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Pierre Koffmann has been at the heart of fine cuisine in Britain for over fifty years. After working as a young chef in Strasbourg and Toulon, Koffmann arrived in London in 1970 to work under Michel and Albert Roux at Le Gavroche. In 1972 he was made the first head chef of the Roux brothers’ new venture, the Waterside Inn at Bray. When Pierre and his late wife Annie opened La Tante Claire in 1977, it was the start of a residency at the top of the London culinary world that would span four decades. Within six years of opening, La Tante Claire had its third Michelin star, setting new standards for cooking and creating extraordinary dishes from classically simple ingredients, while also serving as an academy for many of today’s culinary superstars. Between them his various protégés now boast over twenty Michelin stars in their own right.

After a short-lived retirement, Pierre Koffmann returned to the kitchen at Koffmann’s at The Berkeley, with a more relaxed, informal style and classic provincial French cooking. It was the food that first inspired him to become a chef, the food of the French countryside, the food of his grandparents’ farmhouse kitchen in rural Gascony.

Find out more about Pierre Koffmann at www.joffmannandvines.com and instagram.com/pierre.koffmann.




Dedicated to Timothy Shaw,
a true friend and inspiration.

[image: A simplified, monotone illustration showcasing a medley of vegetables: onion, garlic bulb and clove, green beans, peas, mushrooms and sweetcorn.]
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Foreword

to the 2012 edition

by Richard Vines, former Chief Food Critic, Bloomberg

Pierre Koffmann would rather be in his restaurant than at a party and in a kitchen rather than in the dining room. When he can be persuaded to attend a social event, you may see him standing in a corner, talking with old friends rather than trying to make new ones. Networking doesn’t come into it.

For someone who is tall and physically imposing, Pierre is self-effacing away from the stove. The humble background he describes in these pages has not rubbed off. If he hadn’t become a chef he says he might have become a train driver. It’s as if he feels out of place consuming cocktails and canapés. While taking pride in his own achievements, he sees himself as a cook.

When Pierre moved to the UK more than forty years ago, only a privileged few had tasted the haute cuisine presented by the Roux brothers, for whom Pierre worked. His skills, even then, were outstanding and he quickly rose to become head chef at the Waterside Inn. He might easily have built his career around such sophisticated gastronomy, but he didn’t. He always says he likes to cook the kind of food he likes to eat. The food he likes most is inspired by the meals prepared by his mother and grandmother in south-west France more than half a century ago.

He opened La Tante Claire in 1977 and gave Londoners the big flavours of Gascony. Pierre had access to high-quality ingredients, he refined the cooking techniques and he improved the presentation, yet the dishes owed as much to his childhood as they did to his training and professional experience. Rusticity met gastronomy and it was a happy marriage.

Three Michelin stars followed. Pierre helped train a generation of British chefs, including Marco Pierre White, Gordon Ramsay, Tom Aikens, Tom Kitchin and Jason Atherton. He’s commanding in the kitchen and his protégés still talk about the toughness of the chef they came to call ‘the Bear’. He was quiet and completely focused but demanded perfection. After the death of his wife Annie, he closed La Tante Claire in 2003 and tried to settle into retirement.

Memories of his dishes lived on among his customers, while young food lovers could only hear about his food. When Pierre returned to the stove to open a temporary restaurant on the roof of Selfridges in 2009, it was like a veteran pop star going back on the road. The original plan was for the venue to run for about a week and it ended up continuing for two months.

He is matter-of-fact about his signature creation of pig’s trotter stuffed with sweetbreads and morels. It’s a dish that appears on menus as far away as Australia and was in constant demand when he opened his restaurant Koffmann’s at The Berkeley Hotel in London in 2010. He says he can’t understand why other chefs don’t do something else, maybe with pigs’ tails, rather than copying him. But he knows the importance of his creation.

‘It’s going to be written on my gravestone,’ he says. ‘Pig’s trotter.’




Prologue

This is a book about my childhood, and it grew out of the gratitude and affection I have always felt for my maternal grandparents, Camille and Marcel Cadeillan, and out of my memories of their colourful and eccentric characters and the visits I used to make as a boy to their farm in a small village in central Gascony. My grandparents were peasant farmers, and the book tells of the seasons, of animals and crops, and of ploughing and harvesting; but above all it tells of the country food and the cooking of my grandmother. It describes the ducks and hares which we roasted on spits before the wide log fire in her kitchen; the endless soups and garbures she made in her thick iron pot; her jams, preserves and confits; the poule au pot we ate at harvest lunches in the summer and the quails wrapped in vine leaves or cooked over hot, glowing embers.

