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Boozy Food

Cooking with Armagnac

Mayzipevovrag pe Appaviax

Text by Rachel Howard
Photos by James Bedford
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here are more ducks than people living in

Gascony. This lush region of rolling hills,

fortified towns, vineyards and farmsteads
is France’s answer to Tuscany, without the tourists
and inflated prices. Gascons may be a rare breed but
they live longer than anyone else in France, despite
a diet consisting mainly of foie gras, duck fat, and
sausages, all washed down with lashings of Arma-
gnac. Perhaps that’s their secret. France’s oldest
spirit, Armagnac has been known for its therapeu-
tic qualities for centuries. In 1310, Prior Vital Du-
four published a treatise listing the 40 “virtues” of
this amber eau de vie, including curing headaches,
hepatitis, and even deafness. “If taken medically
and soberly,” Dufour claimed, “it recalls the past to
memory, renders men joyous, preserves youth and
retards senility.”Less cloying than cognac, brandy
from Armagnac has an earthier, artisanal quality.
Single distilled in column stills, Armagnac is aged
in oak casks for at least two years (and ideally more
than twenty), which smoothes out its rough edges
and softens its fiery overtones. Although some Ar-
magnacs are vintage dated (such as the superb Do-
maine Boingneéres), most are a blend of different
years and grapes. Gommercially, Armagnac may be
overshadowed by Cognac, its rival appellation about
100 miles north, but connoisseurs and chefs prefer
it. “Armagnac is still mostly distilled on small farms
or by small firms. It’s this old style production, ad-
hering to the traditions of the past, that I like very
much,” says Pascal Aussignac, chef-patron of Club
Gascon, a Michelin-starred restaurant in London.
Like all natives of Gascony, Aussignac makes liberal
use of Armagnac in his kitchen. “I add a splash of
Armagnac to lift a vinaigrette. It has a floral inten-
sity that rounds off any sauce and gives it a kick.
But it works equally well in sweet or savoury dish-
es.” Aussignac’s iconoclastic dishes include OX Oh
La La! (a foie gras cube coated in edible silver leaf in
an Armagnac and plum wine jelly) and Gascon Mess,
a French twist on the English Eton Mess: spiced
prunes folded into crushed meringues and Arma-
gnac creme Chantilly. Armagnac and prunes are a
classic match. Traditional French recipes call for
Agen prunes from the Lot valley. Deep purple, with
a hint of liquorice, they seem to swell with pride and
joy as they are steeped in brandy syrup to make con-
fiture des vieux garcons (old boy’s jam). A sweet fix
to cheer up a lonely bachelor, it’s delicious spooned

over ice cream or served alongside that other Gas-
con favourite, duck confit. Velvety Armagnac finds
its way into all sorts of regional specialities: patés
and flambés, stuffings and stews, tarts, terrines
and truffles. Young VS Armagnacs are an excel-
lent foil for blue cheese and shellfish, while old-
er VSOP, XO and Hors d’Age vintages go best with
game, pork, chocolate, and fruit desserts such as
croustade, the caramelised apple pie particular to
Gascony. Made with hand-pulled dough stretched so
thin it’s known as a ‘bridal veil’, each layer of pas-
try is brushed with duck fat, dusted with sugar, and
sprinkled with Armagnac. The boozy fruit filling
is crowned with pastry triangles crinkled up into
peaks, “like crumpled chiffon scarves,” according to
Pierre Koffmann, the legendary chef who recalls the
gutsy food of his childhood in his cookbook Memo-
ries of Gascony. The best way to kick off a first-class
meal at Koffmann’s restaurant in London’s Berkeley
Hotel is with a Pousse-Rapiére, a traditional aperi-
tif of Armagnac and orange liqueur topped up with
sparkling wine and garnished with a slice of orange.
(Meaning ‘sword thrust’, its name pays homage to
another famous Gascon, D’Artagnan, who inspired
Alexandre Dumas’ The Three Musketeers.) But the
most impressive selection of Armagnacs in London
is at The Gonnaught - not surprising given that chef
Hélene Darroze’s family run Darroze, a collection of
the finest Armagnacs from around 40 estates. You
can sample some of them alongside Hélene Dar-
roze’s signature dessert Baba Armagnac, a twist on
the rum baba, with hibiscus jelly and mascarpone
cream doused in Armagnac. “Like stock, Arma-
gnac is the lubrication of the kitchen. Very useful,
as long as you don’t keep glugging away,” says Fer-
gus Henderson, founder of St John restaurant in
London’s Smithfield. One of Henderson’s favourite
restaurants is La Tupina in Bordeaux, where “the
walls are lined with bottles of Armagnac that go
back almost since man began.” Henderson recom-
mends punctuating long, boozy lunches with a trou
Gascon (Gascon hole) - a shot of ice cold Blanche
Armagnac knocked back between courses to re-
fresh the palate. A clear, unaged spirit, white Ar-
magnac only achieved AOC appellation in 2005,
though distillers have been drinking it on the quiet
for centuries. Clean and crisp, it’s a fine match for
smoked salmon and lemon tart, and a versatile mix-
er for cocktails in place of pisco, cachaca, or vodka.
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St John’s Brown Bread
and Armagnac Ice Cream

