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Alsace: the jewels in the

gastronomic crown
by Philippe Bidaine

f you had to choose just two words to
describe Alsace, then “welcoming” and
“prosperous” would be sure to come to mind.
Without doubt one of the most beautiful regions in
France, with its heritage and the charm of its landscape,
this land of plenty also has a number of gastronomic
riches making it a paradise for food lovers.
Prodigiously diverse in its regions, from the plains to the
ridges of the Vosges, from valleys to Rhine forests, the
variety of produce offers food lovers a variety of
changing and welcoming landscapes forming a mosaic
of colours and flavours.
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It is no accident that for the major
restaurant guides, Alsace is one of the
regions in France with the most stars,
although such a tourist haunt will
necessarily have some unscrupulous
professionals to sully its otherwise
fabulous tradition.
With illustrious names (as luxurious as
unaffordable for many, unfortunately)
rubbing shoulders with perfectly
accessible eateries such as the winstubs,
Alsace is a sanctuary of good eating.

IFCC - www.lachoucrouteadesidees.com

REAL ALSACE
ASPARAGUS

Sauerkraut
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Among the seasonal delicacies of this
lovely region, asparagus is one of the most
prominent. It was brought to Alsace, and
more particularly to Hoerdt, in 1873 by
Pastor Louis Gustave Heyler. He had
worked for several years in North Africa
and found similarities between the land
there and in Hoerdt. He encouraged the
peasants to start growing asparagus.
Today, it has spread and there are also
major production sites in Illfurth,
Rumersheim-le-Haut and Village-Neuf
in the Haut-Rhin department.

The craze for Alsatian asparagus is such
that thousands of fans come on pilgrimage
every year! Today, the product retains a
strong traditional character and an Alsace
Asparagus Route has been created from
the North to the South of the region,
taking in all the producers, restaurant
owners and distributors of Real Alsace
Asparagus, united under the same label of
freshness and quality.
This logo is a guarantee based on
production specifications drawn up in
co-operation with Alsace Qualité.
Compliance is strictly controlled by an
independent organisation. The highest
level in this classification, Asperge de très
haute qualité, is recognised by its
whiteness, the firmness of its head that
may be slightly purplish, and its equal and
straight length. It is between 12 and
26 mm wide and 16 and 22 cm long.

THE MYTH OF
SAUERKRAUT

Some of the most renowned Alsatian
specialities are so well-known that they
become a caricature. An example of this
is the sauerkraut made with abundant

capacity and the vitamins in it.

Krautergersheim, where I am based,
alone accounts for 25% of French
sauerkraut”.
One of the criticisms often made of
sauerkraut is that it is not easy to
digest. This is totally unjustified
unless, of course, you eat too much of
the excellent pork meats that traditionally come with it. The region has
a solid tradition of pork products.
From the Cellier des Montagnes (a
sumptuous outlet located in the former railway station in Hachimette, a
dozen kilometres to the north-west
of Turckheim), you must taste the
famous schieffele (a succulent smoked
pork shoulder), take a bite from the
great Strasbourg sausages (the original Knack), or enjoyed liver sausage
on a piece of bread to understand
happiness! The sausages are pistachio
or black (schwarzwurst), blood
(blutwurst) or ham (schinkenwurst).
They are also giant-sized with large
pieces of tongue (zungenwurst) in a
black stuffing all presented in twos
and called gendarmes. Add a row of

Among other major operators that
continue to be family-run, mention
should be made of Iller, in Altorf,
offering some interesting combinations of its products with sauerkraut,
among other things.
However, the paradox is that today,
despite Alsace being by far France’s
biggest consumer of pork products,
pig farming is no longer a major
activity in the region. Just like
geese, even though it is the source of
Alsace’s most famous products.

