Christmas in Provence
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ine hours south of Paris,
one-apd a-half hours south
of

nowhere I spent one of my

most delightful culinary
Christmases in a centuries-old farm-
house outside the little town of Revest-
du-Bion, Alpes De Haute, Provence. In
the distance was the snow-capped
Mont de Ventoux, the highest point in
Provence and an up-and-coming wine
region. In the valleys were rows of
lavender fields that in July would be
bright purple, but were now brown
and brittle. The wind was crisp; the
sky, blue and bright. The arid terrain
was dotted with wilted scrub oaks that
camouflaged the gold that grows on
their roots — truffles.

With the hordes of tourists gone, I
felt like I was part of a surviving tribe
that had settled in for the winter to
await the infamous Mistral winds
that blow cold and at gale force
through the south of France and into
the Gulf of Lion. But the country
house was warm, thanks to radiant
heat and the warmth from the simple
kitchen that produced the treats that
were to come on Christmas Eve.

“They put voodoo spells on our play-
ers; that’s what happened. The
Frenchman can’'t win against the
African who puts curses on him,” says
Christiaan, a local chef who is catering
our feast. The defeat of France to Sier-
ra Leone in the World Cup Soccer
match is apparently only understand-
able if supernatural forces were at
play. Christiaan is a man with a large
belly, a ruddy complexion and a bul-
bous nose who looks as though he
works, sleeps and eats in his black and

white checked chef’s pants and black
clogs. He is surrounded by Americans
whom he can tell don’t buy into the
voodoo idea by the smirks on our faces
and the “Voodoo, really?” response
from one of the guests

explam a soccer loss with splrlts and
witcheraft, when it comes to cooking,
they are solidly on terra firma. They
use seasonal vegetables at their dis-
posal, wild game, local culinary spe-
cialties and their talents with pastries
to bring off a fabulous meal.

We began at 7 p.m. with hors d’oeu-
vres of caramelized onion tarts, puffed
pastry stuffed with country ham and
local farmer cheeses and crusty bread
with an olive tapenade. The corks from
Dom Perignon popped and there were
bubbles and good cheer along with the
good food. There were 14 of us around
the table, some from the United
States, some from France and others
from Germany.

We ate until the silver inlay of the
trays showed through, not realizing
that these salty tidbits were just the
tip of the iceberg, the awakening of
the taste buds so to speak. We hadn’t
gotten down to serious eating yet.

When the last of the tarts was
gone, we sauntered into the dining
room, complete with a 10-foot
Christmas tree, to take our places.
We had been promised treats and
now that our mouths had had a
warm-up, the marathon could be-
gin. Zaldi the server swooped down
with plates of pumpkin chutney,
raspberry coulis, foie gras and toast
points. I may not like the way foie
gras is produced, but as a “foodie”
my curiosity about the texture and
flavor won me over.

SEE PROVENCE, ES8




[image: image2.jpg]PROVENCE rromEs

There's no meal served without the cheese

The combination of the chunks
of sweet pumpkin and the but-
tery smoothness of the liver
brought together the dichotomy
that is Provence: Country to its
core but more sophisticated with
its cuisine than almost anywhere
else on Earth.

After those plates were
cleared we were ready for the
main course — a venison stew,
eggplant polenta mousse and
fresh green beans. What’s amaz-
ing to me is the very gentleness
of the food that night. The veni-
son stew, cooked until the meat
fell apart on the fork, and the
eggplant polenta mousse was
light and tender. So rich, but we
didn’t notice. What we did notice
was the crackling of the cav-
ernous fireplace, the candles
spitting wax on the linen table-
cloth and the local red wine that
passed like musical chairs with
the music never stopping. We
laughed at memories past and
yelled compliments to the chef as
we chewed happily.

With a 10-minute break behind
us, we were ready for the salad
course. Thankfully, this was sim-
ple local lettuce tossed with fresh
olive oil and vinegar. Thick coun-
try bread, piled in baskets — one
for each end of the table — began

to diminish along with the home-
made salty butter.

There is no meal in Provence
without cheese. This region is
known for its aromatic, young,
very soft cheese, either wrapped
in chestnut leaves or, if a bit
firmer, rolled in herbs or nuts.
Our tray held about 8 different
kinds of these local and regional
cheeses.

I knew we were getting to the
dessert course, but I had forgot-
ten about the fruit. Even in win-
ter, the Provencals eat lots of
fruit. Our platter had an artistic
display of pineapple, grapes, ap-
ples, oranges and walnuts. At
this point, all I could do was stare
at it as it went around the table.
I'd heard that the stomach can
expand and I imagined mine
stretched and resting on my hip-
bone by now.

Biuche de Noel, or Christmas
log, is a standard in French sea-
sonal desserts. Each baker has
his or her special way of making
it, decorating it and presenting it.
Christiaan made two, one with
chocolate filling and one with
strawberry filling. On top of the
logs were marzipan flowers and
leaves and ribbons of frosting
along with some toys for the chil-
dren. To cut it, Christiaan

brought in his freshly sharpened
cake knife and made a little
speech. This one had nothing to
do with voodoo and soccer but
everything to do with the sanctity
of food for the spirit and soul and
sharing it with those you love. Af-
ter two days of work, he seemed
just the slightest bit reluctant to
cut into the cakes.

