, tomatoes, olives and onion.

I have found that a brief salting for a salad of raw cod works very well. The cod has not much of the funk associated with real salt cod (not that this is a bad thing), but its flavour will be concentrated and the texture transformed.








	SERVES 2




	200G/7OZ

	COD FILLET, FROM THE THICK LOIN RATHER THAN THE TAIL




	 

	SEA SALT




	2

	VERY RIPE BULL’S HEART OR BEEF TOMATOES




	1

	SMALL SWEET SALAD ONION – AN ITALIAN TROPEA OR SIMILAR IS BEST – FINELY SLICED INTO HALF-MOONS




	1

	CELERY HEART (PALE YELLOW STALKS AND LEAVES ONLY), FINELY SLICED




	 

	BLACK OLIVES, PITTED




	 

	RED WINE VINEGAR




	 

	BEST OLIVE OIL




	 

	SALT AND FRESHLY GROUND BLACK PEPPER







Skin the cod and bury in sea salt for 4 hours. Remove from the salt, rinse and dry well on kitchen paper.

Slice the tomatoes, season with salt (not too much) and pepper, then lay on a big plate. Cut the salt cod into long, thin slices and lay on top of the tomatoes. Scatter the onion, celery and olives over the top. Drizzle with good red wine vinegar and a lot of your best olive oil. Eat with crusty bread.
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Trout Carpaccio with Basil

SERVES 2

I ate this high up in a mountain pass in the Ariège, at a charming little restaurant overlooking the valley, with an Occitan flag fluttering in the wind. It was the start of August and it was hot. The food in simple restaurants like that one is often the same the whole year round – duck confit, salade de gésiers (giblets), stews, grilled meat with chips – all lovely, but not quite what you want to eat in the heat of the afternoon, even with the mountain breeze and a bottle of wine to cool you down.

The fishing in these parts is for trout or omble chevalier (char), and we had a lovely little char dusted in flour and fried up a treat with some excellent fried potatoes and a (random, inexplicable) carrot purée, but the real star of the meal was a plate of fresh raw trout, dressed simply with oil, lemon, salt and basil.

Writing down a recipe as simple as this always makes me feel a bit of a cheat, but to me this is one of those rare dishes that actually represents summer cooking in the mountains. Anyway, this is an excellent idea.

Raw trout with basil is fresh and delicious. I would go heavy on the seasoning – plenty of salt, lemon juice and black pepper, but don’t drown it in olive oil as you might with a less oily fish: let the fresh trout speak for itself.








	1

	FILLET OF RIVER TROUT, NICE AND FRESH




	 

	A FEW BASIL LEAVES




	1

	LEMON




	 

	OLIVE OIL




	 

	SALT AND FRESHLY GROUND BLACK PEPPER







Lay the fish skin side down on a board. Slice the trout thinly, leaving the skin on the board, and lay it on a plate. Tear the basil over the top. Zest a little of the lemon and squeeze over some juice. Season with salt and lots of black pepper. Drizzle with olive oil. There you go!








Morue à la Rouergate

SERVES 4

A salt cod brandade with an earthy twist. Before the age of the railways, the River Lot was the main thoroughfare for produce travelling up country, and barges transported coal, wood and cheeses down to Bordeaux, and took fish and other goods back. Salted cod was perfect for the long journeys upriver.

À la Rouergate refers to the area of Rouergue, now Aveyron, and this dish is also known in the Lot as estofinado. This is walnut country, and here we encounter a little fresh chopped walnut as well as their flavoursome oil. Mashed potato with walnut oil is delicious in itself, particularly with a little cream as used here. A traditional addition is pieces of hard-boiled egg – shades of an English fish pie! I think it looks prettiest when grated on top.








