VOLUME 1, ISSUE 2

HOMAGE TO A BIG CHEESE IN BRIE

Does anyone recall a series
on the Travel Channel from a
dozen years ago called “The
Flavors of France?” In it the
host traveled to a region,
visited the sights, and filmed
renowned local chefs as they
prepared signature dishes in
their restaurant kitchens.
Episode 37 focused on Paris
and the region to the east,
featuring a dish called pou-
larde au cidre et moutarde
(chicken with cider and mus-
tard). We loved the series,
especially this episode as we
could almost smell the
chicken browning and the
essence of leeks, carrots and
onions in a sauce of cider,
mustard and cream wafting
from the skillet. Yum! My
husband, Michael (chef at
our house), was able to fash-
ion a version that has be-
come a beloved dish for
friends and family. So, in
anticipation of a recent busi-
ness trip to France, we de-
cided to try and track down
the restaurant and say
thanks, in person, to our
hero.

Owing to the wonders of the
internet and some cyber-
space detective work, | found
a hotel and restaurant listed
on a French website and sent
an inquiry. Chef Christian
Berton wrote back and con-
firmed that yes, he had made
the poularde, and he was
delighted that anyone in
America had seen the show,
much less remembered his

signature dish. He still
owned La Chaum’ Yerres and
would welcome us for lunch
the following Friday.

On a damp and chilly Decem-
ber morning, we set out with
our French friends, Brigitte
and Michel, for the town of
Chaumes-en-Brie (of cheese
renown), about an hour’s
drive from Paris. Despite
being on the edge of town
and surrounded by farmland,
La Chaum’ Yerres was any-
thing but a rustic hideaway
and instead offered an ele-
gant dining room decorated
in shades of pink and rose.
At lunchtime it was full - a
family celebrating a birthday,
businessmen on their way to
a meeting, and numerous
“regulars” choosing from a
menu featuring locally grown
items and an extensive wine
list.

There was no poularde on
the menu that day so we
opted for a starter of ris de
veau or veal sweetbreads in
a light puff pastry and a main
course of wild duck breast
(colvert sauvageon) stuffed
with foie gras and prepared
at the table in a flaming fi-
nale. To accompany our
meal, Michel chose a 2006
Pernand Vergeless from the
Burgundy Region near
Beaune, a deep purplish-red
wine with enough heft to
stand up to the robust flavors
of a duck who has lived in the
wild. To finish it all off, Mi-
chel opted for créme brdlée,

a masterpiece reflecting how
local dairy products have
distinctive flavors depending
on what the cows eat, while
Michael had profiterolles in a
chocolate sauce so intense
and fragrant we all had to
have a taste.

After the meal, Chef Berton
stopped by our table to chat
and to tell us about his
daughter who lives in Los
Angeles. We hope he can
stop in Houston on his way to
visit her so we can introduce
him to “The Flavors of Texas”
and the wonders of Texas
wines.

For more about La Chaum’
Yerres, photos of Chef Ber-
ton and his restaurant, and
Michael’s version of the pou-
larde, visit
www.mmarkley.com

Next time - a road trip
through Southern France in
search of a Count’s elusive
elixir...
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By Meril Markley

Poularde au Cidre et Moutarde

Taken from The Flavors of France
on The Travel Channel

8 chicken thighs*

1 onion, chopped

3 leeks, sliced in rings ¥ inch wide
1 bunch organic carrots, sliced in
rings ¥4 inch wide

1 bottle hard cider

Dijon mustard

Whipping cream

Duck fat

Pepper

Fry chicken in duck fat until lightly
browned (about 15-20 minutes),
turning as necessary. Remove
from pan. Sauté carrots, leeks and
onions in the duck fat and chicken
juices (5-10 minutes). Put chicken
back in pan with the vegetables.
Add cider and pepper and bring to
a simmer; cover and continue
cooking for 45-60 minutes, turning
the chicken at least once. Remove
chicken and vegetables, separate
out the fat from the other juices
and add back to pan. Add cream
and mustard to the juices to create
the sauce. Continue cooking at
medium heat for a few more min-
utes until sauce has begun to
thicken. Place chicken and vegeta-
bles on a plate with rice and ladle
sauce over vegetables and rice.
*Qriginal recipe calls for a chicken
cut into parts, but we think thighs
work best, and we leave the skin

on throughout the cooking process
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A Paris antique fair as a great place to discover wines of small producers from all around France? Surpris-
ingly, the answer is “yes” as my husband, Michael, and I have discovered during our regular business trips
to the French capital. As lovers of French food and wine will know, the country is dotted with delights of
regional origin, whether wine, cheese, meats, fruits, or for us, antique furniture. It was at a Paris antique fair
a few years back that we discovered a producers’ cooperative based in Cahors (southwestern France) which
had brought its wine and food selections to the fair.

The day we happened by, the offering was a lunch-time “value meal” consisting of a sandwich (yes, the
French use the English word) and a glass of white wine. The sandwich consisted of slices of duck foie gras
arranged on a baguette and accompanied by a 4 liter glass of a Vin de Pays du Comté Tolosan. Instead of
the unctuous Sauternes served reverently on New Year’s Eve with foie gras of goose liver, the pale and
fruity wine on offer was light and refreshing, boasting a heady finish of pear and apricot. It was the perfect
complement to the sweetish duck liver. We bought several bottles to drink while we were in Paris and
hoped to track it down in Houston when we returned home.

