The Flavors of Bordeaux Speak for Themselves
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BORDEAUX, France - RUSTIC, unpretentious, lusty, regional,

traditional - Jean-Pierre Xiradakis's cooking is all of

that, and delicious in the bargain. 

His is the kind of food your mother or grandmother might

have served you if you had grown up in southwestern France,

one of the gastronomically most remarkable areas in this

gastronomically most remarkable country. 

His is the kind of soul-stirring food - don't dare call it

cuisine, at least not in his presence - that you don't find

very often anymore in starred restaurants. Food with deep,

rich, honest flavor. 

In other words, the kind of food that most people would

sell their souls for. 

So it is not surprising that the world has beaten a path

through the handsome stone arch, dating from 1752, that

leads off the Quai de la Monnaie in Bordeaux, and down a

narrow cobblestone street to the door of Mr. Xiradakis's

atmospheric bistro, La Tupina. 

The names of some of the more famous clients who have eaten

there since 1968 are engraved on small brass plaques on the

backs of the chairs where they sat - names like Philippe

Starck and Paul Bocuse, Charles Aznavour and Jeanne Moreau,

John Major and Jacques Chirac. 

The smell of smoke hits you the moment you step inside,

because there, right where a maître d'hôtel might be

standing if this were a more conventional place, stands Mr.

Xiradakis, rimless glasses shoved down on his nose,

half-apron knotted around his waist, tending a fine, fat

chicken on an ancient iron spit before an open wood fire.

He looks like a smithy at his forge. 

"Cou nu Landaise," he says as I walk in with my wife,

Betsey. A bare-neck breed, from the Landes. "Best chicken

there is." 

You'd never convince Mr. Bocuse and Georges Blanc and other

champions of Bresse chicken of that, I tell myself, but I

don't say it aloud because we have never met before. And

besides, Mr. Xiradakis has moved on. He waves an amazing

rib of beef at me, a well-marbled, wine-red hunk of steer

with yellow fat. 

Love at first sight. Dinner. 

At work, Mr. Xiradakis - one of his

great-great-grandfathers was Greek, but he is as French as

foie gras - stands surrounded by spectacular produce, which

is nicely symbolic. Produce is his passion, for which he

combs the Landes, the sandy region south of Bordeaux, and

the Médoc, the wine country north of the city, and the

hinterland east of Blaye, his hometown, which lies on the

right bank of the broad, silt-laden Gironde, facing the

Médoc. 

A magret, the fat breast of a moulard duck, sizzles on a

grill. Tripe simmers in a skillet on a little platform over

the fire, and potato chunks await their fate in a pan of

boiling duck fat. Carrots, tomatoes, frisée, radishes and

red and green peppers fill boxes and baskets nearby. Dried

herbs, garlic braids and sausages hang from the ceiling,

and in the less formal of the two dining rooms, old

Armagnacs are lined up along narrow shelves above

customers' heads. 

The place has a bit of the feel of Chez L'Ami Louis, the

down-at-heel Paris bistro famous for its heroic portions of

simply but perfectly cooked food and its equally heroic

bills. (Chez L'Ami Louis began life many decades ago as a

southwestern bistro, and it still specializes in foie gras

from the Landes, among many other things.) 

But La Tupina is younger and peppier, thanks largely to a

staff of hustling, good-looking young waiters and

waitresses in pale blue shirts and bluejeans. They are the

first but not the last clue that La Tupina is no culinary

museum, hostile to all more modern developments. Others are

the chic pin spots that illuminate the tables, and the

bistro's cleverly designed Web site. 

The bistro's carte more than lives up to its motto,

"authentically southwest." It lists all-but-forgotten

Bordelaise specialties like sturgeon caviar from the

Gironde, and, in season, the prized eel-like fish called

lampreys, which are caught in the river with beautiful

handkerchief-shaped nets. (Henry I, king of England at the

beginning of the 12th century, liked them so much that he

ate too many one day in 1135 and died.) 

It lists cèpes, the meaty, bronze-hued mushrooms beloved in

the region - fresh during their two-month season in the

fall, house-preserved in other months - and cod from

Bègles, a riverside community where the fish has been dried

since 1830. It lists the fleshy white beans from Tarbes.

And it lists the pink, aromatic lamb from Pauillac, God's

chosen partner for the noble red wines of that commune,

like Château Latour and Château Lafite-Rothschild. 

All three of the pre-dinner drinks suggested by our

waitress came from the southwest, too: a glass of dry white

Graves, a glass of sweet Sauternes or a glass of Lillet, a

light, fresh aperitif made in Bordeaux. 

