



	'Mastering' turns . . ..50 : Local culinary experts discuss the legacy of Julia Child's popular French cookbook
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"Mastering the Art of French Cooking" - that ode, among other things, to all things buttery and cream-based - celebrates its 50th anniversary this year. The News-Press talked with local culinary experts for their take on the classic. 
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Julia Child in her kitchen at Casa Dorinda in Montecito in 2002. 
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Poulet Saute aux Herbes de Provence, as prepared by Michael Hutchings, with glazed carrots, fondant butter-baked potatoes, and haricots verts. It's a dish he says is easy for home cooks to master. 
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Before "Mastering the Art of French Cooking" was published by Alfred A. Knopf in 1961, did the average American housewife know how to make a sauce bèarnaise , a blanquette de veau or a chocolate soufflè? Mais non! 

Well, perhaps not much has changed. But after Volume One of The Book, as Julia Child sometimes called it, was released 50 years ago, ambitious home cooks throughout the U.S. were equipped with the tools to create their own culinary masterpiece. 

Written by Mrs. Child, a Pasadena native, with her two French collaborators, Simone Beck and Louisette Bertholle, the cookbook offered an introduction to classic French cuisine, hitherto little known to Americans, and made it understandable in their own terms -- in their own language and using ingredients available in the States. 

It took the authors some 13 years to get the 732-page book in print, as they laboriously tested the recipes in their kitchens. (For more on the backstory, see www.newspress.com.) 

Readers learned everything from how to julienne carrots in step-by-step illustrations to preparing the rich sauces, soups, eggs, meat and seafood, as well as basic dessert dishes, beloved of France. (Volume Two, released in 1970, later took on French bread and pastries, charcuterie and more.) 

Generations of people taught themselves to cook using their dog-eared copies of MTAFC, a much vaster audience than that of the modest cooking school the authors, known as Les Trois Gourmandes, had run in postwar Paris. 

Not least of their readers was Julie Powell, the New York clerical worker whose blog about cooking her way through the tome became a book and a 2009 movie, "Julie & Julia," sparking off a new wave of the cookbook's popularity. 

To mark the 50th anniversary of "Mastering," the News-Press asked local chefs and culinary experts for their thoughts on the book and whether it influenced them in any way. 

For many, the book is inseparable from their memories of the late Mrs. Child, who became a celebrity from "The French Chef," the TV cooking series, and was a Montecito resident in her later years. 

Chef Michael Hutchings met the affable author in the 1980s, appeared several times on her TV shows and advised her on procuring local supplies when they filmed the WGBH/PBS show "Dinner at Julia's" in Santa Barbara. He's also a longtime board member of the Santa Barbara branch of the American Institute of Wine & Food (Mrs. Child co-founded the national group), and he has prepared Julia-themed dinners for special occasions. 

"From a professional's point of view, what distinguishes her book, this landmark book that she made, is she truly is a teacher," he said. "So many modern cookbooks are just a showcase for the ego of the chef or the restaurant and contain recipes that, god knows, nobody in their right mind would attempt ..." 

"She leads you by the nose, the neophyte, showing you here's the knife, here's how you hold it, here's how you slice, here are the basic ingredients, here are the culinary terms." 

The book offers fundamentals and recipes that build incrementally on each other. 

"From (a) simple recipe she extrapolates and says, Well, OK, you've made this chicken, now you can make a chaud-froid . You can take the chicken juice and make a veloutè , and from that you can make a sauce supr0x90me ." 

And she made the process accessible, he added: She "shows you cooking is not that complicated. It's a very simple sequence of steps you string together with the right ingredients and the right timing. That was her brilliance." 

Celebrity chef Bradley Ogden of Root 246 in Solvang, as well as restaurants in Las Vegas and the Bay Area, credits Mrs. Child with helping launch his career. He, too, appeared on one of her shows and did several cooking demos with her in her later years. 

Though he no longer has his copy of "Mastering," Mr. Ogden said he kept it for many years with his culinary dictionaries and especially used it as a reference while attending the Culinary Institute of America nearly 30 years ago. 

