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innkeeper. cookbook writer. mother. painter.  
For 30 years anne DesjarDins has not onLy  
been changing Quebec cuisine, she’s aLso been 
transForming her own mode de vie

The colourful chef 
in front of her home 
at L’Eau à la Bouche. 
OPPOSITE PAGE: 
Shrimp and Shiitake 
Mushrooms with 
Fava Beans (recipe, 
page 1O4).
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walkway that leads from the small, 21-room hotel the couple built in 1987 to the 
restaurant’s front door, their giant leaves scenting the air as if in anticipation of the 
alfresco meal to come. Desjardins, 58, a self-taught chef, has shed her beloved 
white uniform and toque for a silk magenta blouse and lightweight black pants, 
this because tonight, she is the served rather than the server, a host who has 
planned the meal but left the cooking to her son and second-in-command, 
Emmanuel Desjardins-Richard. It is a meal that speaks to tradition and the passing 
on of knowledge from mother to child, and to a regional cuisine that has grown and 
gained renown far beyond maple syrup, meat pies and those globs of deep-fried fat 
served in sugar shacks known as oreilles de Christ, or Christ’s ears.

Most of all, it is a meal that is testament to Desjardins, who broke into the field 
when most women still restricted their culinary endeavours to their own kitch-
ens, not because she wanted to be famous — she simply thought it would be nice 
to live in the country and try cooking with fresh, local ingredients. She laughs 
when I suggest her notion was revolutionary. “I think of it as good food,” she 
says, taking a sip of Pétale de Rose, a crisp, dry Provence rosé. “You don’t hide it. 
You celebrate it.”

And that’s exactly what we are doing this evening: celebrating good food and a 
menu that was created, not over days but in mere minutes, the result of a brief, 
murmured conversation between Desjardins and her son. As the four of us sit 
down at the table — Desjardins, Audette, me and my husband — the light bathes 
everything it touches in a blanket of sheer gold, softening lines as if part of a 
painting. Call it “Rare Still Life with Anne,” for in real life, she doesn’t stop, not 
from the moment she rises in the wee hours of the morning and mounts the steep 
stairs to her study to check email, research new recipes and evaluate trends, 
through to her nightly forays in the restaurant, when she meets and greets diners 
old and new. She has written one cookbook (a compilation of recipes from the res-
taurant), contributed to others, cooked for the august James Beard Foundation in 
New York City, been lauded by the New York Times, Gourmet magazine and the 

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: A 
scenic view of Sainte-Adèle. 
The writer and her husband 

dine with the innkeepers. 
Desjardins’ passion is evident 
in her paintings (which adorn 

the dining room) as well as 
her potager garden.

t is near dusk on a hot summer evening in the Laurentian 
Mountains north of Montreal, the storm clouds having given 
way to a clear sky. A table outside the entrance to L’Eau à la 
Bouche, the Relais & Châteaux property that Anne Desjardins 
and her husband, Pierre Audette, opened as a basic bistro 30 
years ago, is set simply for four. Sage plants border the flagstone 
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FROM TOP: Desjardins uses 
fresh ingredients, sourced 
nearby, in specialties such 
as Seared Black Cod with 
Mussel-Clam Stock and  
Mauricie’s Milk-Fed Veal 
Cutlet with Summer Porcini  
& Pea Risotto (recipes, page 
1O4).

More.ca / 99



CLOCKWISE FROM 
TOP: Napoleon of 

Watermelon and Ewe 
Feta, Valrhona Manjari 

Chocolate Truffles, 
Almond Financiers 

and Lavender Crème 
Brûlée with Blueberry 

& Lavender Sorbet 
(recipes, page 1O6).

The simple secret to Anne Desjardins’   
joie de vivre? “There is an expression  

in French that goes, ‘When the wine  
is poured, you have to drink it.”
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Académie Culinaire de France, and been named a Quebec chevalier, or knight, for 
her key role in developing and promoting the province’s cuisine.