The stories centre on my grandparents’ farm at Saint Puy, situated in the heart of Gascony in the département of the Gers. I was born in Tarbes, and so, by background and culture, I am a Gascon. Traditionally, the name of Gascony has always referred to a large square section of south-west France fitted in between the Garonne and the Pyrenees, bordered on one side by the old province of Languedoc and on the other by the Atlantic. But my own private Gascony is far smaller than that – it is, to me, the village of Saint Puy and the beautiful countryside which immediately surrounds it.

My grandmother’s cooking was an important element in my boyhood memories, and was also important to me later. Like many other Frenchmen I have retained all my life the taste of the food I ate as a child, the food cooked by a near member of the family who is almost always a mother or a grandmother. In my own case my grandmother’s cooking was the typical peasant cooking of the Gers. The peasants lived on whatever farm produce was instantly available during the different seasons of the year, and therefore their ingredients were always extremely fresh. Vegetables and fruit were combined with poultry, especially chickens and ducks, or with any meat that was left over for home consumption after an animal had been slaughtered. Freshwater fish and game were prized occasional items on the menu, and in the winter we ate a lot of confits, or preserved meats, and conserves of vegetables and fruit. My grandparents had no sea fish, very little beef, since they usually sold most of the meat which came from their own cows, and no cheese, for the Gers is not a cheese-producing region. Only on very rare occasions would any food be bought from a shop, a procedure which my grandmother regarded as being unnecessarily extravagant.

Compared to the cooking of the classical haute cuisine tradition, country cooking is comparatively simple, and in terms of ingredients, restricted. In the south-west it was based on duck and goose fat, which always retained the special, distinctive taste of the confit which had been cooked in it; soup, bread and chicken were staple dishes at most meals; and the wine my grandparents drank was simply what they made every year from their own grapes. There were no great sauces poured over meat to hide it and disguise it; there was no fonds de veau, or fumet de poisson, nor any attempt to present elaborately decorated dishes – but everything we ate was of excellent quality. Everything had its own natural taste, a taste which in many instances, such as that of poultry, pigeons, guinea fowl or pork, cannot even be imagined by people who only buy their food from modern shops and supermarkets, even specialized ones.

This book is not, however, a comprehensive account of the regional cooking of the whole of Gascony. All the recipes which come into the story are there because they were the ones I knew as a boy, and because they are the ones I remember best and enjoyed the most. They are not terribly complicated; many of them are quite straightforward, though their apparent simplicity is deceptive. Country cooking is founded on sympathy. It is only done well when it is done with deep instinctive feeling; and it is done best (though this is not of course essential) if you have been familiar with it all your life. Here I tell you how I became familiar with it myself, and in doing so I hope to paint an intimate picture of a unique place and its people.

When I think of the contrast between regional peasant cooking and the grandiose restaurant tradition of the 19th-century, and when I reflect on my own aims at La Tante Claire, I find it interesting to put it all into some sort of historical perspective. Over a period of some four hundred years the development of French haute cuisine centred around a dialogue between those who wished to honour the natural taste of original ingredients and those who wished to disguise these tastes and to replace them with complex artificial flavours of their own fabrication. Certain chefs and cookery writers of the 17th-century started the reaction against the spiced cuisine of the middle ages and the Renaissance; others in the 18th-century continued it and tried to evolve a lighter style of cooking which emphasized natural flavours, a style which even then was called la cuisine moderne and la nouvelle cuisine. But the battle between original simplicity and sophisticated elaboration was never really resolved, though in the tradition of haute cuisine the elaborators tended usually to have the upper hand.

Running parallel with the tradition of court cooking and the grande cuisine, there had, however, always existed another tradition, that of the cuisine du terroir – the country cooking followed by generations of peasants in the many different regions of France. Here the ideals of the 18th-century ‘innovators’ were in fact practised unthinkingly and quite naturally, since the peasants were obliged to use whatever ingredients came immediately to hand and their food and its flavour was therefore always fresh and unspoiled. Of course it is true that the repertoire of regional cooking was frequently a source of inspiration for the masters of 19th-century grande cuisine, but those ‘honest local dishes’ which appeared at the sumptuous banquets of the Second Empire and the Belle Epoque were in appearance and presentation far more aristocratic than countrified. Although the great chefs of the period exploited the country tradition whenever it suited them, they showed very little interest in real regional cooking in its genuine, natural surroundings.