"It's a must-have in your library for any cook," he told the News-Press before heading out to a photo shoot in the Santa Ynez Valley for his new cookbook. 

"For Americans, it brought a clear understanding of French technique, a clear understanding of French food and not only from a definition standpoint but from a lifestyle standpoint. 

"It taught us Americans who more ate just for eating that there's a culture in food and a lifestyle in food, and it brought family and friends together." 

The book's occasional suggestions for using prepackaged items like frozen berries or canned mushrooms are certainly at odds with the award-winning chef's fresh and seasonal philosophy -- and one they talked about later. 

Once during a cooking demo at Beringer Vineyards in Napa Valley, they got into a debate about tomatoes, Mr. Ogden recalled. 

"She said, 'I like to eat my tomatoes in January.' 

"I told her, 'You know those are grown in a hothouse.' 

"And she goes, 'Well, too bad.' 

"She was a purist but sometimes not," he said with a chuckle. 

Chef Randy Bublitz, department chair at Santa Barbara City College's School of Culinary Arts, appreciates "Mastering" from a teacher's perspective because of its level of detail. 

"It's helped me not so much on an individual recipe level but just the fact that it's helped reinforce or show me a good way to present the material," he said. "She has an excellent template, so to speak, for explaining complicated or different types of recipes and cuisines in a way that people can understand." 

And while some people may think of it as "ancient history," "I think it's a book that's just as contemporary as it was then," he asserted. 

"Some of the sauces and foods don't fit into the light style of cooking (that's popular now) but they do fit into the whole idea of that kind of food that Michael Pollan and the others talk about. It is food of the season and it's food that's prepared for the love and enjoyment of the food itself." 

With the revival of "nose-to-tail" cookery -- MTAFC has recipes for blanching brains, braised sweetbreads, kidneys and more -- the book may well be coming back in mode. 

That style of cooking "very much fits into her book because a lot of those recipes are involving ... the less recognized cuts," Mr. Bublitz said. "Here, everybody thinks of pork chops and steak, but there's a lot of the animal that goes way beyond that. Her recipes cover that and what to do with that." 

Since last fall, Jane Hollander-Bonifazzi has taught a popular class called "Cooking with Jane and Julia" through SBCC's Continuing Education Division. It's based on her own seasonal approach to cooking and Julia Child's methods and recipes. Students are cooking dishes inspired by the book, like a chicken fricassèe, a traditional potato leek soup and Grand Marnier soufflè. 

"I always turned to Julia in a time of need," the instructor said. "Whether it was a pàte é choux (a cream puff pastry) or toasting bread, she was the final word." 

While Ms. Hollander-Bonifazzi had seen many of the shows and read Mrs. Child's other books, she came belatedly to "Mastering." "Now that I'm finding it, I realize you can teach an old dog new tricks," she said. 

"I haven't mastered it, that's for damn sure," she added, "but I know people who have." 

One of the things she admires most is that Mrs. Child refused to keep the money from her cooking shows on WGBH in Boston. 

"It went back into public television," she said. "The only money she took was from '(Mastering) the Art of French Cooking.' She refused all the other money. She wouldn't sell herself out. She didn't have a line of cookware." 

Tracey Ryder still remembers when Mrs. Child, then in her 90s, invited her and her partner, Carole Topalian, to have lunch with her at Casa Dorinda in Montecito after Mrs. Child saw a copy of their flagship publication, Edible Ojai, in 2003. 

"She had just had a knee surgery and was still in a wheelchair recovering," recalled the part-time Santa Barbara resident, who oversees an international network of Edible food magazines. "I remember thinking she would be all frumpy and tired out 'cause she had had surgery ... and her hair was done perfectly. Her nails were perfect. Her makeup was perfect. 

"I was like, 'Oh my god! I can never be like her.' " 

The book influenced not only Ms. Ryder's cooking but her writing. (Ms. Ryder has written food stories for magazines for many years, and Edible Communities, the company she heads, recently started publishing a series of cookbooks.) 

