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Soul Food à la Française
Savoring fouée, the puffy, delicacy-stuffed bread, is a mouthwatering trip into France's distant past
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By JACQUELINE FRIEDRICH

'Eat with your
fingers. It's more
practical."

Say what?

The owner of a
French
restaurant
advising French
clients to eat
with their
fingers?
Etiquette is so
hard-wired into
the French brain
that its well-bred
citizens attack
chicken wings
with bold knife
and fork. We
are, however, in
La Grange à
Dîme, a fouée

restaurant in the French town of Montreuil-Bellay,, a breed of eatery known by few travelers. And fouée-
restaurant fare practically defies cutlery.
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Fouées in the traditional wood-burning oven at Les Caves de la Genevraie, a fouée restaurant in Louresse-
Rochemenier, France.
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Fouée is an ancient bread. History tells us that it was born as a
way for bakers to test the heat of their wood ovens: they'd rip off
a piece of dough, roll it out and stick it in the oven. Minutes
later, out comes a puffed-up bubble of hot crust filled with air.
Its closest relative may be the pita. But your standard pita is
burlap to the fouée's gossamer.

Nature abhors a vacuum and so does a fouée. You prick it open
and fill it with various stuffings, most of them dictated by local
tradition, to wit: rillettes (unctuous pork spread called "brown
marmalade" by novelist Honoré de Balzac), mogettes (the
Vendée's celebrated dried white beans), Loire goat cheese and
lightly salted butter.

Here you have the mainstays of the honest-to-God fouée
restaurant, a style of eatery pretty much limited to the
Saumurois in the western stretch of the Loire Valley. The set
menus vary little from one place to another and are usually
fleshed out with mushrooms, a meat preparation, salad, dessert
and serviceable regional wine.

Killjoys might dismiss these as "theme" restaurants, but there's
nothing Red Lobsterish about La Grange à Dîme or the best of
its cousins. Their foodstuffs are based on ancient
foodways—many known to Rabelais—and are resolutely
home-grown.

Your meal at La Grange à Dîme, for example, starts with a glass
of sweet Chenin Blanc from the Coteaux du Layon to
accompany a galipette, a large (locally cultivated) mushroom,
stuffed and baked to melting crunchiness in the hearth.

Next the fouées are brought from the hearth to be filled with
rillettes, butter or, better yet, both. And along comes a lightly
chilled Anjou rouge, in this case, a forthright Cabernet Franc.

The main course, confit de canard and mogettes, cooks in the
hearth in a big casserole to lip-smacking crustiness. I stuffed
everything into the fouées which I had already smothered with
butter. Disgustingly delicious. Then came salad and tangy goat

cheese, followed by the first strawberries of the season and topped with the best whipped cream I have ever
eaten.

La Grange à Dîme, a 15th-century structure, was once the storage place for "gifts" (taxes, really) that commoners
were obliged to give local lords. The heavy wood beams, the magnificent chestnut eaves all date from the
building's origins. From time to time musicians perform medieval music, and the staff, at all times, wears period
dress.

This, at first, made me fear terminal corniness. What the staff was actually wearing, however—long skirts,
embroidered vests and smocks—was no different from what they wear during the numerous local fairs and
reunions of wine brotherhoods. This is Plantagenet country. There is always a reason to don medieval garb and
cue the local Jordi Savalls.
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Jean-Pierre Hay, chef of La Grange à Dîme, prepares
fouées.
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The unbaked dough.
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The restaurant's dining room.
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WHERE TO STAY

Château de Verrières (above)
A 10-room gem in the center of Saumur, behind
the National Riding Academy (Cadre Noir), with a
dreamy park and a pool. Owner Yolaine de
Valbray-Auger couldn't be more accommodating.
Rates from €150 ($189.80) for a double and €290
for an apartment-size suite decorated with
museum-quality Chinese pottery. Tel:
+33-241-38-05-15 (from abroad);
contact@chateau-verrieres.com

Demeure de la Vignole
If the owner's froideur doesn't deter you, this
10-room semi-troglodyte hotel overlooking the
vineyards of Saumur-Champigny has a lot to
offer: a charming site; thematically decorated
rooms; and, above all, a dramatic heated
swimming pool carved into the rock of its own
troglodyte cave. Think Fellini. Rates from €95 for
a double. +33-241-53-67-00,
demeure@demeure-vignole.com

THE RESTAURANTS

(In general, call ahead to check off-season
opening hours.)