	300G/10½OZ

	PIECE OF SALTED COD FILLET, SOAKED OVERNIGHT




	1 TSP

	BLACK PEPPERCORNS




	2

	BAY LEAVES




	 

	MILK, TO COVER




	200G/7OZ

	FLOURY POTATOES, PEELED




	2

	GARLIC CLOVES, CRUSHED TO A PASTE USING A PESTLE AND MORTAR




	2 TBSP

	OLIVE OIL




	2 TBSP

	DOUBLE CREAM




	2 TBSP

	WALNUT OIL, PLUS EXTRA TO SERVE




	2 TBSP

	FINELY CHOPPED PARSLEY




	 

	A HANDFUL OF SHELLED WALNUTS, LIGHTLY TOASTED AND ROUGHLY CHOPPED




	1

	EGG, HARD-BOILED AND PEELED







Place the salt cod, peppercorns and bay leaves in a saucepan and cover with milk. Bring very slowly to a simmer, then turn off the heat. Leave the cod to poach for 5 minutes in the hot milk, then remove carefully. Skin the fillet and check for bones. Remove and discard the peppercorns and bay leaves, but reserve the milk. Cut the potatoes into chunks and boil in the fishy milk until soft. Taste the milk to see whether any salt is required – usually the answer is no. Drain and mash or rice the potatoes into a bowl.

Put the cooked salt cod in a blender and blitz to a rough purée with the crushed garlic, the olive oil and the cream. Transfer to the bowl with the potatoes and mix well. Add a little more cream if you think it needs it. Just before serving, mix in the walnut oil. Transfer to a serving dish, make a well in the centre, sprinkle in the chopped parsley and walnuts, and drizzle over a little more walnut oil. Finely grate the boiled egg on top. Serve the brandade with toast.
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Wood-grilled Mussels (Brasucade)

SERVES 4

or 2 hungry people

I am a total sucker for anything cooked over a wood fire, and when on the Languedoc coast near Sète and Marseillan, brasucade is the dish to seek out: mussels, cooked over a smoky wood fire and doused in an aromatic, oily marinade. The word comes from Occitan: braso is a glowing ember, and a brasucado is a mountain practice of roasting chestnuts in a perforated pan over a fire so that they take up the smoky flavour.

It’s the same idea here with mussels. The shellfish are cooked on a thick-bottomed plancha (grill) that sits above the flames. The mussels absorb a little of the wood smoke, and the plancha catches the juices that emerge as the shells open. Recipes for the sauce vary from family to family. The version I first had was a gently spiced oil spiked with onion, garlic, thin pieces of lemon, chilli and a tiny bit of ginger. Mine is a little different; feel free to omit, add or improvise on the theme.

The best way to cook this on a barbeque is in a large, flat pan with sides that will hold the cooking liquid – a paella pan would be perfect. Ideally you will be able to shut the barbeque lid over the pan as the mussels cook, so that more of the smoky flavour is absorbed.








	2KG/4LB 8OZ

	MUSSELS, SHELLS SCRUBBED AND DE-BEARDED




	FOR THE SAUCE:




	100ML/3½FL OZ/SCANT ½ CUP

	OLIVE OIL




	2

	GARLIC CLOVES, ROUGHLY SMASHED




	½

	SHALLOT, DICED




	1

	SPRIG OF THYME




	2

	BAY LEAVES




	1

	SPRIG OF ROSEMARY




	½ TSP

	FENNEL SEEDS




	½ TSP

	CORIANDER SEEDS




	1

	WHOLE DRIED CHILLI




	1

	STRIP OF ORANGE PEEL




	2½FL OZ/⅓ CUP

	PASTIS







First, and preferably the day before, make the sauce by combining all the ingredients together.

Clean the mussels – debeard, wash well and discard any that are broken or that refuse to close when tapped hard on the edge of the sink.

Build a nice smoky fire of oak or birch wood on your barbeque. When hot, introduce your cooking pan, heat well then add the mussels. Cook, stirring, until all the shells are open – this might take a while, so have a cold drink to sip while you do it. Cover the barbeque (but not the pan) with a lid whenever possible as this will keep the smoke in.

