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We've all had those meals, the ones
that stick in your brain and replay
themselves again and again. You can still taste
the pork belly, or the wild salmon, or the morel
mushrooms; you can still recall the pinot gris.
Journalist and Sfate wine columnist
Michael Steinberger has enjoyed more than
his share of memaorable meals, many of which
occurred in France. His first book, Au Revoir
to All That, opens with an account of one of
the most unforgettable, a dinner ten years ago
with his wife at a highly regarded Strasbourg
restaurant called Au Crocodile. They ordered
the baeckeofe, a traditional Alsatian stew
in which the chef swapped the customary
mix of meats for “an entire lobe of duck liver...

bathed in a truffled boullion.™ The dish,
Steinberger writes, was “outrageously
good—the liver a velvety, earthy, voluptusus
mass, the bouillon an intensely flavored broth
that flattered everything it touched.” The meal
concludes with a flirtation, a midnight tour of
the kitchen, and an armful of gifts from the
chef to Steinberger's wife. “This sort of thing
could surely only happen in France, and at
that moment, not for the first time, |
experienced the most overwhelming surge
of affection for her.”

While Au Revoir ta All Thatis indeed a
love letter to French cuisine, itis also an
unblinking critique of its modern failings. Far
Steinberger, who began his journalism career
in Hong Kong and has written for a wide array
of publications including the San Francisco
Chronicle, the Times of London, the
Economist, and the Financial Times, the

bloom is dangerously close to falling off the
rose, and this book—part memoir, part
journalistic chronicle—is his effort to make
sense of France’s shifting gastronomic identity.
With a first chapter devoted to the
grandfathers of French cuisine (La Varenne,
Brillat-Savarin, Caréme, and Escoffier),
Steinberger quickly homes in on the
Michelin Guide, which he claims has had a
“revolutionary influence” on French dining for
the past century. Though known for its tires,
Michelin's guide to food and its use of stars
(etoiles) to denote quality has made and
broken not anly restaurants, but chefs
themselves. Steinberger writes: “With a third
Michelin star, a chef not only became a
gastronomic colossus; he became a cultural
icon, as esteemed as any novelist, poet,
musician, or artist.” The flip side, of course, is
that when restaurants lose favor with the

Q&A: Michael Steinberger

Cheryl Sternman Rule: | understand that you spent a lot of time as a journalist in Asia during
the mid-1990s before turning to food and wine writing. Where does France enter this picture?

Michael Steinberger: | first went to France when | was thirtgen and experienced the odd
‘sensation of feeling as if this was the place | was meant to be; | couldn’t quite put words ta it at
that age, but there was just something about France that really agreed with me, a feeling that
was reinforced during subsequent visits there. France fed me hetter than any other place. Itwas
where my wife [Kathy Brennan '83] and | became romantically involved— it was a country for
which | developed the greatest affection, and as | got into writing about wine and food, personal
affection was married to professional interest.

CSR: So, including that first trip when you were thirteen, how many times in all haye
you heen to France? '

MS: It's not been hundreds of times, but I've lost count. For the book, | made seven trips to
France and spent about five months on the ground in total. And, of course, | was drawing in
part on material accumulated over the course of a decade of reporting from France.

CSR: You said that France “was a country for which [you] developed the greatest affection,”
which is interesting, because | very much read Au Revoir to All That as sort of a love story, but
ane inwhich the main character (i.e. you) is simultanegusly eaptivated by and disappointed,
somewhat, in the object of his affection. Is this a fair read?

MS: I'm delighted you read it as a love leffer to France, because that's really what it is— it is a
love letter from a concerned friend. What inspired me t2 write the book was my disappointment
at some of the changes | was seeing in France and 2 growing feeling that France was
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