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Introduction
            

To Edith Piaf’s immortal words in her song ‘La Goualante de Pauvre Jean’ “qu’on  soit  riche  ou  sans  un  sou,  sans  amour on  n’est  rien  du  tout”,  I would like to add — whether you’re rich or poor, without love AND gastronomy you’re nothing. The two have roots locked deep in our collective consciousness.
         
For a person who ran away from marriage, children, career, staying home and being normal to a life of adventure, excitement and romance, I wasn’t quite up to standard in my opinion. Why was a person a nurse in New Zealand for five years if they wanted excitement? Why was a person a counsellor in Canada for six years if they wanted adventure? Why was a person going to England to marry if they wanted romance? Even a person who lives on a Pacific island in the middle of nowhere knows that marriage and romance are two words not normally found in the same sentence. Why did I do all these things when every spare moment was spent reading cookbooks, eating, cooking, thinking of food and fantasising about being a chef?
         
In 1979 I moved to London to marry the man I had been in love with for eight long years, and to be chef. I didn’t marry the man, but I started along the joyous path of killing off the nurse with a missionary complex and releasing the sensuous artist that my parents had unwittingly created.
         
Neale Street in Covent Garden was fun. In 1979 there were still kitsch little ‘coffee shops’, and the cheese shop in Neale’s Yard was still small and homey. I got a job as chief sandwich maker at ‘Olives Pantry’, Olive being a working-class girl done good. She was exquisitely proud of being a true cockney, having been born within hearing distance of the Bow bells in the East End. Blonde and blousey, Olive worked hard and never stopped telling stories about her colourful childhood and wild youth. She was suffused with romantic nostalgia for her large family and gambling father. One of her many sisters once told me their life had been harsh and bittersweet but Olive’s eyes glistened with relish when she described it.
         
[image: ]

Olive’s Aunt Kate, a tiny, aged sparrow-like creature, who went to Stopitam (stop at home) for her holidays, did the dishes. It crossed my mind that I would be better off at the Ritz than at Olive’s Pantry, but it was a start. As it turned out, I knew more about food than they did, but they taught me cockney rhyming slang and I laughed so much in the year I worked there that my jaw ached constantly. Olive ‘gave it’ to her obese husband Pat once a week on a Sunday and I got to hear all about it on Monday. What I didn’t learn about cooking, I learned about marital sex.
         
That Christmas I was invited to spend a long weekend in Paris. “Don’t go,” pleaded Olive and Aunt Kate, “you’ll never come back.”
         
I went for three days and stayed for ten years. 
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER 1
            

Le Lutin de la, Rivière
            


          “Et qu’est ce que vous faites à la plonge, une femme comme vous?”
            
        
 

          (“And what’s a woman like you doing washing dishes?”)
            
        

I would blink through a wall of sweat, push my long hair back and try to think of something spicy to say. The French restaurant kitchen is unique in its capacity to provide succour to the intellectually and gastronomically curious. Friends and customers wander in in moments of greatest fermentation to engage in conversations ranging from discussing Nietsche to finding out the ingredients of a sauce. It’s a challenge maintaining these discussions while slamming plates on the bench in tens to drip dry.
         
[image: ]

I had decided to do something about my dream of becoming a chef in France, and my friends and betters were touching in their encouragement:
         
“You’re too old …”
“You’re a woman …”
“You’re a foreigner …”
“You don’t speak French …”



I couldn’t go by the normal route of apprenticing myself to a big hotel or restaurant because I wasn’t thirteen, I was thirty. Cooking in France is still very male controlled, although now there are more and more women chefs. Women have to open their own restaurants to make their reputations, as they would rarely be given a chance to get to the top under a male chef.
         
“Mais Madame,  vous  êtes  trop  petite  et pas  assez  forte.” (“But Madame, you are too small and not strong enough.”)
         
I listened to the objections and practised my determined smile. How could I turn back now? I was a New Zealand nurse who had given up a good job and moved to Paris to be a chef.
         
[image: ]ROLAND (ON THE RIGHT) OUTSIDE HIS RESTAURANT, LE LUTIN DE LA RIVIÈRE.
               