La Grange à Dîme
02-41-50-97-24; grange-a-dime.com; open
nightly in season and for Sunday lunch; open
weekends off-season. Closed Mondays.

Les Caves de la Genevraie
02-41-59-34-22; http://genevraie.troglodyte.info/

Le Clos des Roches (above)
02-41-45-59-36, lesclosdesroches.fr; open for
lunch and dinner with reservation; closed
Mondays, Friday lunchtimes and Sunday nights

What's more, it fits the setting. Montreuil-Bellay, an enchanting
town on the river Thouet with an 11th-century château, invites
strolling—around the fortress, the narrow streets, the lush river
banks. And most of the other fouée restaurants are located in
similarly captivating settings such as troglodyte caves—
enormous, hydra-headed labyrinths created when the stone was
quarried for building the local châteaux, churches and homes.
Many now serve as winemaking or mushroom-cultivating
cellars.

About 13 miles west of Montreuil-Bellay you'll find some of the
Loire's most remarkable troglodytes, among them Dénezé-
sous-Doué, its walls completely covered with enigmatic 16th-
and 17th-century sculptures, and La Rochemenier, a 20-room
troglodyte village, with farms and a chapel, of more than two
acres. La Genevraie is, blessedly, part of this ensemble.

La Genevraie's setting is enchanting: A path curves down to the
entry, bordered with flowering rosebushes. The main room is
surely as close as a troglodyte cave can ever get to evoking a
proper English tea parlor—with its candles and vases filled with
fresh roses, its window sills lined with antique dolls and its
walls hung with old kitchen utensils.

Chopped mushrooms, cooked with carrots and seasonings,
come stuffed into fouées. Then rillettes followed by rillauds,
large cubes of pork which have been salted and simmered in
water until fork-tender. These have been sliced into glistening
little strips and piled onto superb mogettes. There is a break
before cheese and dessert (excellent pear-and-chocolate tart) to
tour the caves, see the oven and chat with the owner-baker.

The authenticity and the quality of the products served at both
La Grange à Dîme and La Genevraie have been guaranteed by
the Parc Naturel Régional Loire-Anjou-Touraine, which
supervises activities associated with the Loire since it has been
recognized as Unesco's largest World Heritage site. Two other
restaurants are also recommended: Le Cave aux Moines, where
fouées are served with mushrooms grown on the spot, and Le
Moulin de Sarre, a working flour mill with a fouée restaurant
adjunct.

Many of the ever-increasing number of fouée restaurants don't
make the grade. Le Clos des Roches, deep in the fields of
Grezille, however, is every bit as good as the best.

You might want to bring a flashlight when dining here. From
the parking area you must descend a rocky path to a dirt road,
past a private home, before getting to the troglodyte that houses
the restaurant. The fouées here are oblong rather than round
and might win the gold medal for quality. The young server
keeps them coming and lights a candle under a serving dish for
the mogettes—which follow the rillettes and butter,
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except during bank holidays.

La Cave aux Moines
02-41-67-95-64, cave-aux-moines.com

Le Moulin de Sarré
02-41-51-81-32, www.moulin-de-sarre.fr
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accompanied by slabs of smoky Vendée ham cooked in the wood
oven. There's salad, excellent goat cheese from north of Angers
and, for dessert, Tarte Tatin.

Each of these restaurants is cavernous. They accept tour buses.
Fear not. You're likely to be surrounded by locals out for a

down-home feast.
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