As the mussels cook, pour off excess juices into a waiting vessel (we’ll use some of it to finish the dish, and keep any excess for fish soups/stews etc). When all the shells are open, pour over the oily sauce and stir until all smells wonderful. Reintroduce a little of the mussel juices if you think the pan looks a bit dry or anything starts to fry too hard.

Pour the cooked mussels and their sauce into a big bowl and attack immediately, armed with crusty bread and copious amounts of chilled wine.








Fried Salt Cod, Chard, Pine Kernels, Raisins & Saffron

SERVES 2

Chard with pine kernels and raisins is a classical Catalan preparation, but one that crops up all over the Mediterranean: in Provence, Languedoc, Lazio, Liguria and Venice (with spinach instead of chard), Sicily, Sardinia and Corsica. Clifford A. Wright, in his magnum opus A Mediterranean Feast, writes of a ‘medieval culinary connection between Catalonia and Italy’ that might help to explain the prevalence of this tasty combination. In Andalucía this is sometimes made with almonds instead of pine kernels, and spiced subtly with saffron, showing that its Moorish roots run deep.

I’m not sure that this recipe really belongs to any of the aforementioned regions, but it certainly fits in as a product of the Mediterranean as a whole. When fried, the salt cod takes on extra savoury dimensions; sticky, salty and golden. The chard is quickly boiled, then heated through in warm oil with garlic, pine kernels, raisins and a little saffron, before being tossed with the cod in an oily, vinegary jumble.

I like to eat this on toast, with a boiled egg to take the edge off the salty-sharpness of it all.

You can buy salt cod in Spanish or Portugeuse delis, but I often make my own with fresh cod fillet: salt the fish well for 3 hours, rinse, pat dry and leave in the fridge overnight.








	200G/7OZ

	SALT COD, SOAKED OVERNIGHT IF APPROPRIATE, CUT INTO 2 PIECES




	 

	PLAIN FLOUR, TO DUST THE FISH




	 

	OLIVE OIL




	200G/7OZ

	RAINBOW CHARD




	1

	FAT GARLIC CLOVE, FINELY SLICED




	1 TBSP

	PINE KERNELS




	 

	A SMALL PINCH OF SAFFRON STRANDS




	1 TBSP

	RAISINS, SOAKED IN WARM WATER BRIEFLY




	 

	RED WINE VINEGAR, TO TASTE




	TO SERVE:




	 

	TOASTED BREAD




	 

	OIL FOR DRIZZLING




	I

	HARD-BOILED EGG, HALVED







Pat the fish dry on kitchen paper and dredge in flour; tap to remove any excess. Heat some olive oil in a large pan and fry the pieces of cod until sticky, golden and cooked through – about 3–4 minutes, turning once, as a rough guide, but this will depend on the thickness of your cod. Transfer the fish to a plate, remove any excess oil and wipe out the pan.

If the chard is thick-stemmed, separate the stalks from the leaves and cut the stalks into 1-cm/½-in pieces. If the chard is young and the stalks tender, leave it whole. Boil the chard in a saucepan of lightly salted water until just cooked. Squeeze lightly and set aside.

Add 2 tbsp of fresh olive oil to the cleaned frying pan. Fry the garlic and pine kernels until lightly golden, then add the saffron and raisins. Cook slowly for a minute, then add the chard and heat gently in the flavoursome oil. Pull apart the cooked salt cod and jumble the flakes through the chard. Season to taste with red wine vinegar – it will take a fair whack. Arrange the tasty jumble on pieces of oily toast and serve with the boiled egg.








Salt Cod & Potato Omelette

SERVES 1

I first ate an omelette like this in a cider house in the Spanish Basque Country, where the excellent cider – sharp, dry and lightly sparkling – is poured in a violent thin stream from a 15,000-litre/4,000-gallon wooden barrel. Catch the stream in your glass and you’re away! We ate plates of chorizo cooked in cider, sheep’s milk cheese with walnuts, vast dishes of fried salt cod with onions and peppers, huge rare steaks grilled over wood and served with chips, and a deeply savoury salt cod omelette. The food was very good and all quite salty: just the ticket!