THE FOIE GRAS
HISTORY

Although it is far from being
France’s biggest market, Alsatian
foie gras can claim to have ancient
traditions. Certainly, the art of
force-feeding ducks and geese in
order to eat their liver is not recent...
Noticing that migrating birds over
ate naturally before leaving on their
annual migration and had a liver

With Munster, Alsace has one of the
most characteristic products on
France’s impressive cheese board.
Munster is a cylindrical cow’s milk
washed rind soft cheese between
13 and 19cm in diameter, 2.4 to
8 cm high and weighing between
450g and 1.5kg.
Legend has it that the recipe was left
to people in the Vosges by an Irish
monk passing through in the ninth
century. Its name comes from the
town of Munster (Haut-Rhin
department). Another origin also
attributes the name “Munster” to the
German translation of monastery.
Peasants were in the habit of paying
part of their taxes to the Dukes of
Lorraine by delivering this cheese.
Magnificent with a
Gewurtztraminer, possibly with
grains of cumin, a great Munster is
the ideal conclusion to a meal and
will always leave a great memory,
although it should be said that most
of today’s Munster comes from
Lorraine.

Benoit Facchi, communauté des communes Vallée de Munster Ferme Buchwald Breitenbach

local cabbage production. Brought
to us in the fifth century by the
Huns who themselves had found it
in China, cabbage was eaten raw
until the 16th century when the art
of preserving it in brine and cooking
this “sour” herb (Sauerkraut in
German) was discovered. It then
became a must both for its taste and
health qualities, thanks to its
preservation capacity and the vitamins in it. The most characteristic
cabbage used to make it remains the
famous Quintal d’Alsace that weighs
between 5 and 7 kg.
For Thierry Angsthelm, a wellknown sauerkraut producer, “national production remains quite stable
despite a slight fall in consumption
to 700g per year and per head. 20
years ago, we consumed 1kg per year
and per person, but consumption in
Alsace is still more than 800g
per year and per person. With 15
producers, our region manufactures
60,000 tons a year, or 75%
of all French production.
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and health qualities, thanks to its preservation

galantines, smoked pork products
(bacon, pork fillet), without forgetting the famous presskopf (brawn),
star of the winstubs and eaten in
vinaigrette.
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It then became a must both for its taste

Munster of Buchwald Breitenbach Farm
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that was as large as it was delicious,
the Egyptians started fattening up
geese 25 centuries ago. Wall paintings have been found in the Saqqarah
necropolis illustrating force-feeding,
showing just how ancient the practice
is. The practice of fattening up liver
passed on to the Greeks and Romans
and became Jecur Ficatum (liver

Gaul, including the South West.
Many populations of the Roman
Empire and of course the GalloRomans became specialists in this
method. Then, throughout the
Middle Ages, fattened animals and
their livers were eaten in different
ways. Words synonymous with
force-feeding are found in many
regional languages.

crta-zvardon

THE ARRIVAL
OF FOIE GRAS
TO ALSACE

Strasbourg, Petite France

photothèque Feyel-Artzner

obtained with figs) in Latin. Foie gras
appeared for the first time on Roman
tables in the first century BC during
a fabulous banquet reported by
Horace. The Romans’ fancy for
fig-fattened liver was such that by the
fourth century ficatum (“with figs”)
came to be used for the liver of all
animals that had been fattened up.
The practice reached us among others
through the Jewish diaspora. This
tradition was circulated and perpetu-

