Top Toque

‘Tout Sweet’: Chef Michel Richard Honored at French Embassy
By Marilyn LaRocque
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C

hef Michel Richard (mee-SHEL ree-SHARD) started cooking out
of necessity. His mom, a factory worker in a small town in Brittany
in northwest France, needed help feeding her six children. From
this dire circumstance, Richard charted a career course that, in October,
led to his sharing the limelight with the French ambassador at a gala at
the French Embassy in Washington, D.C. Along the way, he survived
detours and collected “diamonds” and “stars.”
“When I was 14,” he says, “I had to earn money. My mother told
me the ‘best job’ was a pastry chef. So I apprenticed at a small
bakery/restaurant in Reims. Three years later I moved to Paris to
work at the famous pastry shop of Gaston Lenotre. In 1974, he sent
me to New York City to open a patisserie for him. In France, there’s
a pastry shop next to practically every church. It’s a tradition … but
Americans didn’t have the same tradition, and the shop closed.”
Next, Richard went to Santa Fe and another pastry shop. Another
dead end. Undaunted, he returned to France and worked with
famous chefs to broaden his experience. That got him on track.
Relaunching his American career in Los Angeles in 1977, he found
success with Michel Richard and Citrus, then opened Citronelle in
Santa Barbara. He kept adding restaurants until he had a dozen –
from the East Coast to Japan. He established Citronelle at the Latham
Hotel in venerable Georgetown in 1994, then gave up globetrotting
in 1998 to headquarter in D.C. and focus primarily on the East Coast.
Citronelle D.C. ranked among the country’s top restaurants, receiving
many accolades and awards. Unfortunately, it closed in 2012 after
devastating water damage swamped both hotel and restaurant.
However, the jovial, intrepid chef was already delighting D.C.
diners at his casual Central Michel Richard (sehn-TRAHL mee-SHEL
ree-SHARD), opened in 2007 – for which he won the 2008 James
Beard Award as the Best New Restaurant in North America. Located
in the Federal Triangle, six blocks from the White House, it attracts
not only locals, including the First Family, but also travelers from
throughout the U.S. and around the globe.
When Vegas beckoned, Richard cloned CMR at Caesars Palace
in September 2011. It startled Vegas as the first 24/7 gourmet
restaurant in town, and redirected foodies to a fresh, lively, casual
Franco-American cuisine. “Caesars is in the center of the Strip,
one of the best locations,” Richard says. “Central dominates
the registration lobby. Opening a restaurant in Las Vegas was a
dream of mine for years. Vegas is a busy, 24-hour town, an adult
Disneyland. Some of the best restaurants in the world are there,
serving all different cuisines. We had to be there, too.”
Richard’s U.S. culinary journey came full circle in October
when he re-established his restaurant presence in Manhattan,
at the renowned New York Palace Hotel. “I was so disappointed
in New York in 1974,” he admitted. “So when this opportunity
was presented to me, I talked with Daniel Boulud, who has
been successful in New York for years, and asked his advice. He
encouraged me to come. It’s nice to reconnect, to be back … like
coming home. I love the excitement in New York.”
Richard’s restaurants are located within the historic Villard
Mansion, which dates to the 1880s and is integrated into the
Palace Hotel. Consequently, the architecture of the space can’t be
changed. But he’s given the space a marvelous, fresh new look that
complements the surroundings. His pastry shop/café and French
market is Pomme Palais, a clever play on the city’s “big apple”
identity. Villard Michel Richard encompasses a French-style bistro,
serving breakfast, lunch and dinner, and a separate fine-dining
destination The Gallery.
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“I hope New Yorkers are more excited about bakeries today than
they were in 1974,” Richard says.
“Lenotre was very big. Pomme is only about 1,500 square feet. It’s
a café — sandwiches, light lunch, desserts, pastries — grab and go.
Also, after 40 years, I understand Americans better. In addition to
new desserts, we’ll offer updated versions from Lenotre — Opera
cake — a macaroon soaked in coffee with chocolate mousse, but cut
down on sugar with different fruits … for example, apricots with
pistachios. The Baba is not ‘rhum’ (rum), but with orange. Of course
we’ll include the dessert I served at the French Embassy … an ‘egg
shell’ made of white chocolate, meringue with vanilla, lemon curd …
it looks almost like a real egg.”
It was just a short hop from Manhattan to the French Embassy
in D.C. for the gala hosted by the Chaîne des Rôtisseurs, the
world’s oldest and largest gastronomic society. (www.chaineus.
org) The occasion honored both Richard and French Ambassador
to the U.S. François Delattre. Ambassador Delattre was inducted
into the Chaîne with the rank of Grand Officier d’Honneur, a title
the organization awards to governors and heads of state. Richard
received the Chaîne’s Medal d’Honneur, bestowed on only seven
other food and beverage industry professionals since 1964. Julia
Child was the 1996 honoree.
Richard also gave gala guests a taste of his exquisite cuisine,
collaborating with a team of fellow James Beard Award-winning
chefs to create the elaborate banquet! What a foursome — Richard,
plus Robert Wiedmaier, chef/owner of numerous, highly acclaimed
restaurants, among them Marcel’s and Brasserie Beck in D.C.,
and Wildwood Kitchen and Mussel Bar in Bethesda, Md.; Cathal
Armstrong, chef/owner of notable restaurants in Alexandria, Va.,
including Restaurant Eve and The Majestic; and Jeffrey Buben, chef/
owner of Vidalia, Bistro Bis and Woodward Table, all in D.C.
The impressive feast began with hors d’oeuvre prepared by
L’Academie de Cuisine faculty and students and served with
Champagne J. de Telmont. Each course was paired with wines from
the French Embassy’s cellars.
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Marie E. Jones, Bailli Délégué Honoraire of the United Kingdom and Vice
President International, Chaîne des Rôtisseurs, awarded Chef Michel Richard
with the organization’s Medal d’Honneur.