The host of the party pulled
out two bottles of Sauterne and
passed around the traditional 13
desserts or “Treize Desserts,”
which are meant to symbolize
Christ and the 12 apostles. Now
add in coffee, tea, more wine and,
in my case, some fuzzy thoughts
and you have the ultratradition-
al recipe for overindulgence.

At 10:30 p.m., when the last of
the courses had been eaten and
the only illumination was from
the 10-foot tall Christmas tree
and the red glow of the ambers
in the fireplace because the can-
dles had long since burned
down, we were in for one last
treat. Zaldi, after taking away all
the plates and platters, pulled
out his guitar and sang John
Denver’s “Country Road Take
Me Home” and Bob Dylan’s
“Knocking on Heaven’s Door”
with the rest of us joining in for
the choruses.





Eastern foods for Easter
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his week, five planets (Mercury, Venus,
Mars, Jupiter and Saturn) are aligned and
should be visible to the naked eye if the
Michigan sky cooperates. You may miss
this celestial phenomenon, but there is a
different kind of heavenly alignment that
clouds can’t obliterate: This spring the Western
and Orthodox Easters will be celebrated on the
same day.

Easter history 101

From 326 A.D. to 1582 A.D., Christianity deter-
mined Easter using an algorithm approved by a
church council in 325 A.D.

This date was the first Sunday after the vernal
equinox, which according to the Julian calendar
was fixed at March 21. In 1054 A.D., the Orthodox
and Roman Catholic churches split but they still
celebrated Easter on the same day. Faced with a
vernal equinox that kept slipping back, the
Catholics and Protestants in 1582 A.D. adopted the
Gregorian Calendar in order to restore the equi-
nox at least to an average of March 20th.

Albert Van Helden, professor of history at Rice
University and an expert on Galileo and science
from that era, explains, “The most important feast
day on the Christian calendar is Easter, when the
suffering, death and resurrection of Christ are cel-
ebrated. In the New Testament, we find that
Christ’s crucifixion occurred in the week of
Passover. On the Jewish calendar, Passover was
celebrated at the full moon of the first month
(Nisan) of spring. In developing their own cal-
endar (4th century CE), Christians put East-
er on the first Sunday after the first full
moon after the spring equinox. If the
equinox was wrong, then Easter was
celebrated on the wrong day. Most
other Christian observances (e.g., the
beginning of Lent, Pentecost) are
reckoned backward or forward
from the date of Easter. An error
in the equinox thus introduced
numerous errors in the entire
religious calendar.”

The Gregorian calendar ac-
commodates for the change in
the equinox.

So now that two different
calendars are used to deter-
mine Easter, when the two
calendars coincide it is
cause for real celebration.
And a celebration, both at
church and at home, it is.

Tradition
at the table

When we think of Easter;
the first food that comes to
mind is the Easter egg. In
the Western tradition, the
eggs are dyed pastel colors
and are hidden for children
to find and placed in bas-
kets. In the Orthodox tradi-
tion, the eggs are dyed red to
symbolize the blood of Christ.
After the service on Easter
Sunday worshipers rap their
hard-boiled eggs against other
parishioners, saying “Christ has
Risen.” The person with the last

uncracked egg is considered lucky. The red eggs
are also baked into the traditional sweet Easter
bread called Tsoureki.

While dyed eggs, whether pastel or red, may be
colorful and tasty, the tradition of using colored eggs
dates back well before Christianity when the Cre-
tans and Egyptians used them to symbolize the com-
ing of spring and springtime fertility rituals.

In the Western Easter celebration, ham is the
typical meat. That tradition is hard to pin down.
Some say it began with William the Conquerer or
that the pig in many cultures is a symbol of pros-
perity. Others say it started in the 1600s when the
colonists used ham that had been smoked and
cured during the winter. But within the Greek Or-
thodox community, lamb is the meat that graces
every table on Easter. Not only is it one of the most
common meats in Greece, but the spring lamb or
“Agnus Dei,” Lamb of God, has been a Chris-
tian symbol since the time of Jesus. Be-
fore the roasted lamb is the table
centerpiece, there is Magerit-
sa, Easter or Resurrec-
tion soup. This soup
is made with
minced lamb,
lamb broth
and rice.
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“Easter Sunday is a day of happiness because it
symbolizes resurrection and hope,” says Vicki Mas-
ters, a parishioner of St. Nicholas Church. “Every
year we get together with friends and family. The
meal often begins at 3 p.m. and can go on for hours.”

Masters, a travel consultant for Conlin Travel, and
her husband Thano, who owns the Lamplighter
Restaurant, enjoy having a large crowd at their table
for Easter celebration. Their typical meal includes
Mageritsa, red eggs, Greek salad, roasted potatoes,
spinach pie, stuffed grape leaves, feta cheese, olives
and of course roasted lamb.

“On this day we try to be nice and love each
other. There’s a lot of kisses and hugs,” says
Masters.
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