I heard about a new restaurant about to open in the 13th arrondissement and presented myself with my determined smile and asked for a job doing anything. I spoke school-girl French distinguished by extraordinary pronunciation and galloping malapropisms. The words for ‘apple turnover’ and ‘sock’ are almost the same in French and one can ask for a warm sock in a boulangerie only so often. Announcing that I would do anything got pretty quick results. I was offered the job of dishwasher, accepted it gratefully, and proudly wrote to my parents that I was now a plongeuse.
         
[image: ]TESTING THE PRIMARY PRODUCE
               


The restaurant was called Le  Lutin  de la  Rivière  (The River Gnome), because there was a river running under the Boulevard  Arago  called the Bièvre.  There were stained black and white turn-of-the-century photos of the Bièvre  on the wall behind the bar. They showed men standing by a bridge and proletariat women doing the washing in the river, their enveloping aprons tied in huge knots over their long dresses. When I stared at these photos I thought how unwieldy and binding those heavy full garments must have been to work in. I was transfixed — not only did that world not exist anymore but a whole new world had actually been built on top of it, with the impotent river still flowing secretly, submerged from memory.
         
Le  Lutin  served ‘refined nouvelle cuisine’, still fashionable in the early eighties, since fallen into disrepute due to lightweight rations and heavyweight tariffs. Les  Français,  it turns out, don’t wish to eat art. What made Le  Lutin different, however, was that it used organic primary produce, which was very unusual outside a vegetarian restaurant. As there was no dishwashing machine, all the filthy dishes, fragile glasses and encrusted pots were washed by my small, soon-to-be-destroyed hands. Roland, the tall handsome chef and owner, was a bon vivant and a bit of an intellectual who didn’t believe in wasting his time derrière  le  fourneau (behind a hot oven) with no stimulating conversation to lubricate things. Untrained and experimental, for him food was more than food. It was art, philosophy, pleasure and health. All chefs love to philosophise — food was sex, was harmony, was beauty, was excess. All this sort of talk was precious irrigation for my parched parochial New Zealand mentality.
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At that time most Français considered it a vulgar violation of their rights to have their eating or drinking habits curbed. ‘Mieux mourrir qu’abstenir’ — better to die young and happy than to have an existence blighted by restrictions. Then suddenly the notion that the destruction of the body was not necessary for the celebration of gastronomy hit the world (for ‘world’ read ‘France’). Nouvelle cuisine had arrived on the fashionable food scene. Roland greatly admired the brilliant chef Alain Senderens, a champion of nouvelle cuisine, who dreamed of a cooking style that no longer did anyone harm.
         
As the months slid by my French improved, I stopped eating socks, and Roland magnanimously agreed to put me on to salads. He was an innovative cook, putting all manner of unusual things together — perhaps a mixture of salad greens with a cream, honey and lemon dressing or thinly sliced smoked herring on a bed of black seaweed. The colours were always stunning and we used luxury ingredients like foie  gras  (goose liver pâté), truffles and saffron, of which I was terribly enamoured. Once having eaten Roland’s terrine  de  poisson  au safran,  one could never go back to fish pâté with mayo.
         
[image: ]PUMPING IRON THE CULINARY WAY.
               



         
Terrine de Poisson au Safran
            
Roland’s  Fish  Terrine  with  Saffron  Sauce
            
SERVES 6
            
[image: ]

Ingredients
THE FISH TERRINE
               
500 g (1lb) white-fleshed fish
               
2 eggs
               
100 ml (⅓ cup) cream or crème fraîche
               
1 Tbsp each of chopped fresh dill, chives, chervil and parsley
               
2 Tbsp finely diced red capsicum
               
Salt and freshly ground pepper
               
THE SAFFRON SAUCE
               
600 ml (1 pint) fish stock
               
200 ml (⅓ pint) cream or crème fraîche
               
½ tsp tomato purée
               
2 Tbsp lemon juice
               
2 good pinches saffron stamens or powder
               
100 g (3.5 oz) butter cut into small cubes
               

THE FISH TERRINE
            

    
               	Cut fish into large cubes and blend with eggs and cream in a food processor until smooth. This may have to be done in two lots.
               