Duck foie gras terrine

ated, particularly by members of the
Jewish community in exodus that
used liver fattening to produce fat
to replace lard that was considered
unfit for consumption according to
religious rules.
During the Roman period, foie gras
was eaten in Provincia then little by
little in the different parts of Roman
10
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In the 15th century, corn was
brought back from the New World
by Christopher Columbus. It was
particularly suitable for feeding geese
and ducks and was soon a success in
many regions where the birds were
farmed.
This is how geese and duck farming
developed widely across the southwest of France with the arrival of the
large-scale corn growing that is
essential to the fattening procedure.
It was not however inevitable that it
should be limited to that region and
the proof lies in the well-established
foie gras tradition that developed in
Alsace.
With an excellent reputation at home
and abroad, Alsatian producers claim
paternity to the product over their
south-western colleagues.
What we are sure of is that it was in
Strasbourg that Jean-Pierre Clause,
chef to the Marshall de Contades, the
region’s military governor, invented
pâté de foie gras “à la Contades” in
1778 with puff pastry and a bard of
fat. Legend has it that, justly proud of
his chef’s invention, the Governor in
question hastened to send the product to King Louis XVI who was to
make it famous throughout France
and beyond!
(Note that certain doubters claim
that a certain Courtois developed a
recipe for pâté de foie gras in
Périgueux in 1768, but that’s another story…)
Whatever the truth, it remains that
beyond this innovation, foie gras has
remained a very strong tradition in

“

With an excellent reputation
at home and abroad,
Alsatian producers claim

paternity to the product over

“
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their south-western colleagues.

Alsace. One of its original features
here in the North-East, is that it is
often seasoned with a variety of spices
- a good fifteen - of which each
producer jealously guards the secrets.
In the southwest, in most cases just
salt and pepper are added. We should
also note that most Alsatian recipes
do not add alcohol such as Armagnac,
which is typical of the South West.
Finally, some other Alsatian versions,
although they sometimes use truffles
- not very local it has to be said, but
traditional - do add Gewürztraminer
jelly to the recipe, giving it a much
more regional touch, but little
appreciated by purists.

ARTZNER,
THE STORY
Another great turning point in the
history of Alsatian foie gras was in
1803 when Philippe Artzner, a local
caterer, opened a store and production centre in the centre of the town.
Open-minded and inventive, he
developed a series of delicious recipes
and quickly became recognised as an
authentic food trend-setter in the
region.
The next step was in 1850 when his
son Edouard, who had taken over the
business, had the idea of cooking
duck livers in earthenware terrines.
The livers were cooked slowly and at
low temperature, meaning they kept
most of their qualities and flavours.
Finally, in another stroke of genius,
Edouard Artzner had the idea of covering these pâtés with a layer of goose
fat after cooling, with the happy
consequence of guaranteeing that the
product would keep for two to three
weeks. This was a real revolution for

ADT 67 Marcel Ehrhard

“

Edouard Artzner had the idea
of covering these pâtés
with a layer of goose fat

The president also said that “the
creation of a label enables producers
to set themselves apart from foie gras
processors who buy their livers elsewhere and are not authorised to use
the term Foie Gras d’Alsace on their
products.
However, local production capacities
are far from being able to meet the
enormous demand and companies
such as Feyel-Artzner (see portrait)
get goose livers from Hungary, while
duck livers come mainly from southwest France.
There is nothing particularly
revolutionary in this tradition of
Strasbourg firms processing livers
from elsewhere, one that dates back
to the nineteenth century when the
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after cooling
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Gänzeliesel name, aimed at giving
their sector a higher profile. It is
illustrated by “Lise the goosekeeper”, the Alsatian and German
traditional figure, spelt the Alsatian
way to set her aside from the
German Gänseliesels of whom the
most famous decorates the fountain
of Göttingen in the north of
Germany and is traditionally kissed
by young graduates.
For now, the label brings together
18 Alsatian foie gras producers
representing 90% of those in the
region “who control their process
from A-Z, from force-feeding the
ducks and geese to transforming the
livers and fillets or breasts” as
Georges Kuntz, the organisation’s
founding president explained at the
time. He added, “some 60,000
ducks and 5,000 geese are force-fed
each year in Alsace, or an infinitely
small share of French production (30
million ducks and 600,000 geese).