This is no tortilla Española, rather a quick, lightly browned and folded omelette as you might encounter in France. The one I had in Spain was a wondrous beige; just salt cod and egg, but in mine thin slices of potato and onion, fried slowly in oil until golden, add to the umami, and a bit of parsley freshens things up. Piment d’espelette is another very good addition. This omelette should definitely be served on the runny side, and with dry cider for extra Basque points.








	 

	OLIVE OIL




	1

	SMALL WAXY POTATO, FINELY SLICED




	¼

	YELLOW ONION, FINELY SLICED




	50G/1¾OZ

	SALT COD, SOAKED, SKIN REMOVED, TORN INTO PIECES




	1 TSP

	CHOPPED PARSLEY




	 

	A GOOD OF PINCH OF PIMENT D’ESPELETTE (OR TURKISH PEPPER FLAKES, PUL BIBER)




	 

	A KNOB OF UNSALTED BUTTER




	2

	EGGS, BEATEN, VERY LIGHTLY SALTED







Heat few tablespoons of olive oil in an omelette pan over a medium heat. Add the potato and onion and cook for 10–15 minutes. The onion will soften and the potatoes crisp up a bit – all will be golden and stick together. Chuck in the torn salt cod and cook for a further minute until the fish turns opaque. Add the parsley and piment d’espelette, then tip the lot out of the pan and set aside. Wipe the pan clean and return to the heat.

Add the knob of butter to the pan and swirl it around until it just starts to froth, then add the beaten eggs. Cook as you would a normal omelette; when still very runny add the potato, onion and cod and fold in half. Take the pan off the heat and wait for 30 seconds or so, then tip out, folding it over in half as you do so, onto a plate. Eat the omelette and drink some dry cider.








Sardines en Escabèche

SERVES 6–12

depending on appetites

Colman Andrews, who wrote magnificently on catalan cuisine, theorizes that escabèche (escabetx in Catalan) was a technique that the Catalans taught to Europe, although the word might well have its roots in the Perso-Arabic word sikbaj, meaning ‘vinegary stew’. Either way, this quick preparation has long been popular in French Catalonia as well as south of the border.

This is a well-travelled recipe: I have seen this style of escabèche crop up in collections of Pieds-Noirs (Algerian-born people of European descent) recipes issuing from the North African coast, and this type of recipe also travelled with Spanish colonizers to South America.

Sardines are the best fish for this by far, but by all means try it with trout or mackerel fillets too. I have seen many iterations of escabèche – including Escoffier’s, no less – that mess around with bits of onion and crunchy carrots, but I am more interested in the earthy Catalan original, with just quick-fried fish, olive oil, vinegar, paprika, bay and garlic. This recipe is adapted from Irving Davis’s A Catalan Cookery Book, which is a grumpy, terse, illuminating delight.

Escabèche is a tasty method of preservation, and your sardines will keep for more than a few days in their vinegary marinade, but are equally good eaten straight away if you simply can’t wait.
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	BUTTERFLIED SARDINES




	 

	FLOUR, FOR DUSTING




	 

	OLIVE OIL




	6

	GARLIC CLOVES, UNPEELED




	2

	BAY LEAVES




	1

	SPRIG OF THYME




	2 TSP

	SWEET PAPRIKA




	½ TSP

	HOT PAPRIKA




	5 TBSP

	SHERRY VINEGAR OR RED WINE VINEGAR




	 

	SALT







Season the sardines with salt and leave for 1 hour. Pat dry with kitchen paper and lightly flour the skin side only. Heat some olive oil in a large frying pan and briefly fry the sardines on the skin side only until coloured gold but not cooked through – the fish should keep its raw appearance on the flesh side. Transfer the sardines to a shallow dish – arrange them in one layer.