Courtesy of Michel Richard
Egg-ceptional dessert.

• Chestnut soup (Richard) – Pouilly-Fumé Les Champs de Cris 2011
• Red snapper (Buben) – Chassagne-Montrachet 1er Cru Louis
Latour 2008
• Foie gras (Wiedmaier) – Corton Grand Cru Domaine Latour 2008
• Pigeon (Armstrong) – Château Smith Haut Lafitte, Les Hauts de
Smith, Pessac-Leognan 2007
• Egg-ceptional dessert (Richard) – Château Pin Sacriste SainteCroix-du-Mont 2010
Relaxing after receiving his Medal d’Honneur, Richard reminisced
about his long-time friend Julia Child, the medal’s second recipient.
“Julia came to my Citronelle restaurant in Santa Barbara with her
husband, Paul, in 1977,” he recalled. “Wolfgang Puck suggested she
come see me. She spoke French … of course, I’m originally from France.
She was very nice, delightful, very sweet. She and Paul visited Santa
Barbara frequently, so they often came to Citronelle. In 1993, I created
something special to honor her … Merci Julia, a three-day event in Los
Angeles. Over 70 three-star chefs came over from France to participate.
We did luncheon at Citrus and dinner in her honor for 400 people at
the Ritz-Carlton. She was very grateful and gave me many kisses.
“Talking with Julia was very exciting,” Richard continued. “I
helped her on her TV shows, maybe four, five times. She would
tell me what to do, how to prepare a dish. Everything always went
smoothly. We need more people like Julia,” he commented wistfully.
“She died too early. She never took advantage of her profession.
She was the same with everybody. When we walked together down
the street, people came up to her; and she greeted them kindly and
graciously. She was in love with French food and loved to talk about
French food. But she had a tough time with nouvelle cuisine,” he
revealed. “She’d say, ‘They don’t cook like they used to.’”
Will that “egg-ceptional” dessert make its way from Manhattan
and the French Embassy to Las Vegas? There’s one delicious way to
find out … head for Central Michel Richard at Caesars Palace!
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