Authentic regional dishes were encountered for the first time by the Parisian public when a Provençal restaurant was opened in the capital shortly before the Revolution. The number of such restaurants grew slowly during the 19th-century; but it was not until the 20th-century that the increasing availability of the motor car, together with studies of French country cooking by writers like Curnonsky and the annual Michelin restaurant guide, encouraged tourists to discover and appreciate the delicious local dishes which could be found in villages and provincial towns all over France. Gradually this regional, traditional style of peasant cooking grew up as an important alternative to the grande cuisine of the great restaurants.

It is with this particular stage in the history of French cooking that I feel very much at home. Though I was trained in the tradition of the grande cuisine, my real inspiration has always been the cooking of the Gers which I learned and appreciated at my grandparents’ farm. Over twenty-five years at La Tante Claire I always cooked in my own way and in my own style; it never once changed, and has always been fundamentally related to country cooking. Certain things at the restaurant were not, of course, quite the same as they were at the farm. The presentation of the food was much more sophisticated, and the general range of ingredients and dishes was more extensive than my grandmother’s could ever have been. We used, for example, lobster and turbot, which she would never have thought of buying; we had more beef dishes than she would have been able to provide; and we used such luxuries as truffles, which, again, were quite outside her range. But otherwise, if you looked at our restaurant menu, I think you would see how very close most of the dishes were to the recipes I remember and describe in this book.

Whereas, in the past, the masters of the grande cuisine raided regional cooking and carried off its dishes like prisoners to be dressed up and trained in foreign ways, nowadays the situation is reversed, due to some extent to improvements in refrigeration over the last twenty years which have enabled restaurant kitchens to keep ingredients fresh for far longer periods. Regional dishes start to command more and more of the chef’s respect, and he uses his training in the techniques of haute cuisine to serve them with ever increasing fidelity rather than to transform them.

In recent years a lot has been said about the claims of nouvelle cuisine to be the great renewer of the French culinary tradition, but for me its contribution in this respect can only be subordinate to the more fundamental and long-standing part played by the rediscovery of regional cooking; my approach to nouvelle cuisine has therefore always been critically selective. At Koffmann’s at The Berkeley I used its techniques in the preparation of fish and vegetables (where methods are similar to those in traditional Italian or Chinese cooking) but never for meat or game. Our decorative presentation of the food was also influenced by nouvelle cuisine, since in a restaurant it is very important that food should be as attractive to the eye as it is exciting to the palate.

Regional cooking, on the other hand, is intended for a totally different setting; it is enjoyed at home, round the family table, and smart presentation does not matter. It is, as we say, la cuisine de l’amitié, and the essential things are the good taste of the food and the warm, friendly atmosphere of the home. In this way nouvelle cuisine, eaten formally by diners at a restaurant, has little to do with the cuisine du terroir which, as I have explained, is the creative base of my own cooking. Personally I would always prefer a good, robust poule au pot to a contrived, even if fashionable, tartare de thon au coulis de fraises.

Comparing some of the more artificial exaggerations of nouvelle cuisine to the country cooking I knew as a boy always seems to me to be rather like dressing Marie Antoinette up as a shepherdess and then comparing her to a real farmer’s wife looking after a real-life flock of sheep. Nothing can take the place of the regional peasant tradition in cooking. Although it is unchanging it never ceases to be vigorously alive. Nowhere else can you find a real choucroute or a real cassoulet or a real bouillabaisse, if these are the dishes you like and if you know them really well. Food fashions may come and go, but French country cooking will always remain, and it will always inspire us.




Introduction

The Gascon village of Saint Puy stands on a high shoulder of land overlooking the valley of the Gèle, about half-way between the two towns of Fleurance and Condom, in the very heart of south-western France. Its walls of corn-coloured stone and its red roofs climb gently up the hill towards the castle, an 18th-century manor house built above mediaeval fortifications, from which immense views stretch out in all directions over the surrounding countryside. Below the castle, the church of Our Lady, with its square tower and its wide, unexpectedly low-pitched roof, looms over the village like a stone galleon anchored in a diminutive harbour made of houses and streets.

Next to the church, if you peer over what is left of the walls of the 13th-century bastide or fortified town, you discover another magnificent view to the south, right across the river valley, which leads the eye on towards fold after bluish fold of distant, ensuing hills. When the Romans captured this town from the Gauls they called it, not surprisingly, Summum Podium, ‘the high place’, and this is how it has been known ever since, even though in the middle ages the Latin words somehow assumed the corrupted form of Sempuy, and this was later changed again into the modern name of Saint Puy.

