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An American Cowgirl Chef In Paris

G

eorge Gershwin debuted his
composition “An American in
Paris” on December 13, 1928,
at Carnegie Hall. “This new
piece, really a rhapsodic ballet, is written
very freely and is the most modern music I’ve
yet attempted,” he said. “My purpose is to
portray the impression of an American visitor in Paris, as he strolls about the city and
listens to various street noises and absorbs
the French atmosphere. … Our American
friend, perhaps after strolling into a café, …
has succumbed to a spasm of homesickness.
[But] at the conclusion, the street noises and
French atmosphere are triumphant.”
Which is very much the story of “Cowgirl
Chef” Ellise Pierce, who confides at the start
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of her new cookbook: “After a year in Paris,
I was ready to call it quits. … I wanted to
move back to Texas, but couldn’t afford the
plane ticket.” Yet, as in the Gershwin piece,
Paris triumphed – as did Pierce, who turned
her Texpat homesickness into a Transatlantic culinary adventure and a superb new
cookbook, Cowgirl Chef: Texas Cooking with a
French Accent.

Y

ou live in another country and you
start to notice that they just don’t do
things the way they do back home. They
talk funny. They drink tiny, strong, and
often sugary coffees, thrown back in two
sips, while standing at the bar; or else big
milky ones, served in bowls, in the morning.
Photo: Steve Legato
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They don’t eat in the car; instead, they stop
somewhere and sit down and have lunch.
They aren’t big snackers.
And their cookies ... well, they aren’t like
the ones I was used to craving.
I’m forever saying to X around 3 or 4 in the
afternoon, “I sure wish I had some cookies,”
because this is the time I usually have a big
and not-so-milky coffee, and what goes
better with that than cookies?
“Hmmmpf,” he says, if he responds at all.
Yes, they have cookies in France and they
have a cookie aisle per se in their grocery
stores, but they’re called biscuits not cookies, so already, it’s not the same thing. Look
closer and you’ll see a clue. Written across
many of the biscuit boxes and bags is “Petit
Dejeuner,” meaning “breakfast.”
Breakfast cookies. Not that I have a problem with that.
The preferred cookie in France is something called a sablé, which means sandy,
referring to the cookie’s texture. Buttery
shortbread cookies, basically. Again, no
problems here.
But when I say that I want a cookie, what I
really want is an American chocolate chip cookie, or even better, a peanut butter-chocolate
chip. Or at least, that’s what I used to mean.
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Live long enough in another country
and the line between us and them begins
to blur. You begin to adapt. You find that
you love the French peanut, la noisette,
or hazelnut, as much as peanuts themselves. You seek out hazelnut-flavored anything you can get your hands on, from
cakes called “the Russian” to chocolates
and pastries with creamy, crunchy hazelnut
middles. You have a deeper appreciation of
the Italian Nutella, the perfect marriage of
chocolate and hazelnuts. Then it happens.
Peanut-chocolate cravings are replaced
with hazelnut-chocolate cravings, and even
cookies take on a French accent.
Which brings us to this little cookie that I
now crave in the afternoons, a French version of my American favorite. It’s a sablé,
but it’s loaded with nuts and chocolate
chips, and comes together in a very American slice-and-bake format.
As difficult as some French-American alliances can be, this one totally works.
—Ellise Pierce
From Cowgirl Chef: Texas Cooking with a
French Accent by Ellise Pierce, Running Press
2012, www.runningpress.com. Reprinted
with permission. All rights reserved.

Cowgirl Chef Essentials
Whether she’s cooking in her Paris apartment or her mom’s Texas kitchen, Ellise Pierce
knows how to cowgirl up. A few items from her must-have list:
Favorite pair of boots: My Old Gringo kneehigh rough-outs with a side zip. They’re the
most comfy boots I own, and I’ve never
seen anyone else with a pair.

Basics Cookbook—the recipes are easy to
follow and they turn out just as they should,
which is what you want in a cookbook.