“

the times, given the serious lack of
refrigeration techniques!
This new packaging was a considerable success with customers who
were delighted to be able to eat the
delicious product elsewhere. This led
to the development of the foie gras
tradition not only in France but also
across the world. The skills have
since been handed down by Artzner
through the centuries and fashions.
Today, preparation and preservation
techniques have of course changed
much, and many companies have a
high esteem for the Alsatian tradition even if, he has to be said, foie
gras entirely produced in Alsace is
increasingly rare.
Until not long ago, Alsace or
Strasbourg foie gras was not protected by an official label. To set this
right, Alsatian producers of foie gras
have joined a label officially
launched on 16th November 2008
in Obernai (Bas-Rhin), under the
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“

In fact, the bloc de foie gras is

“

to foie gras entier what mince
is to rump steak or what

chipboard is to solid oak...

Orient Express enabled regular
contact with Eastern Europe.
But once the problem of the origin
has been settled, it remains to be
determined what product we are
talking about. Indeed, whether or
not it is the product of an Alsatian
farm, consumers can find foie gras in
different formats.
At the top of the tree is foie gras entier
(whole foie gras): this is either one or
several moulded lobes, or a single
piece of lobe if it is less than 250 g.
Then comes foie gras: these are pieces
of lobes compressed together.
Then comes the bloc de foie gras avec
morceaux (block of foie gras with
pieces): this is made up of pieces of
foie gras (30% minimum) and foie
gras reconstituted using mechanical
means.
12
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Finally, there is the bloc de foie gras
(block of foie gras): this has been
entirely reconstituted.

HOW TO CHOOSE
YOUR FOIE GRAS ?
To be complete, we should also
mention that there are different
preparations in which the foie gras
content may vary: parfait de foie
contains a minimum of 75% foie
gras and medallions, pâtés, mousses or
galantines de foie should contain a
minimum of 50% foie gras.
Also note that manufacturers that
produce foie gras entier obviously also
produce foie gras and bloc de foie gras.
Some of them can be a little
reluctant to explain clearly to
customers what the difference is.
Alsatian producers such as Bernard
Bringel in Gewenheim think that
this would discredit the largest and
most profitable part of their production: the bloc de foie gras. With this
product, they miss out the deveining
stage which can only be done by hand.
The blocs do not require entire lobes
but simply a mix of foie gras. Note

that if pieces of at least 10g
represent 30% of the finished
product, producers can even call it a
block with pieces. This difference is
important as an average-quality foie
gras does not need to have the
firmness we expect of whole foie
gras, as it is going to be mixed into
the block. A whole foie gras, however, cannot be of average quality as it
would have not be firm enough and
would break up. It would have
much more than 30% exuded fat
and no longer meet the requirements
of the whole foie gras decree.
And the specialist concludes: “In
fact, the bloc de foie gras is to foie gras
entier what mince is to rump steak or
what chipboard is to solid oak…”
Another distinction to make lies
in the method of preservation.
Whatever the name of the product,
the type of cooking serves to determine the length of preservation and
texture.
Foie gras frais should be kept
between 21 and 30 days at a temperature of 0°C to +4°C. Its texture
must be very smooth and tender.
Then, foie gras en semi-conserve can be

t

kept 9 months at a temperature of
0°C to +4°C. Its smooth texture is a
little firmer than foie gras frais.
Finally, foie gras en conserve can be
kept several years.
It should be noted in passing that
unlike many other products, foie
gras improves with keeping and
some purists go as far as aging it in a
cellar considering that it gains
smoothness and flavour over the
years by gorging itself on its own
fat...
Consumers are obviously spoilt for
choice. But it should be said that
Alsatian foie gras is much less easy to
find than that from the south-west
on shop shelves...