Downhill, to the south-east, the main road leads away in the direction of Fleurance. Just outside the village, on the right-hand side of the road, there is a single-storey farmhouse called the Oratoire, which was, when I first knew it, the farm of my maternal grandparents, Marcel and Camille Cadeillan. I was born in 1948 at Tarbes, an important provincial town at the foot of the Pyrenees, but though my childhood was therefore mostly an urban one, my school holidays were spent with my grandparents at their farm, about fifty miles to the north of Tarbes. These holidays played an immensely important part in my life between the ages of about five and eighteen. Even after that, I still used to visit the village, and in 1972 I was married there. By then I had really got to know the life and the work of the Gascon peasants and farmers in a way which would have been impossible in a town.

The aroma of wood smoke, the comfortable, pervading smell of animals, the sight of chickens roasting on a spit in front of a log fire, the rituals of harvest, the natural cycles of sowing and reaping, of birth and slaughter, are all things which are simple enough in themselves, but they are very precious to me, and I would never otherwise have known them. They have become a part of me, and have stayed with me all my life. But, above all, I got to know and love my two grandparents,Mamie and Papa Marcel, as I used to call them: this book is really about them and their farm and the village, and about the meals which my grandmother used to cook, which with their unforgettable, traditional character and the atmosphere of the country kitchen in which they were eaten were to have such a far-reaching influence on my life.

I have always found it difficult to imagine my grandparents as young people. Although they had great affection for each other, their two characters were so utterly different and often so completely opposed that whenever I wonder to myself how it was that they first met and what drew them together, I realize that I am approaching a mystery to which only they themselves held the secret answer.

When I first knew them, I was a small boy, and to my eyes they seemed amazingly, incredibly old. When I was ten, for example, Marcel was actually only sixty and Camille fifty-four; but at sixty, a peasant who has worked in the fields all his life is truly an old man, worn out with toil, whose active years are over. So I suppose it was natural for a child to think him ancient. I often noticed that the young cooks at La Tante Claire seemed to regard me as quite elderly but I was just over forty at the time and felt about twenty-five. My grandparents lived alone at the farm, so there was no one to bridge the gap between their generation and that of myself, my brother and my two sisters; but they adapted themselves kindly and generously to our noisy, high-spirited invasions, and to all the extra cooking and housework these entailed for Camille.

[image: ]

My grandfather, Marcel Cadeillan, was born at the Oratoire on 21st August 1898, exactly fifty years to the day before my own arrival in the world in 1948. His father, Pierre Cadeillan, was over six feet tall, and in a country where men tended to be rather short, he was looked on as an absolute giant. I was christened Pierre after him, and I think I may have inherited something else from him as well as his name, because, out of all my family, I am the tallest.

Marcel’s father died before I was born, but his mother lived on until she was about eighty, and I can just remember her sitting by the kitchen fire, old and silent, and always dressed in black. Whether Pierre Cadeillan bought the farm or whether he inherited it I do not know, but it was there that Marcel, an only child, grew up, working the land and leading the cows, amid all the traditional scenes and customs which are so well illustrated in old, pre-1914 postcards.

By the time I knew him, the overriding purpose of Marcel’s life was pleasure. He was a born hunter, and he knew no greater bliss than to be out in the fields with a gun and a bag of ferrets or a fishing rod, or to be looking for mushrooms, or setting traps for ortolans, or catching eels or netting crayfish. Any other activity, unless it was sitting with his friends in the little café in the market place, struck him, I think, as a regrettable even if unavoidable waste of time. He was of medium height and thick set, and had a teasing, humorous twinkle about his face and a quick, jaunty little twitch of his shoulders whenever he came out with some favourite joke or anecdote. With men whom he did not know well Marcel was often shy, but with people he liked, or with women, whom he always adored, he positively scintillated with happiness. On the other hand, he could be unbelievably obstinate if you annoyed him, or tried to make him do something he disliked, or if you persisted too long in discussing some disagreeable topic. On such occasions his jaws would clamp together like a vice; he would stop talking resolutely and remain gloweringly silent until the conversation was finally obliged to take a more pleasant turn.