Wipe out the pan and pour in a fresh slick of olive oil, around 5mm/¼in deep. Slowly fry the garlic cloves until they have softened and turned golden brown. Remove the pan from the heat, pop in the bay leaves and thyme, and stir around until you are happy that the oil has been infused with their flavour. With the pan still off the heat but the oil hot, add both paprikas and stir thoroughly for 30 seconds to cook the paprika without burning it. Finally, pour in the vinegar, give the pan a shake, and allow to cool slightly before pouring the lot over the fish.

Cool to room temperature, then refrigerate for a good couple of days before eating. Eat slightly cooler than room temperature, with a selection of other snacks: olives, crisps, bread, beer etc, or on top of toast rubbed with tomato and garlic.

[image: No image description]








Ttoro

SERVES 4

This one is a Basque fish stew from the fishing town of St-Jean-de-Luz, seasoned with the local chilli, piment d’espelette. This pepper is only mildly spicy, but most flavourful, and is used with abandon in the French Basque Country. I have seen it for sale in good French delis – pick some up if you find it and make this delicious stew. For this I like a mixture of hake, monkfish and – if you can get it – gurnard, plus a few mussels and a langoustine or two to crown the bowl.

The combination of duck fat, Armagnac, tomato and shellfish makes for a rich, satisfying bowlful. The nicest bit when making this is the initial stage, which is when you are layering up all the flavour: smash up a langoustine and sacrifice it in the hot duck fat, throw in the piment d’espelette and fry it gently, which will infuse the soup with a deep-red colour, then stew your vegetables until soft and flambé with the Armagnac. I find this stew particularly fun to make.








	5

	LANGOUSTINES, UNPEELED




	4 TBSP

	DUCK FAT




	1 TBSP

	PIMENT D’ESPELETTE, PLUS 1 TSP TO SERVE




	2

	ONIONS, DICED




	1

	CARROT, SLICED INTO ROUNDS




	2

	CELERY STICKS (WITH LEAVES IF POSSIBLE), CHOPPED




	1

	SMALL LEEK, SLICED INTO ROUNDS




	8

	GARLIC CLOVES, SQUISHED




	 

	A SPRIG OF THYME




	1

	BAY LEAF




	 

	A FEW PARSLEY STALKS, IF AVAILABLE




	200G/7OZ

	HAKE FILLET, PLUS A SMALL HEAD OR NICE PIECE OF BACKBONE




	200G/7OZ

	MONKFISH FILLET, PLUS THE BACKBONE IF YOU HAVE IT




	200G/7OZ

	GURNARD FILLET, PLUS THE HEAD AND BONES FOR THE SOUP




	6

	JUICY RIPE TOMATOES, CHOPPED, OR 400G/14 OZ CAN CHOPPED PLUM TOMATOES




	50ML/2FL OZ/SCANT ¼ CUP

	ARMAGNAC




	1

	SMALL GLASS OF WHITE WINE




	500G/1LB 2OZ

	MUSSELS, SCRUBBED AND DEBEARDED (DISCARD ANY WITH BROKEN SHELLS OR THAT DO NOT CLOSE)




	 

	LEMON JUICE (OPTIONAL)




	 

	SALT







Roughly chop one of the langoustines with a heavy knife, or simply smash it with a rolling pin. A noble death! Heat the duck fat in a roomy, deep-sided pan. Fry the langoustine in the duck fat, then add the piment d’espelette. Stir, then throw in the vegetables, garlic, herbs and a good pinch of salt. Cook slowly until everything is soft and sweet, stirring occasionally. Add more duck fat or a drizzle of olive oil if you think it looks a little dry.

