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Holiday in France Combines Culture and Cuisine
by Brian Falk

The train along the French Riviera had a wonderful view as I traveled to Cannes from Ventimiglia and the Italian border. Looking out the window to my left, the sun shone off the Mediterranean as sailboats and yachts cut across the surface and swimmers played in the docile waves. To my right were steep cliffs, palm trees, agave plants and stucco villages. 

The view was great but the ride was not. Though it was October, the sun was baking me though the windows, and the old, tiny train was not air conditioned. The open windows (and doors) might have provided enough ventilation if we could have reached a sufficient speed. Maybe it was because there seemed to be a stop every five minutes, but for whatever reason, the couples strolling on the beach were moving faster than the train.

I was on my way to Le Mas des Oliviers, a house in Théoule-sur-Mer, a small town just 15 minutes along the coast from Cannes. "Le Mas," as it's fondly called, is owned by the Rhode School of Cuisine and operated several weeks each year as a luxury cooking school. "Luxury cooking school" is what I'd call it, but I don't know which word of the phrase should be emphasized; pampering, cuisine, and education are so artfully balanced that the lines between them begin to blur, becoming a single experience.

What I expected to be a quick jaunt down the coast had turned into a long journey. I suffered badly from lack of sleep. I was hot, hungry and frustrated. And I was nervous, because I was so late. I was to be picked up by car at the Cannes train station, and my planned arrival time had passed nearly two hours ago. Things did not improve when I realized there was no one at the station to meet me. But that all changed when I phoned Le Mas and spoke to Garrison. She happily and calmly assured me the car would return soon, and in a short time I was greeted by  two beautiful young women with blonde hair and broad smiles. Maryse, in her 20s, drove us to Le Mas, while Daisy, Garrison's eight-year-old daughter, charmed me from the back seat.

Before I knew it, I was standing on an expansive tile terrace overlooking a small cove in the Mediterranean and Garrison was warmly acquainting me with my new surroundings. I had missed the buffet lunch and the brief orientation, but the afternoon class had just begun, so there was no harm done. When Maryse showed me to my room, I was further relieved. With a large bed, tile floor, stucco walls, and private bathroom with shower and tub, I was sure to be comfortable. After unpacking a few things, I parted the drapes, opened the windows, flung open the shutters, and was treated to the same beautiful view of the sea. When I realized the music I heard was Miles Davis playing "So What" from my favorite album, Kind of Blue, I knew all was right with the world. And I hadn't even eaten yet.

The rest of the week was no less impressive. The classes, the chef, the food, the accommodations and the staff were all wonderful. This is exactly the type of reaction Mike Rhode and Terri DeVito had in mind when they created the Rhode School of Cuisine several years ago. "We strive to exceed the guests' expectations in every respect,"  Terri says. Mine certainly were. 

Our days began with fruit, croissants, coffee and tea served on the terrace. At about 10:00 a.m., we went into the kitchen and learned to prepare our lunch, also eaten on the terrace. Afternoons were usually spent on interesting excursions, whether a casual hike through the nearby red-tinted hills, a visit to a local vineyard, outdoor market or medieval hilltop town, or a picnic aboard the villa's huge motorboat. Anywhere from 5:30 to 6:30 p.m., we would return to the kitchen and learn to prepare the fabulous three-course meal we would eat for dinner. The meal was typically followed by wine, liqueur, friendly conversation and, eventually, bed.

That may sound nice, but it doesn't come close to doing the experience justice. The view, for example, is like a dream. Not just my dream -- everyone's dream. Though I regret not seeing any sunrises, the sight of the sun over the water as I ate breakfast was a fair trade. In the late afternoon we watched from poolside as the sun sank out of view, bathing the landscape in soft colors. In the evening, after dinner, we stood on the second-floor terrace and looked across the bay at the bright lights of Cannes, set against the black of the sky and the shimmering reflection of the water.

Our chef, Fred Rivière (can you believe the perfect congruity of that name?), generously and patiently taught us the skills and techniques we needed to prepare fantastic meals. Fred is an excellent chef, well trained, with an impeccable resumé, but his most valuable gift is his way with people. I was one of four guests taking the cooking classes and easily had the least experience in a kitchen, but Fred unfailingly made me feel comfortable and capable. (The fact that I seemed to lose all my newly acquired culinary skills upon my return home is certainly no fault of Fred's.) Terri tells me the classes are set up in such an intimate, hands-on fashion that complete novices can sit next to professional chefs and both will be educated and amused. 

Each day we would gleefully follow Fred's instructions, curious about his recipes and anxious to enjoy eating the meal we were learning to prepare. Each day Fred would adjourn class to finish cooking the meal and allow us to prepare to eat, and each day he would amaze us with the finished product. Each course was presented in such a beautiful way that we often paused to appreciate the way it looked, hesitating to ruin a work of art. And the taste!

When we weren't cooking or eating, Garrison made sure we were entertained or relaxed, if not both. Her graceful manner and genuine interest in the pleasure of her guests make the difference between a nice and a great vacation. She and the rest of the staff understand this is first and foremost a holiday. The theme of the week is built around cuisine, and it's offered in abundance, but never at the expense of enjoyment. If, on a whim, a guest decides he or she wants to go to the beach or shopping in Cannes, that wish is happily accommodated. Or if a spouse prefers to immerse himself in the French language rather than the cuisine, as one of our guests did, the necessary arrangements are made.

No, Fred is not to blame for my ineptitude in the kitchen. I simply don't spend enough time cooking. I did, however, learn many useful skills and a great deal about the cuisine. While I'm not confident enough to attempt his Filet Mignon of Pork with Apple Stuffing, Broccoli Flan, Leeks and Pears, he did give us several simple, delicious recipes, and the recipe book we received contains a wealth of information such as a glossary of French cooking terms, conversion tables, several pages about French wine, and nearly as much about cheese. 

Incompetence aside, I am, in fact, an excellent cook. The diploma I received from the Rhode School of Cuisine, ceremoniously presented to me our final night and now hung proudly on the wall of my kitchen, is all the proof I need.