One of the great characteristics of
the region is that most Alsatian
wines are varietal wines and were the
first to be marketed in this way.
White wines include Riesling,
Gewurztraminer, Pinot Blanc, Pinot
Gris (formerly Tokay Pinot Gris…)
and Muscat d’Alsace, whereas only
Pinot Noir produces red or rosé.
Alsace Appellation d’Origine
Contrôlée wines (AOC) with a variety
indicated on the label are made
exclusively from that grape variety.
When the variety is not shown,
it is a blend, sometimes called
Edelzwicker or Gentil, or it carries the
name of a brand. Additional geographical information may also feature on the label, with the name of
the hamlet or village it comes from...
Alsace wines other than sparkling
Crémant are always sold in a Rhine
wine type bottle called the flûte
d’Alsace and reserved for them by the
regulations. Since 1972, they must
be bottled in their region of production.
The Alsace AOC currently
represents 77% total production,
92% of which is white.

t
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ALSATIAN WINES

The Alsace Grand Cru appellation
shows the marked influence of the
terroir on wines. It is given to those
that meet a certain number of
quality criteria: strict selection of terroirs, more limited yield, specific
rules for managing the vines,
minimum natural richness, official
tastings. Fifty-one terroirs defined
according to strict geological and
climatic criteria make up the mosaic
of these Grands Crus d’Alsace, whose
sizes vary between 3 and 80 hectares.
The label must mention the vintage,
one of the fifty-one hamlets covered
by the appellation and must also
generally show the variety.
Alsatian varieties admitted to this
Grand Cru denomination include
Riesling, Gewurztraminer, Pinot
Gris and Muscat. Needless to say, the
Grands Crus d’Alsace represent
annual production of about 40,000
hl or only 4% of all Alsace wines …
Among the specific features of the
region, we should mention the
Vendange Tardive (Late Harvest)
wording that may feature on Alsace
or Alsace Grand Cru appellations.
It describes exceptional wines produced in conditions that are among
the most severe of all French AOCs.
These Late Harvest wines come from
Gewürztraminer,
Pinot
Gris,
Riesling or Muscat varieties and are
produced with grapes harvested
when they are overripe, generally
several weeks after the official start
of harvesting. This adds power
through the concentration

crta-zvardon

As we close this important chapter
on foie gras, we now turn to a sector
that has also carried the reputation of
Alsace to the four corners of the
world: winemaking.

Alsatian Vineyard
F L AV O U R S F R O M F R A N C E
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phenomena and to the development of
noble rot (Botrytis Cinerea) to the identity of
the variety and its aromatic character.
Finally, at the top of the hierarchy is the
Sélection de Grains Nobles title that may be
added to the labels of Alsace or Alsace
Grand Cru appellations. These are even
rarer wines obtained by successively
sorting the grapes with noble rot, giving
the final result the exceptional power,
complexity and long finish that go to
make a masterpiece.

(see portrait), that maintain the highest
possible levels of quality at all times.

The Crémant d’Alsace AOC merits a
special mention. Made mainly from
Pinot Blanc, but also Pinot Gris, Pinot
Noir, Riesling or Chardonnay, it is a
variety of sparkling wines produced by
second fermentation in the Champagne
tradition. Today more than 500 producers are members of the Syndicat des
Producteurs de Crémant d’Alsace. It has
become the leading AOC sparkling wine
drunk at home but has also been very
successful abroad.
Note that one of the greatest criticisms
made of Alsatian wine growers in recent
years has been that they have not controlled - more or less voluntarily - the
level of residual sugar in their wines.
This is obviously not the case of the great
traditional houses such as Faller, Beyer,
Zind-Umbrecht, Ostertag Weinbach
(Colette Faller and her daughters…),
Schlumberger, Blanck or again Josmeyer

In a similar vein, the extraordinary
flavours produced by Metté in
Ribeauvillé are an absolute must. Few
distillers around the world can reach
these levels of extraction.
And we should also mention egg pasta…
another great speciality of Alsace, and
one that companies such as Grand-Mère
have taken far and wide, around France
and even further afield…

F L AV O U R S F R O M F R A N C E
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It has become the leading

Now we have come to the end of our
little food tour. We could of course have
mentioned any number of sweet
delicacies like the excellent gingerbreads
common during the Christmas period,
delicious aniseed or cinnamon cakes or
kouglof. Or the excellent fruit brandies
that are doubtless among the most
fragrant in the world.