But it would be wrong to think that Marcel had not worked very hard at the farm when he was younger. Every peasant worked extremely hard in those days. At first my grandfather had been responsible for all the heavy work at the Oratoire; even when he was older he never missed the harvest, when he worked as much and as long as everybody else. Of course he had always loved shooting and fishing and convivial occasions; but at the time I knew him there were two things, apart from his age, which affected him greatly and which made him gradually lose all interest in the farm. The lack of a son meant that there was no one to carry on the farm after his death, and this was an important psychological factor in a peasant family. Secondly, the revolutionary advances made in post-war agricultural technology and mechanization left him stranded in a world he could not cope with or understand. All his life he had farmed at the pace of a pair of cows. With cows he had ploughed, sown, reaped and carted; and the appearance of tractors, new chemical fertilizers, new varieties of crops, and in the 1960s the first combine harvesters left him bewildered and solitary. More and more he took to shooting and fishing, to eluding Camille’s commands and instructions, and to spending time with his cronies at the café.

My grandmother’s family name was Daris, and she was born in 1904 at Béraut, another old fortified village in the Gèle valley, about four miles to the north-west of Saint Puy. She was about the same height as Marcel; her face was still handsome, and she had quiet eyes which gave you a feeling of calm, instinctive good sense, an intuitive thoughtfulness which always seemed to me to be a sort of wisdom. Her hair was absolutely white and she wore it drawn into a tight bun at the back of her head. In the morning I used to watch with fascination the quick, deft movements of her hands as she transformed the long silver strands into that neat bun, and in a mere thirty seconds changed one human being miraculously into another. I was often told that when she was young Camille was the prettiest girl in the village; even in later life she was always neat and smart, and went regularly to the local hairdresser. She never dressed in black like the other women of Saint Puy, but always wore bright, light colours and clean white aprons which she embroidered herself with green and red borders and rows of little flowers.

Though she had no formal education, Camille was naturally intelligent. She could talk with anyone and always have an interesting conversation. She was never malicious and never repeated gossip, for which she was much liked and respected in the village. She would talk sensibly about the happenings of everyday life, and consequently she was irritated by Marcel’s never-ending jokes and stories, his bêtises, as she used to call them; though this was only one of the many ways in which my grandfather’s free and easy habits annoyed and pained her. Like all the peasants of the Gers, my grandparents always spoke to each other in patois, although they spoke French to us.

The farm of the Oratoire was the largest in the village, and it extended over about a hundred acres on either side of the Fleurance road. Most of the arable land was used for growing wheat and maize; large fields of vines, edged by a line of poplar trees, stretched away from the back of the house until they reached the old, sunken track which led down to the mill of Marin and the river Gèle and to the low range of hills beyond. On the other side of the road there were fruit trees, melon fields and more vines.

Surrounded by trees, and built beside the road on sloping ground about five hundred yards out of the village, the house was long and low, and had a pitched roof of red tiles. It was of local stone and had been built in two different stages. The right-hand part was the barn, and the other, older half with its neat arrangement of windows and door contained the kitchen, dining room and bedroom. Behind the house a dirt road led steeply down to a large, level stretch of land, near Camille’s garden, where there were outbuildings and sheds. Here the whole of the bottom storey was given over to animals, poultry, tools, carts, machines and all the general impedimenta of a busy, working farm.

We had five annual school holidays. There were Mardi gras and Easter in spring; the two full months of the grandes vacances in summer; a week for Toussaint in autumn; and the Christmas holidays in winter. All of these, over a period of some ten or twelve years, I spent with Marcel and Camille at the farm; and, as time went on, they became for me symbols of the four seasons. People who live in towns always like to think of the year in terms of seasons, although in fact peasants like my grandparents never do. Instead they measure their year by the regularly recurring phases of the moon. Ancient tradition had always associated sowing and procreation with the rising of the moon, ripeness with its fullness, and gathering and picking with its wane; for in this way the universal rhythms of nature could not be offended or countered.

Every year Camille hung up a Post Office calendar in her kitchen. It was bright with coloured pictures, and feast days and holidays were marked in red. It also showed the exact dates of the phases of the moon throughout the year, and it was according to these that my grandmother pencilled in the days on which all the more important activities of the farm should take place. I remember that the moon must be rising when ducks’ eggs were put under hens to be hatched; that trees were cut down at full moon, otherwise the wood would never be of the best quality; and that there were other vital phases for the making of children, to determine whether you would have a boy or a girl.

I am really, as I have said, a townsman. I was born in Tarbes, and have spent over fifty years of my life in London, so I tend to think rather more about the seasons than about the moon; but, each time I do, I think of them in terms of life on a Gascon farm glimpsed within the temporal framework of my school holidays.
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