While we sipped our choices from that short list - Lillet

for Betsey, Sauternes for me - hunger grabbed us by the

throats, goaded by the irresistible scent of a

golden-skinned chicken served at an adjacent table. Relief

was not long in coming; Mr. Xiradakis began sending out a

stream of small nibbles, beginning with thin, chewy bits of

ventreche, or cured pork belly, a local specialty. Then

came sliced magret, cured with hot-but-not-too-hot

Espelette peppers from the Basque region, draped over

chunks of super-ripe Charentais melon from the Cognac

country, north of Bordeaux - surely every bit as good as

any ham-and-melon combo. 

There was more: a little frying pan full of gnarly, peppery

pieces of tripe called tricandilles, a delightful item I

had never encountered, and what must be the ultimate

example of farmhouse frugality, crusts of bread sautéed

with garlic and dipped in roast-chicken juices. I would

have gobbled up the whole plate if Betsey hadn't snatched

it away. 

Though they weren't fresh, I couldn't resist the cèpes,

simply sautéed with garlic and parsley, to start. Betsey

began with narrow strips of country ham sautéed with

shallots; she grew up in Richmond, Va., and its texture and

saltiness reminded her happily of Smithfield ham. 

Both my beef and Betsey's chicken were stunningly juicy,

powerfully flavored and aggressively seasoned (almost too

aggressively, for our tastes) with large-grained sea salt.

They came without faddish foams or flavored oils, without

garnishes, indeed without vegetables, except for those

potatoes fried in duck fat. A bit mushy by the time they

reached us, they were our lone letdown. 

I could not resist a dish of prune and Armagnac ice cream

or a glass of spectacular 1973 St.-Aubin Armagnac from Le

Houga with my coffee. As usual, Betsey was more grown up. 

On a return visit several nights later, a waiter gave us a

punctuation lesson. The tilde formerly used over the "n" in

the bistro's name was dropped, he explained, because the

word (a tupina is a traditional cooking vessel) is French

and not Spanish. He also pointed out a tiny balcony, barely

big enough for two, that opens off the dressier dining

room. We grabbed it. 

Like all the other tables, it was covered with a

blue-and-white Basque tablecloth. Rush-seated chairs

enhanced the farmhouse look. 

For us, it was duck night. Two ducky starters - a satiny

foie gras terrine for Betsey, with naught but a few grains

of gros sel for company (what became of those

once-universal amber-colored cubes of meat jelly?), a

macaronade for me. 

Eating the latter, an extravagant mixture of foie gras and

pleurote mushrooms, moistened with crème fraîche and tossed

with rigatoni, was a special pleasure, like running into a

long-lost friend. I had enjoyed something similar a long

time ago at La Belle Gasconne, a roadside auberge in the

Armagnac country, and when it closed a while back I thought

I had enjoyed the magical way in which the foie gras melts

into a silky sauce for the last time. 

My-T-Fine, as they say in the pudding business back home.

And two ducky mains - almost. The deal was this: I would

order the magret, and Betsey would take the preserved duck,

the cuisse de confit de canard. I kept up my end, and was

rewarded with a steaklike piece of grilled and peppered

fowl, rosy and juicy, utterly unlike those pathetic fans of

dryish, flavor-challenged duck breast turned out by ineptly

inventive chefs. Betsey, bonkers for La Tupina chicken,

stuffed with mushrooms and sausage meat, switched at the

very last moment. 

Both nights we chose small regional wines uncovered by the

burly, tireless Mr. Xiradakis on his weekly rounds, and

listed, seemingly artlessly, in a grid-ruled school

notebook. (Not everything is quite so artless: the dinner

plates are made to order for the bistro by Villeroy &

Boch.) 

The first night we started and stuck with the patron's

recommendation, a cabernet-merlot blend from the

little-known Côtes de Bourg, near Blaye. Only 3,500 bottles

of this wine, called Clos Alphonse Dubreuil, are produced

each year. It had all the hearty allure of something far

more expensive grown across the river. The second night, we

stepped up in classification and in cost, drinking a

well-balanced little Sauternes from Château

Bastor-Lamontagne with the foie gras dishes and a 1988

Château Potensac, a solid cru bourgeois from the northern

part of the Médoc, with the duck and chicken. 

Critics from The Times of London, Saveur magazine in the

United States and The International Herald Tribune have all

raved about the place. But the 2002 Michelin red guide fobs

it off with a cursory bow to the "rural atmosphere,"

withholding marks of distinction, and the current

Gault-Millau guide, slightly more enthusiastic, accords it

only 14 points out of a possible 20. 

So what's not to like? Too many foreigners? Too few fancy

sauces? Maybe it's the mushy frites.

http://www.nytimes.com/2002/08/28/dining/28BIST.html?ex=1031567444&ei=1&en=f14794bba70628e0