What’s her secret? “It’s all about balance and passion,” she remarks, citing what 
seems to have become her mantra. “Those are two different things, to be sure, but you 
need to work with them together. You have to constantly renew, tweak, learn and trans-
form yourself to keep things more interesting and remain at the top of your game.” 

As A little girl growing up in Montreal in a family that loved to travel, Desjardins 
liked to leaf through National Geographic, gazing at pictures of faraway places. Conse-
quently, her parents weren’t surprised when she ended up studying geography at the 
Université du Québec à Montréal. She hoped to become a journalist, maybe even for 
her beloved National Geographic, writing about the places she’d first seen in photos. 

But when Desjardins graduated, there were no journalism jobs to be had, or at least 
none with the kind of freedom that would allow her to be home on a regular basis to 
care for her son Emmanuel (whom she gave birth to at age 23 during a previous rela-
tionship). She waited until after she had Emmanuel to attend university, where she 
met and fell in love with Audette, also a geography major. After graduation, the couple 
couldn’t find work and began to look farther afield, searching for a property outside 
the city where they could run a business and raise a family at the same time. They 
wanted to live off the land, and they knew they’d found their base when they saw the 
1940s-era cottage that belonged to a German cabinetmaker and was surrounded by 
forest just off a two-lane highway in Sainte-Adèle. With a little elbow grease and 
imagination, they turned the main floor into a 42-seat bistro and refashioned the sec-
ond floor as a stand-alone apartment. “Well, why not?” asks Audette. “We were hip-
pies. Everything, anything was possible as long as we worked hard enough.”

Desjardins jumps in. “Maybe we were naive, but it was about balance and passion 
again, about doing something I loved and making a living at it, but still being there 
for Emmanuel. I wanted him to be able to come downstairs if he wanted to talk to 
me, and I wanted to be able to kiss him goodnight before he went to bed.”

The couple decided that Audette would work the front room while Desjardins 
worked the stoves. They had no choice, for they couldn’t 

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP 
LEFT: The nearby Rivière- 
du-Nord. Desjardins 
and her adored petit-
fils. Local colour on a 
doorway. A self-portrait 
depicts the painter in a 
more pensive mood. 

The simple secret to Anne Desjardins’   
joie de vivre? “There is an expression  

in French that goes, ‘When the wine  
is poured, you have to drink it.”
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lAUreNtiAN iNVeNtiON
Continued from page 101

afford to have a professional chef on 
the payroll. “What payroll?” Desjar-
dins wryly asks. “Okay, we had one 
employee.”

The plan was for Desjardins to 
cook as she always had, making lighter 
dishes that featured natural ingredi-
ents, preferably those sourced nearby. 
When she informed her parents, her 
father — a civil engineer who’d never 
cooked a meal in his life — loved the 
idea of a chef in the family; her mother 
was more reserved, not so much about 
her daughter’s ability but because she 
knew that cooking could be thankless 
drudgery. It meant long, hard hours, 
she warned. Restaurants opened and 
closed all the time, subject to the whim 
of a public whose allegiance was fickle. 
Desjardins listened but didn’t budge. 
She knew what she wanted.

And so L’Eau à la Bouche was born, 
a name that in English is a mere ad-
jective that means “mouth-watering,” 
but in French is a noun, distinct and 
apart. “It connotes a definite feeling,” 
says Desjardins, “a sense that evokes 
appetite for good food, good wine and 
good conversation. It’s a nicer con-
cept in French, I think.” 

tONight, the MeNU is a far cry 
from the fare that Desjardins first 
served in 1979. Back then, the very 
notion of a veal cutlet from Quebec’s 
Mauricie region was unthinkable, 
never mind dressing it with locally 
foraged porcini mushrooms and a pea 
risotto. The same goes for pan-fried 
quail with chanterelles and boar  
bacon, seared black cod with a mus-
sel-clam stock and smoked paprika, 
and a crème brûlée perfumed with 
lavender from Desjardins’ own gar-
den. There was no sheep feta from Le 
Troupeau Bénit, a farm run by nuns 

in nearby Lachute, with which to 
make a napoleon with slices of water-
melon. And a seared Quebec foie gras 
with summer fruit and a spicy toasted 
nut crumble? “Ha. Ha. Ha. Who knew 
foie gras?” Desjardins asks. “Sure, 
now it’s more than a cottage industry 
but at the time, Quebec was still in the 
dark ages in terms of what was possi-
ble here. People were accustomed to 
big steaks in restaurants, with pota-
toes and heavy, rich sauces.”