French substitute for Velveeta and Rotel:
Sadly, there is no French substitute—I bring
Velveeta and Rotel to Paris in my suitcases!

Your go-to meal for entertaining: Roasted
Salmon with Kalamata Olive Salsa (the
recipe can be found in Cowgirl Chef: Texas
Cooking with a French Accent). It’s easy,
quick and seasonless. I love to serve this
over a handful of baby spinach.

Real life cowgirl who fascinates you:
Can’t-do-without pantry staple: Fleur de sel. Julia Child. She may not have worn boots,
Texas food you miss the most: My mom’s but she was tough, courageous, and spoke
her mind—which to me is very cowgirl.
fried chicken and biscuits.

Best breakfast taco in Texas: Fuel City in
Dallas. Love their potato and egg ones.
Best breakfast in Paris: French press coffee and a still-warm pain au chocolat from
the boulangerie across the street.

Your preferred margarita recipe: My own:
1 ounce of tequila, 1 ounce of Cointreau, 1
1/2 ounces of lime juice, and a squeeze of
Favorite French food cookbook: Dorie lime.
Greenspan’s Around My French Table for
Favorite food discovery in Paris: Fresh
great, approachable recipes on what people
chevre. I never knew how much I loved it
are eating in France today.
until I tasted my friend Sandy’s basil- or
Favorite American food cookbook: I still chive-laced cheese, which he makes at his
love Julee Rosso and Sheila Lukins’ The New farm in Normandy.
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Slice & Bake Hazelnut- Chocolate Chip Cookies
Makes 3 1/2 dozen 2-inch cookies

1
1
1

1

cup/70 grams of hazelnuts
cups/160 grams of flour
teaspoon of baking soda
teaspoon of sea salt
stick/125 grams of butter, softened
cup/55 grams of sugar
cup/55 grams of brown sugar
teaspoon of vanilla
cup/80 grams of mini chocolate chips

1. Toast your hazelnuts by tossing them in a
heavy skillet over low heat. This won’t take
long, so watch them carefully and shake the
pan around every now and then so all sides
get toasted. When you can smell them, and
see that the skins are starting to lift away,
pour the hazelnuts onto a clean dishtowel
laid out flat on the countertop, and use the
towel to rub the skins off. Don’t worry if
small bits of skin stick to some of the nuts;
this is fine. When the nuts are cool, chop
them up to a mixture that’s about half fine,
and half still chunky—you can use the food
processor for this, but just be sure not to
overdo (they’ll quickly turn to powder, and
we want medium- and large-size pieces).   

12-inch/31 cm log—I usually roll mine to be
about 2-inches/5 cm in diameter. Wrap the
logs in plastic wrap and pop in the fridge for
an hour, or until firm.

4. To bake the cookies, preheat oven to 375°
F/190°C and line the baking sheets with
parchment paper. Slice cookies into pieces
1/4-inch/6 mm thick, and put them on the
baking sheets, leaving about 1-inch/2.5 cm
between each cookie. Bake for about 14
minutes, just until the cookies begin to firm
around the edges. You don’t want them to
get brown; if they do, they’ll be too hard
when they cool. Let the cookies cool right on
the pan. These are meant to be eaten once
they’re cool, but I can never resist eating
2. Sift together the flour, baking soda, and them warm, too—I’m an equal opportunity
salt. In your mixer, beat the butter until it’s cookie eater.
light and fluffy; then add the sugars and
vanilla and mix well. Add your flour mixture, Cowgirl Tip: A plastic bag and a rolling pin
and combine only until it comes together— make a fine “nut chopper,” too.
err on the side of crumbly, because you’re
From Cowgirl Chef: Texas Cooking with
not finished yet.   
a French Accent by Ellise Pierce, Run3. Fold in the toasted, chopped hazelnuts ning Press 2012, www.runningpress.com.
and the chocolate chips by hand. Divide the Excerpted with permission. All rights
dough in half and shape each piece into a reserved.
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