As we learned later while researching it on the Internet, Comté de Tolosan is, in addition to the designation

for the wine grown in the area, the ancient term in the Occitane language for the

“county” ruled by the Counts of Toulouse. They are particular favorites of ours

since in the 14™ century they helped found the first limited liability companies, that

lasted 600 years, and gave corporate law such seminal concepts as the board of

# directors, independent auditors and shareholders’ rights. If only modern share-

“ holders had adopted their model, Enron plus the current financial crisis would have
been avoided!* Who knew that they played a leading role in viticulture as well.

Carcassonne

Regrettably, the wine was nowhere to be found in the U.S. That left us no alternative but to head for the co-
operative in Cahors. So on a trip to visit some of the medieval architectural monuments of southwestern
France, such as the walled city of Carcassonne and the redoubts of the Cathars, from our base at the Hotel
Chateau de Floure, we planned a day-trip to Moissac with a “detour” to Cahors.

The cool October morning started out dry and partly sunny as we headed north through farmland and vine-
yards as far as the eye could see. Suddenly, the hills gave way to the deep valley carved by the Lot River,
along whose banks the city of Cahors grew from medieval times when it was renowned for its “black wine,”
as English traders dubbed the dark red liquid made from the Malbec grape and now enjoying a resurgence
with its own designation pending.

With great anticipation we reached the cooperative, on a steep hill outside the city,
hopeful that our quest would soon be at an end and we could ship a case of the treas-
ured white wine back to Houston. Yes, the sales lady knew the wine well, but “i/ n’y a
plus.” Such were the words we had heard too often in France and had come to loathe.
There was no more left. The final case on hand had been sold a few days ago! Limited
production. We should come back next year. She offered some other white wines for
us to taste, but nothing compared to our memory of the one we’d drunk in Paris. As a
consolation, why not try the restaurant next door, she suggested, since we had come so far and it was lunch-
time anyway. Skeptical, we headed across the tarmac past parked cattle carriers and oil tankers to what
looked like a glorified truck stop. What we found was rural France’s answer to fast food — a sandwich of
sliced duck breast, raised locally, and smothered in a sauce of wild mushrooms harvested nearby that morn-
ing. For dessert, a freshly baked tart of forest berries. Accompanied by a pichet of local red wine, a fabu-

Cahors
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lous lunch cost about $8 a head! Utterly delicious, it was like so many of our serendipitous finds in la
France profonde, beyond our expectations — but normal for the food-loving French folks living there and
enjoying it all the time.

Amply refueled, we headed for Moissac. The sky turned darker and the countryside seemed ever more de-
serted while we drove past lofty escarpments with medieval villages perched on top and ancient stone farm-
houses with satellite dishes pointed heavenward. By the time we got to Moissac, it was cold and pouring
down rain. Not the best way to view the Romanesque carvings over the door at St. Pierre, but they are a re-
minder of how important the 12" century artwork of the church and cloister were in the development of
western culture and as a vital stop-over for pilgrims making their way to Santiago de Compostela. How ar-
duous travel was then, compared to zipping back to Floure in our rental car through the ancient city of Tou-
louse, now also France’s ultra-modern capital of the acrospace industry.

The cold and rain had had their effect on our mood and our appetites. We were anxious to return to the hotel
for dinner by the roaring fire and Chef Poirier’s version of the legendary Cassoulet
(casserole of sausage, duck and white beans) originating in nearby Castelnaudry
(where the autoroute exit signs show a steaming pot!). It was at Floure that we
made two other discoveries that have proved less elusive than the wine of the
' B '_ County of Toulouse — Maury, a fortified red wine that is a terrific aperitif from the
" Roussillon area, and Domaine de I’Hortus, a complex red wine from a wild area of
20 J  Languedoc still bearing the name given by the ancient Romans who strove to tame
Moissac 1t.

History, art, food and wine — are at the heart of France. And while Provence gets a lot of attention as a desti-
nation for vacationing and eating and drinking, we were delighted to discover that the Languedoc-Roussillon
region next-door is no slouch. Less traveled but rich in agricultural bounty and natural beauty, it is every bit
worth the visit. For wine lovers, the Languedoc has been gaining in reputation beyond its traditional asso-
ciation with the vin ordinaire that populates grocery store shelves, as small wineries focus on the traditional
grapes of the region with new dedication and superb quality. The good news is that there is a huge selection
of wonderful wines to try, but the bad news is that you will not be able to find them back in the U.S. or even
as relatively nearby as Paris. And while we never did find the white wine we remembered so fondly, we had
a great time in the countryside creating new memories and reasons to return again.

Next time, a rare bad meal leads us to find a cure where Vincent van Gogh also sought one.

*See “No Time Toulouse? The Origins of Modern Corporate Governance in Medieval France” at http://
www.businessintheeyeofthestorm.com.