But the couple persevered. They 
built and tended their own herb gar-
den, bought grain-fed chickens from 
the one farmer in the province who 
raised them, and drove into Mont- 
real’s Chinatown for fresh snow peas, 
which were not sold anywhere else in 
Quebec. Their efforts paid off, for 
wealthy Montrealers were soon mak-
ing the hour-plus drive up to Sainte-
Adèle to check out the new cuisine 
they’d heard about through word of 
mouth. They enjoyed chicken cooked 
with rosemary, and spinach salad 
adorned with walnuts and real pieces 
of bacon, which Desjardins notes may 
seem humdrum to a 21st-century pal-
ate but was unheard of back then.

The restaurant grew as it attracted 
customers from outside the province, 
and the success allowed Desjardins 
and Audette to forge relationships 
with farmers, meat producers and 
fishermen throughout Quebec. They 
encouraged — even prodded — the 
producers to try raising quail or grow-
ing legumes. Desjardins built her 
menus around the seasons, undeterred 
by the harsh winter, when she used 
more root vegetables in everything 
from soups to desserts. Always the ex-
plorer, she has continued to learn, 
travelling to Europe and the U.S. to 
take courses with other chefs. 

Then again, life would be dull if it 
were all about cooking, and that 
mantra of maintaining balance and 
passion is reflected in Desjardins’  
decision to take up painting about  
10 years ago, when Audette gave her 
a box of watercolours as a gift. This 
time, though, she wasn’t taking any 
chances and took lessons from the 
start. Her early still life depictions of 
Spanish onions and bowls of pears 
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now hang throughout the restaurant. 
“Now I’m doing more abstracts,” she 
says. “Like my cooking, my painting 
has evolved. I love that it’s a little bit 
like meditation, making me feel com-
pletely alone.” 

The mantra is also reflected in Au-
dette and Desjardins’ decision to have 
another child, Félix, 11 years after she 
gave birth to Emmanuel. And while 
their younger son is currently study-
ing and working in Montreal, life has 
come full circle, for Emmanuel now 
lives close by the restaurant with his 
wife and son. The little boy roams the 
grounds and the kitchen at will, steal-
ing an apple here and there, playing 
computer games with his father dur-
ing a lull in the action and coming out 
to show his grandmother a bruise he 
got on his knee when he fell off his 
bicycle. She turns from the meal to 
wrap her arms around him and kiss 
his cheek. “There is an expression in 
French that goes, ‘When the wine is 
poured, you have to drink it,’ ” she says. 
“In other words, enjoy what you have. 
And this, this is wonderful.”

RECIPES

ShRImP and ShIItakE  
muShRoomS wIth fava  
bEanS In gIngER SauCE
ServeS 4

sauce 

1 tbsp  olive oil (15 mL)

1  dry shallot, minced 

1 tsp  grated fresh ginger (5 mL)
2⁄3 cup  shrimp (or chicken) stock 
 (150 mL)

4 tbsp  soy sauce (60 mL)

1 tsp  roasted sesame oil (5 mL)

2 tbsp  dried shiitake  
 mushrooms (30 mL) 

1 tbsp  lemon juice (15 mL)

 Dash of tabasco sauce

 salt to taste 

shrimp miXture

2 tbsp  olive oil (30 mL) 

12  large shrimp, shelled

 salt to taste 

2 tbsp  grated fresh ginger (30 mL)

 Zest of 1 lemon

4  big or 8 small leaves  
 fresh sage, minced 

1 cup  sliced fresh shiitake  
 mushrooms (250 mL)
1⁄2 cup  shelled fresh fava beans,  
 precooked (125 mL)

2  green onions, minced

1. For sauce, in a frying pan over med-
ium heat, add olive oil. Sauté shallot for  
1 minute. add ginger, stock, soy sauce, 
sesame oil and dried mushrooms. Sim-
mer for 15 minutes; pass through a sieve. 
add juice, tabasco and salt. Set aside. 