"The thing I love about it most is the narrative style of the recipes and just the way she tells such stories with every recipe, and goes to such lengths to make sure that every person can make it perfectly, if they just do it exactly the way she says to do it. I just love that style!" 

It's not something that publishers encourage much these days -- "you know, they want the quick, bullet-pointed little list of how you do something," she said -- but it's something she feels is missing right now. 

As for cooking, among her favorite parts of the book are the egg section and recipes for lobster Thermidor and leg of lamb with Dijon mustard and mashed garlic. 

The lamb is particularly delicious, she said. "In fact, we did it for Easter in Santa Barbara with our publishers from Edible Cape Cod ... We followed Julia to the letter of the law!" 

The book encourages readers to "slow down and take your time and work through it," she added. "It's a process. And then you can literally master a recipe." 

e-mail: khughes@newspress.com 

IF YOU GO 

Jane Hollander-Bonifazzi plans to teach "Cooking with Jane and Julia" again in the late winter and spring terms. 

The class is scheduled for Feb. 16 through March 16 and May 18 through June 15 at the Schott Center, 310 W. Padre St. There are two sections both terms: 10 a.m. to 2 p.m. and 6 p.m. to 10 p.m. Wednesdays. 

The class is sponsored by Santa Barbara City College's Continuing Education Division. Students can still register for the Feb. 16 classes. Registration for the spring term (for the May 18 classes) begins the week of March 21. 



The making of "Mastering" 

In "My Life in France," Julia Child's 2006 memoir written with her nephew, Alex Prud'homme, she remembers the day in September 1961 she finally sat down with a bound copy of "Mastering the Art of French Cooking" on her lap. 

"It was 732 pages long, weighed a ton, and was wonderfully illustrated by Sidonie Coryn," Mrs. Child recalled. "I could hardly believe the old monster was really in print. Was it a mirage? Well, that weight on my knees must mean something! The book was perfectly beautiful in every respect." 

A month later, the tome would be published by Alfred A. Knopf and the rest would be history. It would become a culinary classic beloved by American housewives and budding chefs alike, paving the way for Mrs. Child to become one of TV's greatest cooking celebrities. 

But before then, it had taken her French co-authors Simone Beck and Louisette Bertholle some 13 years - nine with the American Mrs. Child on board - to get the book in print, as they laboriously tested the recipes in their kitchens and tried to find American equivalents for French ingredients. 

One time, after finding it nearly impossible to procure créme fra"che in the U.S., an exasperated Mrs. Child wailed to Mrs. Beck, "WHY DID WE EVER DECIDE TO DO THIS ANYWAY?" 

Over time, Mrs. Child and Mrs. Beck became the principal authors of the book. The friends tried to hash out details of the manuscript in a long - and, at times, heated - correspondence between Paris and wherever Mrs. Child and her husband Paul, a U.S. foreign service employee, were stationed, from Marseille to Plittersdorf, Germany, to Oslo, Norway. 

Before they settled on "Mastering the Art of French Cooking," myriad names for the book were considered. Among others they pondered: "French Recipes for American Cooks," "Do It Yourself French Cooking," "The Witchcraft of French Cooking," "Method in Cuisine Madness" and "Food-France-Fun." 

Volume One went on to have more than 60 printings, and finally landed on The New York Times best-seller list in 2009, when the film "Julie & Julia" was released and a MTAFC revival ensued. Volume Two was issued in 1970. 



POULET SAUTE AUX HERBES DE PROVENCE 

(Chicken Sautéed with Herbs and Garlic, Egg Yolk and Butter Sauce) 

Chefs' note: Basil, thyme or savory, a pinch of fennel, and a bit of garlic give this sauté a fine Provençal flavor that is even more pronounced if your herbs are fresh. The sauce is a type of hollandaise, as the herbal, buttery pan juices are beaten into egg yolks to make a thick and creamy liaison. 