Chop the fish bones into manageable pieces, and pull the gills out of the heads, washing them of any red/black gunk. Add the bones and heads to the soup and try to fry them in the fat a little before adding the chopped tomatoes. Turn the heat up and fry the tomatoes a bit. When the tomatoes have started to break down into a sauce, add the Armagnac, which the heat might well set alight, so take half a step back! Add the white wine, bring to the boil, then top up with water to cover the ingredients by about 5cm/2in. Simmer for about 30–40 minutes; top up with water if it reduces too fast. Towards the end of the cooking, before you strain the broth, chuck in a big handful of the mussels, which will deepen the flavour.

Strain the broth through a sieve, mushing the softened solids with the back of a spoon to squish all the precious liquid out of them. Return the broth to the heat and set at a fast simmer. Reduce the broth slightly until it has thickened a bit and tastes delicious.

Cut all the fish fillets into four pieces (one piece of each fish per person), season with salt, and drop into the simmering broth along with the langoustines and remaining mussels. Cover with a lid and simmer for a few minutes until all the fish is cooked through and the mussel shells have opened. Taste again for salt; it might need a little squeeze of lemon juice.

Serve the fish and the hot broth in bowls. Sprinkle with parsley and the extra piment d’espelette. Drizzle with olive oil, and eat with bread or slices of oily toast rubbed with garlic.








	TO SERVE:




	4 TBSP

	CHOPPED PARSLEY




	 

	OLIVE OIL














Salmon & Sorrel Sauce

SERVES 4

as a starter, or a light lunch with bread and salad

The nouvelle cuisine movement of the 1970s was a great leap forward in French cuisine: a philosophy that embraced innovation, new techniques and technologies, shortened menus, that utilized the freshest ingredients, championed regional cooking, and dropped the heavier, flour-thickened traditional sauces in favour of herbs, lemon juice and good butter. It was a slow shift away from haute cuisine towards a lighter style of cooking.

The Troisgros brothers, based west of Lyon in the small town of Roanne, were at the vanguard of nouvelle cuisine. Their saumon à l’oseille (salmon with sorrel) was emblematic of the movement, and was at the time revolutionary and deeply controversial. It is said to have been inspired by a trip to San Sebastian, where they ate a salmon cooked pink as is to the Basque taste.

Back in Roanne their dish initially received a hostile reception; angry customers sent it back, appalled, until the veteran restaurant critic of Le Monde, Robert Courtine, tasted it and pronounced ‘Finally, an intelligent salmon’. From that point the Troisgros brothers made their name, and the dish became not only famous around the world but one of the most famous French restaurant dishes ever; in Roanne the railway station opposite the family’s restaurant was painted pink and green in its honour.

The cooking of the fish, the making of the sauce and even the plating of the dish were revolutions in themselves. The salmon, a thin piece of skinned fillet, is cooked for the briefest time, to a more-than-blushing pink inside, in a non-stick pan (itself an innovation that made this dish possible). The sauce, light, bright and sharp, is thickened not with flour but through the reduction of the wine and the quality of the cream. The sauce is spooned over the plate and the salmon laid on top: unheard of at the time, when tradition dictated that the sauce took precedence over the fish rather than letting it speak for itself.

To modern tastes this dish might taste distinctly unrevolutionary, as the techniques and flavours became a new normal. This is the story of a dish that was a turning point in French cuisine – from one code of practices to another – and also the story of how outside influences and inspiration helped make French cuisine what it is today. I present it here as close to the original as I can make it.

I will add a note here to say that nowadays I avoid farmed salmon altogether. Wild salmon is increasingly rare, but wild sea trout in season is a good option, or farmed trout (Chalk Stream Trout is an excellent producer if you’re based in the UK), or wild sockeye salmon.
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	I

	SHALLOT, FINELY DICED




	100ML/3½FL OZ/SCANT ½ CUP

	WHITE WINE (A SANCERRE WOULD BE LOVELY)




