Gourmet Magazine


Cooking Class: A Week in Provence
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New Yorkers and Chicagoans still rely on Florida oranges and grapefruits to brighten their snowy winters. Southern Californians, however, have  graduated to more interesting takes on the citrus theme.   The Big Wong pummelo, a giant, pear-shaped variety of the ancestorto the grapefruit, is particularly popular around Chinese NewYear, when customers mob the Alhambra farmers market to stock up on this thick-skinned, white-pulped curiosity that's reputed to bring good luck. Cocktail grapefruits, sweet and juicy hybrids of pummelos and mandarin oranges, began appearing some 20 years ago-after somebody filched the budwood from the University of California's Citrus Variety Collection. For those who will never have the option of surfing in January, it may come as some comfortto learn that at least one of the Golden State's more obscure citruses is now available by mail. Cocktail grapefruits, $27for a 20-pound box, from George and Gale Cunningham (760-728-7343). New Yorkers can look for Big Wong pummelos at Gourmet Garage.

-David Karp

Wild sea bass stuffed with fennel is in the oven, and the ingredients for tomorrow evening's beef daube are marinating in red wine. We are outside in a walled garden, beneath the

spreading branches of a giant plane tree, 

deliberating over the choice of aperitif. Pastis, of course, and

rose are among the bottles on the tray,
but a late September chill is in the air,
and I choose dark brown vin de noix, a
fortified wine made by a local farmer.
The oil from the walnuts leaves a very


slight film on the side of the glass. I wince at
the first sip-too sweet for me, I think, but then
the finish is deep, spicy, and tart. It is excellent.

I'm one of eight students at Georgeanne Brennan'scooking school in thesouth of France. Brennan is American, and when she is not gar​dening or writing or teaching in northern Cali​fornia, she is at home, truly at home, in Haute Provence. This remote backcountry is dry and hardscrabble compared to Peter Mayle count​ry to the south. And it has been Brennan's com​munity for 30 years. Her son was born here; he was brought home from the hospital in a shallow straw basket that now holds veget​ables and fragrant sheaves of lemon verbena in a corner of the kitchen.

Brennan's weeklong program is held in a restored 17th-century convent i n the tiny, med​ieval village of Aups. The classes are hands​on and beautifully organized, but utterly relaxed and informal. Concepts, rather than recipes, are emphasized. Boning a fish or chicken doesn't seem so formidable as long as you remember your knife should be touch​ing bone throughoutthe process, for instance.

Falling into the easy pace of Brennan's life seems the most natural thing in the world, for it's tied to the seasons, to the countryside, to the produits du terroir found in the bustling open​

air markets and village shops. An afternoon's excursion is a genuine field trip-we come back bearing wild fennel and thyme, juniper berries, purslane, and an aromatic Charentais (the true cantaloupe) from a neighbor of Brennan's. By the end of the week, we will be able to tell the difference between honey made from wild lavender and that made from cultivated lavender; we will be able to tell a two-day-old goat cheese from one that's five days old, and a real Banon from an im​postor. We will have bottled and corked the local red wine. (A single visit to the winery up the road, which sells rose and an uncompli​cated, fruity red in bulk, makes it perfectly obvious that wine is not a luxury here, but another food group.) We will have learned that a sublime meal can be as simple as a handful of mushrooms and spinach leaves simmered in good chicken stock, a chunky slab of pate, and a green salad. When I ask Bren​nan's assistant (soon to return to her "real" life in California) what she has learned from her monthlong stint, her reply is from the heart. "My approach to everyday meals will be different," she says. "If you take time out for a meal, it makes the rest of the day better." 
CLASS NOTES

Favorite piece of equipment: Wooden mortar and pestle.

Favorite ingredient: Fresh wild herbs.

•
Neat trick: Mash the freshest goat cheese you can find with a fork, then soften itwith a little cream. Drizzle with honey, and you've got dessert.

Any complaints?: I had to come home. 11~
 For more information: Call 530-795-3043 or go to www.georgeannebrennan.com; $2,750 for one week (includes lodging).

-Jane Daniels Lear
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