Ingredients
250g stale brown bread, crusts cut off
2509 caster sugar
4 large egg yolks
600ml double cream
1% thsp Armagnac

Whizz the bread in a blender to make crumbs. Spread the breadcrumbs on a baking
sheet and toast in an oven preheated to 180°C/gas mark 4 until golden brown.
Remove and leave overnight to ory out. Put 75g of the sugar in a heavy-based
saucepan with two tablespoons of water and place over a low heat until melteo.
Raise the heat and boil without stirring until a dark tan caramel is produced. Stir
in the whizzed breadcrumbs and pour the mixture onto an oiled baking tray to
cool and set. Blitz to coarse crumbs in a food processor and then put to one side.
Place the egg yolks and remaining sugar in a large bowl set it over a saucepan
of simmering water. Whisk with an electric beater until the mixture has tripled
in volume and is very thick and glossy. Remove from the heat and leave to cool
slightly. Whisk the double cream until it forms soft peaks. When the egg yolk
mix has cooled, fold in the whipped cream, then the breadcrumbs, followed by
the Armagnac. Pour into a plastic container and place in the freezer until set.

[oywtd pe Madpo Wl
nat Appavidn Tov St John

Yuoratind
2507p. pumaytdrixno padpo Ypwpl ywels Ty uépa
250yp. Layepn (caster)
4 peyadot xpdnot avywy
600ml npéua yaAantog
1.5 novtddr tn¢ codmag Appavidx

Bdlovus to Yupi oto blender yia va yiver wixovda. Ta aridvovye oe avTinoddy-
TG yoptl no Tor YRvouue o mpobepuaouévo eovpvo (180°C) uéypt va EavBivouy.
To Bydlovue xau ta aphvovue to Peddv yia va oteywioovy xadd. Bdlovue 75yp
{ayapn oe pua Papid natoapble e 2 xovtadiés T cobmag vepd nat ) Pedlovue
o YaUnAn puTid uéypt va Adoet. Avefdlovue T Bepuonpacia xat Bpdlovue ywpl
Vo aVanaTeDOULE UEYPL va SnuovpynBel pua onotpov ypwpatos napauéda. Ilpo-
oBéTouue Ta Piyovda nar yvouue To Uelyua o Eva adegvo e Addl Tl yia va
npudoet xat va otaleporombel. ‘Eraita to fdlovue o= éva blender yio va peta-
Tparel oe YoVTPoUE u6unoUs Hal TOUS apRVouue oTyy dxpn. Bdlovue Ttoug xpdroug
nat Ty vmélowy {dyapn o= Eva peydAo Umod, TO Omolo aXOVUTOUUE AW Ao
e xatoapdda pe vepd mov otyoBpdlel. Avanaredovue pe nhentomnd pikep uéypt to
pelypa va tpurdactaotel o Syno nat va yivet mnyté nat yvadotepd. To Bydlovue
ané TN QWTIA XAl TO APYNVOUUE V&L XpVWCEL Atydut. XTumdue TV npéua yaAaxtog
uéxpt va dnuiovpynBody Povvadduia. Otay npuwoer To Helya e TOUS XpOHOUS,
TPooBETOVNE e TPOTOY T TNV upéua, Ta Yiyovda xat petd to Appavidn. Xdvovue
T0 pelypa oz éva mhaoting Soyelo xat to Pfdlovue otny natdpuén uéyet va ikl
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Gascon Mess
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