2. in a frying pan over medium heat, add 
1 tbsp (15 ml) olive oil and sauté shrimp 
until translucent. add a pinch of salt, 
ginger, lemon zest and sage. Set aside.

3. in a frying pan over medium-high 
heat, add 1 tbsp (15 ml) olive oil and 
sauté mushrooms for 2 minutes. add 
beans, a pinch of salt and green onions. 

4. to serve, place mushroom and bean 
mixture on warmed plates, add shrimp 
and then pour sauce overtop.

SEaREd blaCk Cod wIth  
muSSEl-Clam StoCk and 
SmokEd PaPRIka
ServeS 4

8  mussels

8  clams

 Virgin olive oil

2  dry shallots, minced 

8  cherry tomatoes

1  clove garlic, chopped

1 tsp  sherry vinegar (5 mL)
1⁄3 cup  sherry (75 mL) 

1 cup  white wine (250 mL) 

1 bunch  fresh coriander, chopped

1 tsp  smoked paprika 

 salt to taste 

 Dash of tabasco sauce

4  filets black cod, about 5 oz  
 (150 g) each

8 stalks  swiss chard, roughly torn 

1. For stock, wash mussels and clams. 
in a heavy-bottomed saucepan lightly 
coated with olive oil, stir shallots and  
4 cherry tomatoes over medium-high 
heat. add mussels, clams, garlic, vin-
egar, sherry, wine, most of the corian-
der and a pinch of smoked paprika. 
Cover and cook for 5 minutes, then re-
move mussels and clams, and set aside. 
Continue to cook stock, covered, for  
5 more minutes. pour through a sieve. 
add a pinch of salt, tabasco and more 
smoked paprika to taste. Set aside.

2. toss a bit of olive oil into a hot cas-
serole dish, add cod and cook over  
medium-high heat for about 3 minutes 
per side. add salt to taste and a pinch 
of smoked paprika.

3. in a bowl, toss remaining 4 cherry to-
matoes with a bit of olive oil. add Swiss 
chard. add salt to taste. 

4. to serve, lay vegetables on a serving 
platter, add cod, mussels and clams, 
pour stock overtop and garnish with 
rest of the coriander. 

mauRICIE’S mIlk-fEd vEal  
CutlEt wIth SummER  
PoRCInI & PEa RISotto 
ServeS 4

risotto 

2 2⁄3 cups  chicken stock (650 mL)

1 tbsp  olive oil (15 mL)

2  dry shallots, minced

4 oz  porcini mushrooms,  
 minced (125 g) 

1 cup  carnaroli rice (250 mL) 
1⁄3 cup  white wine (75 mL)
1⁄2 cup  fresh peas (125 mL) 

2 tbsp  35% cream (30 mL) 
1⁄2 cup  grated aged cheddar  
 cheese (125 mL) 

 salt to taste

 Dash of tabasco sauce

meat

 Dash of olive oil 

4  thick, milk-fed veal cutlets 

 salt to taste

sauce 
1 tbsp  sherry vinegar (15 mL)
1⁄4 cup  dry sherry (50 mL)

2 cups  veal stock (500 mL)

 salt to taste

garnish

 Fresh chives
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sorbet

1 cup  fresh wild blueberries (250 mL) 

1 cup  sugar (250 mL)

1 tsp  lavender petals (5 mL)

1 tsp  lemon juice (5 mL) 

1. For crème brûlée, in a saucepan over 
medium-high heat, bring honey, milk, 
cream and lavender to a boil. While 
whisking gently, pour in beaten egg 
yolks. pass through a sieve to remove 
lavender petals.

