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food & drink

Christmas celebrations differ 
enormously from country to country 
and many of these are centered 

around food. We Brits are all very familiar 
with the ubiquitous turkey, trimmings and 
Christmas pud – so what happens in France? 

Firstly the main meal is not enjoyed on 
Christmas Day. In France, it is on the evening 
of 24 December that families gather to 
celebrate and eat, and my French friends all 
say that there is not one single dish that 
stands alone as being ‘a classic’ French 
Christmas dish. I suspect this also differs 
from region to region, as so much of the 
cuisine does in France. 

However, there are a couple of dishes that 
do spring to mind when thinking about 
Christmas in France and one of them is the 
bûche de Noël. 

The history of this gâteau is steeped in 
myth and predates medieval times. In order 
to welcome in the winter solstice signaling 
the end of winter and the beginning of 
spring, people would gather to celebrate by 
burning logs decorated with holly and 

berries. The ashes were believed to hold 
medicinal qualities and protect people from 
evil spirits.

Remarkably the tradition survived 
through the ages becoming more elaborate 
and it was eventually transformed into the 
cake that we know and love today, and that 
was first noted in France in 1879. At the 
time, it was certainly considered the 
Christmas dessert. 

There are so many different versions of 
bûche de Noël. It is a chocolate genoise 
sponge or roulade filled with cream, which is 
rolled into a log and covered with chocolate 
ganache, and decorated in many different 
ways to resemble the original log. 

The chocolate sponge can be filled with 
flavoured cream and the decorations vary 
from a simple frosting to chocolate bark and 

Louise Pickford bakes the perfect festive treat

THIS MONTH: Bûche de Noël
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Bûche De Noël
For sheer indulgence at Christmas, try this traditional chocolate 
gâteau with a delicious glass of dessert wine to match

Flavours of France
even piped meringue mushrooms and 
marzipan holly leaves. I like to use chestnut 
purée in the filling and then a simple 
chocolate-cream frosting. The ‘bark’ is just 
melted chocolate allowed to set and cut into 
strips to look as much like a log as possible. 
It’s simple but effective and tastes 
wonderfully indulgent. The perfect  
Christmas treat!

louise Pickford is a food writer and stylist 
with more than 25 cookbooks to her name. 
she lives in Charente with her food and 
lifestyle photographer husband ian Wallace. 

oN the meNu Next moNth...
... it’s ConFit de Canard
Read all about this winter warming dish of duck and 
try your hand at creating it at home for the family.

The decorations vary from a simple frosting to 
chocolate bark and even piped meringue 
mushrooms and marzipan holly leaves

 3 eggs 
 75g caster sugar, plus 2 tbsp extra 
to dust
 65g self-raising flour
 25g cocoa powder, plus extra to dust

 125g unsweetened chestnut purée
 icing sugar
 1 tbsp brandy
 300ml double cream
 300g dark chocolate

Serves 8

1 pre-heat the oven to 1800C (1600C fan). grease, line and flour a 23x33cm 
swiss roll tin. Using electric beaters, whisk the eggs and sugar together in a 
large bowl until it has tripled in volumn and is very pale. sift over the flour and 
cocoa powder and very lightly fold into the egg mixture until incorporated. 
pour into the prepared tin, smooth flat and bake for 10-12 minutes until risen 
and springy to the touch.  
2 Lay a sheet of baking paper on a lightly dampened tea towel and sprinkle 
with the 2 tbsp caster sugar. turn the cake over onto the paper and leave to go 
cold with the tin still in place.  

Bistro classics 3 Meanwhile, place the chestnut purée , icing sugar and brandy in a 
food processor and blend until smooth. Whip half the cream in a bowl 
until soft peaks form and then gradually beat in the chestnut purée 
mixture until thickened. Chill until required. 
4 place the remaining cream and half the chocolate in a small 
saucepan and heat very gently, stirring, until the chocolate is melted 
and smooth. transfer to a bowl, cool and chill for an hour. remove from 
the refrigerator and beat until thick.
5 Meanwhile, melt the remaining chocolate in a bowl set over a pan of 
gently simmering water, do not let the bowl touch the water. stir until 
the chocolate is melted and pour onto a marble or clean wooden 
board. spread thinly and leave to set.  
6 remove the cake tin and carefully peel away the paper. spread the 
cake with chestnut filling leaving a 2cm border. roll the sponge up 
from one narrow end to form a roll. transfer to a cake board, seam 
down. spread the chocolate icing over the top and sides. 
7 Cut or crumble the set chocolate into long pieces and press over the 
cake to resemble a log. dust with icing sugar and serve in slices.

Master of Wine Richard Hemming suggests three wines to get you in the Christmas spirit
What to drink…

Pouderoux, Seriously 
Plummy NV Maury 
£10.99/half Waitrose
the best of the supermarket 
offerings, this is fiery and rich 
with plenty of sweet, dark 
fruit flavour. try serving it very 
slightly chilled to mellow that 
fiery character.

Cazes 2010 Muscat de 
Rivesaltes £9.95/half 
WineTrust100.co.uk and 
independents nationwide
if you fancy trying white 
instead of red, this is a classic 
example of sweet, fortified 
Muscat from a producer in 
rivesaltes, with a spirity kick.

Fontanel 2011 Maury 
£17.50 stonevine.co.uk
exemplary stuff: overripe  
red fruit, with great intensity  
and a lovely smoky scent – full 
on but not overbearing. a 
gentle giant that will bring 
some wow factor to your 
Christmas celebrations.

Chocolate is a tricky ingredient to match with wine. only a few really do 
it justice. in roussillon, they have been quietly producing the sorts of 
sweet wines that make ideal bedfellows with chocolate for many 

centuries. three villages lend their names to the appellations contrôlées that 
appear on the labels of: Maury, rivesaltes and Banyuls.

technically, they are classified as vins doux naturels, which determines the 
specific methods that must be followed in their production. the most 
pertinent is known as mutage, whereby distilled alcohol is added to a wine 
shortly after it starts fermenting. the effect is to instantly kill the yeasts, 
stopping them from consuming all the sugar, as they would for a normal dry 
table wine. the resulting concoction contains both plenty of sugar and plenty 
of alcohol, all thanks to the fortification process.

sound familiar? port from the douro valley in portugal is the world’s best 

known example of this style, and French vins doux naturels share many 
similarities. one main difference, though, is in the grape varieties used. 

Vins doux naturels come in two colours. the reds are based mainly on 
grenache, the key ingredient of the rhône Valley stalwart, Châteauneuf-du-
pape, while Muscat is the main grape for whites.

For this recipe, i’d favour the red versions. their rich, ripe berry flavour has a 
natural affinity with chocolate, and often displays a nutty sort of character that 
would match the chestnut purée. plus, the spirit used for fortifying these wines 
is brandy – nicely echoing an essential part of the bûche de Noël. specialist 
wines such as these can be tricky to track down. Many supermarkets don’t 
stock them, and those that do, tend to offer cheap versions that are best 
avoided. there is one notable exception, from Waitrose, which i have listed 
below along with two others that are worth making a special effort to find.

À la maison


