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It’s hard to beat a dish blanketed in melted Gruyère and topped with breadcrumbs, as rich, indulgent chicken Savoyarde proves

Turn up the heat
There’s something very special about a dish cooked au gratin. 

Simon Hopkinson introduces two creamy, comforting favourites 
that are guaranteed to warm things up as the nights draw in

Chicken Savoyarde
Serves 4

I have always enjoyed eat-
ing anything that has the 
term au gratin attached to 

it. In French cookery, this can 
be anything from a luxurious 
gratin de queues d’ecrevisses 
—crayfish in the richest little 
shellfish-cream sauce, burnished 
under a hot grill—to a réchauffé: 
leftover poultry or meat, topped 
with some kind of sauce, then 
grilled with cheese and/or bread- 
crumbs. and I only use the 
French nomenclature, as the 
english description ‘gratinated’, 
although correct, seems to me 
a clumsy, ugly one. But then 
most culinary terminology  
suffers in translation from the 
French: think paste for pâté, 
for instance, which would be 
unthinkable and, moreover, 
really rather silly.

Be that as it may. Whatever 
the preparation, it’s the smell 
and texture of the surface of  
the dish that entices both the  
tastebuds and the eyes of the 
beholder. however, the contrast 
between this and that which  
lies beneath is the secret of  
the assembly. although both of 
the recipes that follow are quite 
different (the pancake dish, by 
the way, is a suitable vegetarian 
offering, although not strictly 
so if you consider the Parmesan), 
it is the delight of dragging  
one element into the other  
that pleases so much.

The chicken dish is based  
on the Poulet au gratin à la 
Savoyarde recipe that can be 
found in elizabeth David’s French 
Provincial Cooking. It is sumptu-
ous. The second recipe, if I may 
be so bold in such company, is 
from The Vegetarian Option 
cookery book (one of mine), and 
is quite nice too.

Ingredients 
For the pancake batter
100g flour
2 eggs
Large pinch of salt
250ml milk
50g melted butter

For the béchamel sauce
500ml cold milk
60g butter
35g flour
Salt and pepper

For the filling
750g spinach
75g ricotta cheese
2 egg yolks
100g freshly grated Parmesan
Salt and pepper

Spinach and ricotta 
pancakes
Serves 4

Ingredients 
1 x 1.5kg free-range chicken
1 large onion, roughly sliced
1 large carrot, thickly sliced
2 sticks celery, thickly sliced
1 large leek, trimmed, thickly  
   sliced and washed
2 bay leaves
2–3 sprigs thyme
3 cloves
1tsp salt 

For the sauce, and to finish 
the dish
50g butter
40g flour
300ml stock from poaching the  
   chicken
200ml dry white wine
200ml double cream
50g grated Gruyère cheese
3 tarragon sprigs, leaves chopped

to cook, which will soon enough 
become silky smooth. Stir, fairly 
constantly, using a wooden 
spoon and cook for about 
15–20 minutes. Now, switch off 
the heat and cover with a tight-
fitting lid, which will help to 
prevent a skin forming. Keep 
warm, suspended over a pan  
of hot water. Pre-heat the oven 
to 200˚C/gas mark 6.

For the filling, blanch the 
spinach in boiling water for  
a couple of minutes. Drain and 
refresh under very cold running 
water, then squeeze in a tea 
towel until completely dry. Purée 
the spinach, ricotta, egg yolks, 
Parmesan, seasoning and nut-
meg. Spread out onto a shallow 
tray, cover with clingfilm and 
put in the fridge to firm up.

To make the pancakes, use  
a 20cm (8in) frying pan and, in 

it, melt a small amount of butter. 
allow it to become hot and  
sizzling, then pour in enough 
batter to thinly cover the base 
of the pan. This first pancake is 
usually a bit of a mess, so chuck 
it out and start afresh. Now, make 
eight pancakes and put on one 
side. (Note: there is usually some 
batter left over, so make more pan- 
cakes and freeze the remainder 
in a plastic bag for another time.)

To complete the dish, place two 
tablespoons of the filling on each 
pancake and roll up, tucking  
in the ends if necessary. Lay in  
a lightly buttered baking dish, 
with a small space in between 
each one, then carefully spoon the 
sauce over. Sprinkle the Parmesan 
on top and bake in the oven for 
25–30 minutes, or until bubbling 
well and golden on the surface. 
hand around extra Parmesan at 
table, if you wish.

1tsp Dijon mustard
Salt and pepper
2–3tbsp fine breadcrumbs  
   mixed with 1tbsp freshly  
   grated Parmesan

Method 
Put the chicken in a large pot, 
add the vegetables, herbs, cloves 
and salt. Poach very gently for 
about an hour, skimming off any 
scum that settles on the surface. 
Once cooked, lift out the bird and 
allow to cool. Strain the stock 
through a fine sieve and discard 
all solids. Leave to settle and 
remove all surface fat using 
kitchen paper. Remove all meat 
from the chicken carcase (discard 
skin and bones), then tear into 
large pieces. Pre-heat the oven 
to 200˚C/gas mark 6.

To make the sauce, melt the 
butter in a pan, stir in the flour 
and cook for a couple of minutes, 

stirring. Gradually add the 
chicken stock, white wine and 
cream and whisk together until 
thickened. Stir in the cheese and 
tarragon, correct the seasoning 
and simmer together for about 
20 minutes. Only now should 
you stir in the mustard.

Put the chicken in a lightly 
buttered, shallow baking dish, 
pour the sauce over and loosely 
mix chicken and sauce together, 
then sprinkle with the bread-
crumbs and Parmesan cheese. 
Bake in the oven for 30–35 minutes 
until the dish is golden brown 
and bubbling well around the 
edges. Finish under a moderate 
grill if the surface isn’t burnished 
enough. eat with crisp green 
leaves (cos lettuce hearts would 
be my choice), lightly dressed.
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These savoury pancakes are 
just the thing for a chilly day

Simon’s Kitchen

Freshly grated nutmeg, to taste
2 tbsp grated Parmesan, plus  
   a little extra (optional)

Method 
To make the batter, whisk the 
flour, eggs, salt and half the 
milk together in a mixing bowl 
until smooth. add the butter and 
enough of the remaining milk 
to achieve a thin, pouring-cream 
consistency. Leave to stand for 
30 minutes.

To make the béchamel sauce, 
melt the butter in a solid- 
bottomed saucepan and stir in 
the flour. Gently cook the butter 
and flour together for a minute 
or two, but on no account allow 
it to colour. add the milk all at 
once and whisk together with 
vigour, until smooth. Season. 
On a low heat (preferably using 
a heat-diffuser pad), set the sauce 