1/4 -pound (1 stick) butter 

21/2 to 3 pounds frying chicken, cut-up and dried in a towel 

1 teaspoon thyme or savory 

1 teaspoon basil 

1/4 teaspoon ground fennel 

Salt and pepper 

3 cloves unpeeled garlic 

2/3 cup dry white wine or 1/2 cup dry white vermouth 

2 egg yolks 

1 tablespoon lemon juice 

1 tablespoon dry white wine or white vermouth 

Optional: 2 or 3 tablespoons softened butter 

2 tablespoons fresh minced basil, fresh fennel tops or parsley 

For the chicken: In a heavy, 10-inch fireproof casserole, heat the butter until it is foaming, then turn the chicken pieces in it for 7 to 8 minutes, not letting them color more than a deep yellow. Remove the white meat. Season the dark meat with herbs (thyme or savory, basil and ground fennel), salt and pepper, and add the garlic to the casserole. Cover and cook slowly for 8 to 9 minutes. 

Season the white meat and add it to the casserole, basting the chicken with the butter. Cook for about 15 minutes, turning and basting 2 or 3 times, until the chicken is tender and its juices run pale yellow when the meat is pricked with a fork. 

When the chicken is done, remove it to a hot platter, cover and keep warm. 

For the sauce: Mash the garlic cloves in the casserole with a spoon, then remove the garlic peel. Add the 2/3 cup wine and boil it down over high heat, scraping up coagulated sauté juices until the wine has been reduced by half. 

In a small enameled saucepan, beat the egg yolks until they are thick and sticky. Beat in the lemon juice and wine. Then beat in the casserole liquid, a half-teaspoon at a time to make a thick creamy sauce like a hollandaise. 

Beat the sauce over very low heat for 4 to 5 seconds to warm and thicken it. Remove from heat and beat in more butter by tablespoons if you wish. Beat in the herbs (minced basil, fennel tops or parsley) and correct seasoning. 

Spoon the sauce over the chicken and serve. 

Yield: For 4 to 6 people 

Source: adapted from "Mastering the Art of French Cooking," Volume One, by Julia Child, Louisette Bertholle and Simone Beck 

CLAFOUTI AUX POIRES (Pear flan) 

Chefs' note: The clafouti, which is traditional in the Limousin during the cherry season, is peasant cooking for family meals, and about as simple a dessert to make as you can imagine: a pancake batter poured over fruit in a fireproof dish, then baked in the oven. It looks like a tart and is usually eaten warm. 

(If you have no electric blender, work the eggs into the flour with a wooden spoon, gradually beat in the liquids, then strain the batter through a fine sieve.) 

1/4 cup cognac, pear liqueur or brandy 

1/3 cup granulated sugar 

1 cup milk or cream 

3 cups peeled, cored and sliced ripe pears (11/4 to 11/2 pounds pears) 

3 eggs 

1 tablespoon vanilla extract 

1/8 teaspoon salt 

2/3 cup sifted all-purpose flour 

Powdered sugar in a shaker 

Mix cognac, pear liqueur or brandy with granulated sugar. Let pears soak for 1 hour in liquid mixture, then drain liquid and reserve. Set aside pears. 

Preheat oven to 350 degrees. In an electric blender, place the liquid, milk or cream, sugar, eggs, vanilla extract, salt and flour in the order listed. Cover and blend at top speed for 2 to 3 minutes. 

In a 7- to 8-cup lightly buttered, fireproof baking dish or about 11/2 -inch-deep Pyrex pie plate, pour a 1/4 -inch layer of batter. Set over moderate heat for a minute or two until a film of batter has set in the bottom of the dish. Remove from heat. 

Place pear slices over the batter. Pour on the rest of the batter and smooth the surface with the back of a spoon. 

Place in middle position of preheated oven and bake for about an hour. The clafouti is done when it has puffed and browned, and a needle or knife plunged into its center comes out clean. 

Sprinkle top of clafouti with powdered sugar just before bringing it to the table. (The clafouti need not be served hot, but should still be warm. It will sink down slightly as it cools.) 

Yield: For 6 to 8 people 

Source: adapted from "Mastering the Art of French Cooking," Volume One, by Julia Child, Louisette Bertholle and Simone Beck 

For fees and more information, call 687-0812 or go to http://sbcc.augusoft.net. 