    
               	Place the paste in a bowl and mix in the herbs, diced capsicum, salt and pepper with a wooden spoon.
               

    
               	Oil a 1.5 litre (2.5 pint) cooking terrine and pour the mixture into it. Cover with aluminium foil and bake in a bain-marie in the oven at 150°C (300°F) for 40 minutes. It’s cooked when it separates from the sides of the terrine.
               


            
THE SAFFRON SAUCE
            

    
               	In a medium-sized saucepan reduce the cream and fish stock by hard boiling to half its volume. Reduce heat to simmer then add tomato purée, lemon juice and saffron and beat in the cubes of butter one by one with a whisk.
               

    
               	To serve, cover six dinner plates with the saffron sauce and place a thick slice of warm terrine on top. Garnish with fresh herbs.
               


            

All the while I was picking Roland’s brains, bothering him to let me do more entrées and less mindless polishing of copper pots. We got along well despite our different styles, enjoying our frequent arguments about everything except food — the polemics of feminism, whether or not it was honourable to wash dishes, whether opera should be sung in French or not, and many other existential concerns. Champagne was never far from our lips as a reward for victory in a challenge.
         
The other chef in our kitchen was a congenial young Italian whom I never saw in a bad humour in the three years I worked at Le Lutin. Stephan was the working-class son of an Italian father and French mother and the opposite of Roland in every way. He had no intellectual pretensions whatsoever, was gentle where Roland was bombastic, was patient where Roland was explosive, and moved in a sexual zone of confidence that Roland could only hope for. Just as all chefs are philosophers, all restaurant kitchens are hotbeds of sexual banter. I have never worked in a kitchen that didn’t talk ceaselessly of sex. I learned a lot about how French men see women and formed my own theory of the myth of the Latin Lover. We discussed lust as a stress factor, love from the neck up, virility versus handsomeness, lust as a battle, the connection between lust and a challenge, éclat  versus beauty …
         
When I wasn’t in the restaurant I was out in the battlefield of man/woman relations doing practical research to fuel my kitchen discussions. Paris is a sensual emotional city and Parisians love women — fat ones, thin ones, old ones, young ones, ugly ones, beautiful ones. If ever you feel you’re past it — go to Paris; if ever you feel you’re not up to it — go to Paris; if ever you feel less than gorgeous — go to Paris. In New Zealand the principal method of impressing a woman is pragmatic and straightforward, the male making himself more or less agreeable to the female mostly by conversation and general loitering in the vicinity of the object of desire. In Paris things are much more direct and flamboyant. Mais oui.  Say you’re sitting in a bar (in spite of what your mother said about bars) or a café. Complementary drinks start arriving at your table and a devastating eyelocking smile is placed at your disposal along with a string of outrageous compliments.
         
“Vous  êtes  la  plus  belle  femme  que  j’ai jamais  vue.” (“You’re the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.”)
         
“I beg your pardon?”
“Oui,  vous  avez  un  visage  tout  à  fait Picasso.” (“You have a Picasso face.”)
         
[image: ]PETA AND STEFAN OUTSIDE LE  LUTIN DE LA RIVIÈRE
               


“But I’m not cross-eyed.” “Votre  accent  est  charmant,  sexy  et  me  rend fou.” (“Your accent is charming, sexy and drives me crazy.”)
         
“What accent?”
“Êtes-vous  mariée?”  (“Are you married?”)
         
“Yes.”
“Parfait”  (Perfect.)
         
If there’s anything that puts a Latin Lover right at ease it’s a wedding ring. It signals that you won’t ask stupid questions or cause problems. A stupid question is, “What is your name?”; causing a problem is, “What is your wife’s name?” It was in the famous Rosebud bar on the Rue  Delambre  in Montparnasse that I met Denis, whose charm and culture rendered him a prototype Casanova. He loved women and made them feel wonderful, as if they were the only woman in the world, which they were while they were with him. Denis was intelligent, polite, graceful, and never crossed the line into vulgarity or overt sexuality. He had stupefying success with women and broke many hearts. I observed him time after time in his slightly crumpled cream linen suit and open-necked shirt exercising his powers of seduction.
         