“

AOC sparkling wine drunk

at home but has also been
very successful abroad.

But to do justice to such riches would
need a longer journey through this
magical land…

CRTA Hampé
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ADDRESSES
COOPERATIVE DE HOERDT
GIE des Asperges d’Alsace
2, rue de la Coopérative
67720 Hoerdt - France
Tel: +33 (0)3 88 51 31 36
Thierry ANGSTHELM
Les Choucroutes Angsthelm
Route de Meistratzheim
67880 Krautergersheim - France
Tel: +33 (0)3 88 95 76 37
LE CELLIER DES MONTAGNES
Charcuteries et produits de terroir alsaciens
68650 Hachimette - France
Tel: +33 (0)3 89 47 23 60

CRTA Journou

Charcuterie ILLER
Route de Dachstein
BP 72050 - 67120 Altorf - France
Tel: +33 (0)3 88 38 56 92
www.charcuterie-iller.com
Bernard BRINGEL - Foie gras entier
31 rue Principale
68116 Guewenheim - France
Tel: +33 (0)3 89 82 51 15
E-mail: bernard.bringel@wanadoo.fr
www.traiteur-bernard-bringel.com

ALSATIAN BEERS
Already known in Egypt (like force-feeding geese) but developed in Europe by the
Gauls who improved fermentation by creating the famous cervoise barley beer, beer
only really came into its own when the monks thought to spice it up with hops.
Sensible brewers, the monks quickly understood the advantages of the product and
in Alsace it was the abbeys of Wissembourg and Pfaffenhoffen, or the chapter of
cannons in Strasbourg Cathedral that made a profitable business from their
products. Later, monastic breweries were to give way to independent companies
such as the one run by Arnoldus Cervisarius who founded his first Alsatian
operation in 1260.
It was when the Revolution liberalised the activity and abolished corporatist rules
that the sector really took off. In 1803, there were no less than 250 companies
operating in Strasbourg. However, with the appearance of new brewing techniques
and production becoming widespread, an impressive series of mergers led to five
breweries remaining (Fischer, Heineken, Karlsbrau, Kronenbourg and especially
Meteor - now last one to be both independent and family-based) that make 56%
of French beer.

Foies gras Georges BRUCK
Depuis cinq générations
26 rue des Orfèvres
67000 Strasbourg - France
Tel: +33 (0)3 88 32 00 04
www.bruck-foiegras.com
Domaine ZIND-HUMBRECHT
4, Route de Colmar
68230 Turckheim - France
Tel: +33 (0)3 89 27 02 05
www.zind-humbrecht.fr
Domaines SCHLUMBERGER
100, rue Théodore Deck
68501 Guebwiller Cedex - France
Tel: +33 (0)3 89 74 27 00
www.domaines-schlumberger.fr
Domaine LEON BEYER
2, rue de la première armée
68420 Eguisheim - France
Tel: +33 (0)3 89 21 62 30
www.leonbeyer.fr
Domaine WEINBACH
25, Route du Vin
68240 Kaysersberg - France
Tel: +33 (0)3 89 47 13 21
www.domaineweinbach.com
Brasserie METEOR
6, rue du Général Lebocq
67270 Hochfelden - France
Tel: +33 (0)3 88 02 22 22
Distillerie METTE
9, rue des Tanneurs
68150 Ribeauville - France
Tel: +33 (0)3 89 73 65 88
E-mail: mettejp.com@wanadoo.fr
www.distillerie-mette.com
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Pâtes Grand-Mère
HEIMBURGER SA
7, rue du Général de Gaulle
67521 Marlenheim - France
Tel: +33 (0) 388 595 909
www.pates-alsace.com

Vineyards
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