2. pour mixture into 4 ramekins and 
bake in a 250F (120C) oven for about 
45 minutes, until custard is almost set.

3. remove custard from oven and cool. 
Cover with plastic wrap and refrigerate 
until ready to serve. before serving, 
sprinkle each ramekin with brown sug-
ar and carefully burn with a torch until 
tops are golden. 

4. For sorbet, in a saucepan over med-
ium-high heat, cook blueberries, sugar 
and lavender for 5 minutes. remove 
from the heat and add lemon juice. 
transfer mixture to a blender, process 
and let cool. then churn mixture in a 
sorbet maker.

valRhona manjaRI  
ChoColatE tRufflES
MakeS about 16 truFFleS

7 oz  dark Valrhona manjari  
 chocolate, 64% cocoa (200 g)

1 cup  35% cream (250 mL) 

 Valrhona cocoa for coating

1. Chop chocolate. in a saucepan over 
medium-high heat, bring cream to a 
boil, add chocolate and stir until choco-
late melts. pour mixture into a bowl 
and cool completely.

2. use a melon baller to form small 
chocolate balls, dipping melon baller 
into a bowl of hot water before each 
scoop. roll balls in cocoa. 

almond fInanCIERS
MakeS about 24 pieCeS

5 oz  almond powder (150 g) 

1 1⁄3 cups  sugar (325 mL) 

1 cup  flour (250 mL) 

8  egg whites 

1 cup  unsalted butter (250 mL)

1. preheat oven to 375F (190C). Com-
bine ingredients in a bowl and beat with 
an electric mixer at medium speed. 

2. divide mixture between 24 mini 
(about 1 1⁄4 in./3 cm x 1⁄2 in./1 1⁄2 cm) sili-
cone moulds, or regular moulds that 
have been coated with butter). bake 
until golden, about 15 minutes. let cool 
in moulds, then remove. M

1. preheat oven to 425F (220C). 

2. For risotto, heat chicken stock in a 
saucepan until hot and set aside. in a 
saucepan over medium heat, add olive 
oil and sauté shallots and mushrooms 
for 4 minutes. add rice and cook for  
2 more minutes. add wine, then hot 
stock, one ladleful at a time. Stir after 
each ladleful of stock, until rice ab-
sorbs most of liquid, before adding 
more stock. 

3. Meanwhile, in a heavy, ovenproof, oil-
coated skillet over high heat, sear veal 
cutlets well on both sides. Sprinkle with 
salt and place them in the oven in the 
skillet for 10 minutes. then turn off the 
heat and let them sit in the oven for  
5 more minutes. 

4. For sauce, deglaze the frying pan 
with vinegar and sherry. add veal stock 
and reduce it by half, then add salt to 
taste and set aside. 

5. Finish risotto by adding peas, stirring 
constantly. add cream, remove from 
the heat and add cheese. add salt and 
tabasco to taste.

6. to serve, place veal cutlets on a bed 
of risotto, add sherry sauce and garnish 
with chives.

naPolEon of watERmElon 
and EwE fEta wIth  
balSamIC vInEgaR and  
fRESh mInt
ServeS 4

12  thin rectangular slices  
 watermelon

12  thin rectangular slices  
 ewe feta cheese 

1 tsp  aged balsamic vinegar (5 mL) 

 Fresh edible flowers  
 (such as pansies) 
 for garnish

8  leaves fresh mint,  
 minced

on individual dessert plates, assemble 
napoleons by placing 3 alternating 
layers of watermelon and cheese. 
drizzle vinegar overtop using an 
espresso spoon. garnish with edible 
flowers and mint.

ouR gaRdEn’S lavEndER 
CRèmE bRûléE wIth bluEbERRy 
& lavEndER SoRbEt
ServeS 4

crème brûLée

6 tbsp  wildflower organic  
 honey (90 mL)
3⁄4 cup  homogenized milk (175 mL)

1 1⁄4 cups  35% cream (300 mL)

1 tbsp  lavender petals (15 mL)

6  egg yolks, beaten

4 tbsp  brown sugar (60 mL) 
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