One night we were dining together at La  Coupole  laughing, discussing wine and films and indulging in character assassination, when I became aware of eyes glaring at me. I looked up to see a woman with tears running down her face. Denis rose, walked over to her, kissed her hand and shrugged his shoulders as if to say, “C’est  plus  fort  que moi”  — it is beyond my control.
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Sole en Papillote au Poivron Rouge
            
Sole  in  Papillote  with  Red  Pepper  Sauce
            
SERVES 4
            
[image: ]

Ingredients
THE FISH
               
1  cucumber
               
2  shallots
               
1  clove  garlic
               
1  Tbsp  butter
               
Sprig  fresh  mint, chopped
               
Salt  and  freshly  ground pepper
               
800  g  (1lb 12oz) sole fillets
               
4  sheets  tin-foil, parchment  or  baking paper  about  35  cm (14")  long  to  make the  papillotes
               
Sprig  of  mint  to  garnish
               
THE SAUCE
               
6  large  red  peppers
               
2  Tbsp  cream  or crème  fraîche (optional)
               
Salt and freshly ground pepper
               

THE SAUCE
            

    
               	Barely cover the red peppers with salted water and simmer until very soft. Drain, cut into large pieces and discard the cores. Retain the cooking liquid.
               

    
               	Blend peppers in food processor until smooth, then if necessary push the purée through a sieve to eliminate the skins.
               

    
               	Heat the purée gently in a saucepan adding enough cooking liquid to make the consistency creamy.
               

    
               	Stir in the cream, if using, and add salt and pepper to taste.
               

    
               	Put aside until fish is ready.


            
THE FISH
            

    
               	Peel and core cucumber and dice finely. Chop shallots and garlic finely. Place butter, cucumber, shallots, garlic, mint, salt and pepper in a small saucepan and simmer gently for 5 minutes.
               

    
               	Heat oven to highest possible temperature.

    
               	Fold tinfoil sheets in half crossways, brush a little oil on the bottom half and lay 200 g (7 oz) of sole on each.
               

    
               	Divide cucumber mixture into four and spoon on to sole.
               

    
               	Fold top of foil over and close the three sides, folding over the edges three times. If there is the tiniest hole the papilotte will not blow up.
               

    
               	Place the papillotes on a baking tray in the centre of the oven. When they are blown up (about 4 minutes) remove from the oven immediately.
               

    
               	Reheat sauce.

    
               	To serve, cover four dinner plates with red pepper sauce, slit open papillotes and gently place contents on top of sauce. Garnish with a sprig of mint.
               


            

But back to Stephan and the kitchen. He would open the oven with a flourish to reveal perfectly high golden oblongs of puff pastry, kiss his fingers to his lips and say, “Is-a-beautiful what I make.” “Tu  me  montes  le  nervosisme”  was his delicious half-Italian half-French way of telling me I was getting on his nerves. I arrived at work sometimes to find erotic vegetable sculptures involving carrots and tomatoes laid out on the bench with messages like “Sometime you make-a-me crazy.” We prepared a lot of fish — steaming monkfish in packets of lettuce leaves and tomato concassé,  hiding giant prawns inside feuilletés  and blowing up papillotes  full of red pepper purée and sole. Everything was copiously decorated with herbs like mint, basil, rosemary, tarragon, chervil and chives, fresh from Roland’s mother’s garden at Versailles.
         
Soon I became flushed with confidence and pushed Roland to let me do the entrées AND the desserts. He said I was from New Zealand and couldn’t wash dishes, arrange seaweed, drive him up the wall AND make desserts. This was a lie. Being from New Zealand I could easily multi-task, and aside from the seaweed, had been washing dishes, driving people up the wall and making desserts since I was five. We prepared fresh charlottes, chocolate and almond tortes,  clafoutis 
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