	100ML/3½FL OZ/SCANT ½ CUP

	GOOD FISH STOCK




	100G/3½FL OZ/½ CUP

	VERY GOOD-QUALITY THICK CRÈME FRAÎCHE




	2

	SALMON OR TROUT FILLETS, ABOUT 2CM/¾IN THICK, SKINNED




	I BUNCH

	SORREL, WASHED, STALKS TRIMMED




	15G/½OZ/1 TBSP

	COLD UNSALTED BUTTER, CUBED




	 

	LEMON JUICE




	 

	SALT AND FRESHLY GROUND WHITE PEPPER







Put the diced shallot and wine in a saucepan and bring to the boil. Reduce until syrupy, then add the fish stock and bring back to a simmer. Reduce by half, then whisk in the crème fraîche. Season with salt and a little white pepper. Keep warm on a very low heat.

Slice the salmon fillets horizontally along the length to form two flat pieces about 1–1.5cm/½–⅝in thick. Put the pieces of salmon between two pieces of baking parchment and flatten slightly to an even thickness with a flat heavy implement.

Get a non-stick pan hot – one big enough to fit the four slices of salmon comfortably. Add no fat. Season the salmon fillets with salt and a touch of white pepper and lay them in the hot pan. The salmon will cook for no longer than 15 seconds on each side – it will be lightly seared on the outside and brightly pink within.

As soon as you put the salmon in the pan, rip the sorrel leaves in half and add to the sauce along with the cold butter. Shake the sauce rather than using a whisk to avoid breaking the sorrel. Cook the sauce, shaking the pan constantly, until the sorrel melts into it. After 30 seconds your salmon will be cooked pink and the sauce will be ready. Take the pan off the heat.

Taste the sauce for seasoning. It should be no thicker than double cream – any thicker and it will be cloying. Add a splash of water if you need to. Give it a little squeeze of lemon juice.

Spoon the sauce onto plates and arrange the sorrel so that it is nicely spaced out. Lay the cooked salmon over the top of the sauce and serve immediately. According to the Troisgros, the first bite should be taken about 20 seconds after the salmon hits the plate, so get your stop watch out.








Ensalada Rusa with Smoked Fish

SERVES 4

On my trip to the French-Spanish border I ate two versions of this salad. In France this is known as macédoine and is a mainstay of the traiteurs which offer a variety of prepared cooked items to take away. A macédoine really refers to the way that the salad is cut into little cubes before being dressed, but the most common is a mayonnaise-dressed number that most of us know as Russian salad or salade Olivier.

This is a salad that is made throughout Europe. I can’t say that I think the French are that good at it, but the Spanish are massive fans, and they make this all over the country, most commonly with tuna. At a restaurant on the Catalonia coast I ate a spectacular version with smoked trout and trout roe on top. Here’s an adaptation with smoked eel and avruga caviar, a caviar substitute made from smoked herring.








	200G/7OZ

	RED POTATOES, PEELED AND CUT INTO 1CM/½IN DICE




	50G/1¾OZ

	RADISHES, CUT INTO 1CM/½IN DICE




	50G/1¾OZ

	GREEN BEANS, CUT INTO 1CM/½IN DICE




	1

	BEETROOT, DICED FINELY




	½

	APPLE, CUT INTO 1CM/½IN DICE




	20G/¾OZ

	SHALLOTS, DICED FINELY




	40G/1½OZ

	CORNICHONS




	100G/3½OZ

	SMOKED EEL FILLET, CUT INTO 1CM/½IN DICE




	 

	SALT AND FRESHLY GROUND BLACK PEPPER




	FOR THE MAYONNAISE:




	2

	EGG YOLKS




	2 TSP

	MUSTARD




	200ML/7FL OZ/SCANT 1 CUP

	OLIVE OIL




	 

	JUICE OF ½ LEMON




	1 TBSP

	CRÈME FRAÎCHE




	TO SERVE:




	1

	HARD-BOILED EGG, CHOPPED FINELY




	4 TSP

	AVRUGA CAVIAR




	 

	FINELY
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