8 GOOD TO GO FOOD STUFF

FRENCH
LESSONS

There’s more to Versailles
than its palace, including a rich
food culture that visitors can delve
into during cooking classes with a
Cordon Bleu-trained chef.

BY LOIS YASAY

It’s only 11 a.m. in the leafy Paris suburb of Ver-
sailles, and we are already an hour into making
lunch. My job is to clean the scallops ever so gen-
tly before skewering them on thyme branches to
be seared in fragrant butter. Natalie, the student
beside me, is absorbed in picking only the best
leaves of baby spinach and removing the hard
stems. The greens will be served with a red-wine
vinaigrette alongside the scallops.

And that’s just the entrée.

I have signed up for a half-day culinary work-
shop with Patricia Boussaroque at her
atelier inside a renovated 18th-century
townhouse, just a stroll from the gates
of Versailles’ famous palace. She’s the
antithesis of what you'd expect from
a French chef, a blonde woman with
laughing eyes, a welcoming double-
kiss, and a pink apron tied around her
waist—twice, of course. That’s prob-
ably the first thing they teach you at
the Cordon Bleu.

The main dish of bavette aux écha-
lotes confites (flank steak with cara-
melized shallots) takes much longer to
prepare than I imagined. We simmer
prime cuts of beef with spices in vina-
igre de xérés, a wine vinegar made from
sherry, for nearly an hour. I cannot
hide my consternation when Boussa-
roque pounds the cooked meat into a

I'm surprised to learn that Boussa-
roque wasn’t always a chef. After 20 years
of working at a large company, she left
her comfortable job as a human resources
manager to follow her passion by studying
cuisine and patisserie at Le Cordon Bleu in
Paris. Patricia graduated with top marks in
2009, but did not proceed to work at a res-
taurant as most of her peers have done. In-
stead, she opened a cooking school in her
hometown, just opposite Versailles’ Notre-
Dame Market, where she could procure her
ingredients from the best artisans and pro-

largest and most succulent box of raspberries
I've ever seen. “French cooking is often not just
about the flavors,” Boussaroque says, “It’s also
about tasting with your eyes.”

Her fromagier at Le Gall offers her the finest
cheese selection, alongside suggestions for what
to pair with her menus and wine. I am soon in-
troduced to Comté, a French cheese made from
unpasteurized cow’s milk that tastes slightly
sweet. It’s become my favorite ever since.

While Boussaroque is on a first-name basis
with the fishmongers at L'Espadon, she con-
siders Véronique of the upscale grocer Olives
et Temptations a personal friend. Véronique’s
épicerie stocks indulgent ingredients such as
vanilla pods and sucre casson, the large-grained
sugar that’s essential for making chouquettes.

With another day to spare in Versailles, I de-
cide to join one of Boussaroque’s pastry classes,
where I learn of the seemingly negligible but
often crucial techniques in French cooking, like
putting the dough or cream into a cooling appa-
ratus to rest before baking. Or slamming a tray
filled with macaron batter a few times on the
table to release air bubbles. Over the course of
these workshops, Boussaroque often exclaims
“Délicatement!” as we mix creams or work with
pastries. Instead of overworking the batter, we
must delicately put air into the mixture.

And yet, the most memorable part of my
experience goes beyond tasting a freshly baked
meringue or honing my culinary skills. What
remains with me is Boussaroque’s excitement,
an unchanging constant in each of the classes
she conducts.

“My dream,” she says, “is to show people the
pleasure of cooking with only the best ingredi-
ents, giving them new ideas and allowing them
to discover new flavor combinations. What
drives me is the joy of coming together around
a meal cooked with love.” ®
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