GOURMET
ESCAPE

AMID THE LANGUID SCENERY OF THE STUNNING
LANGUEDOC REGION OF FRANCE, LIZZIE GORE
GRIMES EMBARKS ON A CULINARY ODYSSEY
INTO THE WORLD OF “INTUITIVE COOKING” AND
SAMPLES SOME EXCEPTIONAL LOCAL PRODUCE
ALONG THE WAY

PETRA CARTER is the kind of woman I want to be when I grow
up. The only trouble is I'm 34 and I could never catch up! Carter is
one of those endlessly inspiring people who simply never stops. She
is a cook, artist, photographer, writer and mother. She has travelled
the world (picking up fluent English, French, Spanish and Swahili to
add to her native Dutch), and has now done what so many others
only dream of: moved to France to open a B&B and cookery school
by the Canal du Midi in the Languedoc.

Carter bubbles with a unique effervescent energy that is fuelled,
in no small part, by the variety of influences in her life. Conceived
in Indonesia and born and raised in Amsterdam, Carter took off to
Africa at the age of 21, where she met her Irish pilot husband.
Twelve years later they moved to Ireland, the place Carter considers
home —it was here that she raised her two sons and made her name
as a food writer, food photographer and cook.

Five years ago, Carter decided to make the leap and move to
France. [ had heard a lot about the intimate cookery and art courses
she was running in the pretty Languedoc region, and was buzzing
with anticipation to go and try one out for myself.

We arrived for a weekend course on a warm Friday evening and
were collected at Toulouse airport by Carter and her right-hand
man, Robert, a Marseillais seafarer to the core. Carter filled us in on
our itinerary in the car while Robert whistled and sang for us as he
drove. Our appetite was whetted with talk of visits to food markets,
restaurants by the Canal du Midi, producers of fleur de sel (a special
hand-harvested sea salt) and local winemakers.
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We arrived at Carter's guesthouse in the village of Mirepeisset
just in time to freshen up and come downstairs for a glass of chilled
bubbly before the evening's cookery demonstration. Petra intro-
duced us to her philosophy of “intuitive cooking”, where she is keen
to teach people about flavours, and enable keen cooks to have the
confidence to experiment with flavour combinations and play with
recipes in order to be more creative in their cooking.

“The Chinese have long discovered that for a dish to be truly
great,” Carter enthused, “there must be a harmonious balance be-
tween different flavours. We have five basic flavours: sweet, salt,
sour, bitter, and the relatively recently added savoury flavour of
umarni, which roughly translates from Japanese to mean ‘tasty’.
[Umami essentially refers to the intensely moreish taste sensation
found in protein-rich foods such as meat, cheese, fried mushrooms
and the unctuous goo at the bottom of the roast chicken pan.] Put
side by side, each one of these five flavours affects our perception of
the other — just like colours in a painting. And a small amount of
one flavour can enhance the other in ways you wouldn't believe.”

To illustrate this point Carter made a salad of bitter leaves, roast
peaches, Serrano ham, mozzarella and fresh mint with a raspberry
vinaigrette. It looked wonderful laid out on a big white platter —in-
stead of being all squashed up in a bowl. On tasting, the dry salti-
ness of the ham was offset by the sweet, juicy explosion of the
warm peach, followed by the crunch of the bitter leaves and the
creamy umami finish of the mozzarella — all heightened by the fra-
grant top note of mint. Carter explained how easy it is to alternate
your combination of ingredients once you have the basic principles
— why not swap pear for peach, mozzarella for parmesan and
bresaola (air-dried beef) for Serrano? Then she whipped up a Medi-
terranean seafood stew with fresh squid, salmon, mussels and Dub-
lin Bay prawns (known as langoustine in France). We learned »



