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I

n the 1800 Italian Campaign Napoleon
Bonaparte won a battle against superior
Austrian forces that changed the course
of history and elevated the diminutive
General to near cult status back home in
France. The battle took place outside the
Italian town of Marengo and the dish Chicken
Marengo still bears that name today.

snatched from a nearby stream. The meal in itself became legendary and is still served here in
France particularly on the southern Cote d’Azur
where a number of restaurants bear that name.
Today, the invasion of imported American crayfish has pushed the smaller European native to
the brink of extinction. To all culinary purposes
however, the US invader serves just as well as its
local predecessor and we are even participating
in a beneficial environmental act by eating them.
I am particularly in favor of this as our tastes in
food seem, so often, to result in some form of
ecological catastrophe.

Legend has it that on his return from the battlefield the famished General called for food and
his versatile chef, Dunand, was forced to whip
up a meal made from the ingredients that came
to hand under battle conditions. These included
a chicken, two eggs and fresh water crayfish,
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I asked Franco-Sicilian cook Lydia Radicia to prepare Chicken Marengo for me as she lived for
many years on that part of the French coast
where the dish is still so popular. There are now
dozens of different versions of this dish in circulation and the original may well have been lost
during the course of time. I discussed this with
her as she dissected a farm fresh chicken with a
large chopping knife. I pointed out that today
many recipes either abandon the crayfish element altogether or replace them with prawns.
She was appalled at this suggestion and added that Napoleon Bonaparte would not have
been at all pleased with such changes. I briefly
considered mentioning that the crayfish would
not have been American and the chicken would
have been Italian but that sort of knit picking as
to provenance did not seem appropriate given
the large knife she was still flashing about at that
moment. In fact legend has it that the General
insisted on Chicken Marengo before every battle after its first creation and even when supplies
were plentiful he superstitiously demanded only
the original ingredients be used.

I am not usually fond of meals where a mixture
of fish and chicken are combined but this meal
definitely proved an exception. I think the lack of
rich ingredients saved the meal from becoming
overpowering and I was eager for seconds. After
that, with no small European army to conquer I
quietly surrendered to a siesta instead.
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Recipes

Lydia’s Uncompromising Chicken Marengo:
Ingredients:
1 farm chicken

Fresh parsley

4 fresh tomatoes chopped

3 eggs

12 fresh crayfish

Bouquet garni

Olive oil

Sliced bread (baguette)

1 glass medium dry white wine

1 court-bouillon

1 clove of garlic

Salt, pepper

1 carrot

Flour

2 shallots

Shot of cognac

1 onion

1 teaspoon tomato paste
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Instructions:
Boil up 1.5 liters of water with 2 cubes of court-bouillon.
Add crayfish having first removed back vein by pulling off the middle fin of the tail.
Boil till pink. (3 minutes). Remove from court-bouillon and set aside.
Chop chicken into portions and coat with flour, salt and pepper and fry to golden on all sides in
a lightly oiled casserole pot. Reserve. Dice carrot and chop onion garlic and shallots then place in
casserole pot and color. Pour in white wine and heat until it reduces slightly.
Add the tomatoes, the chicken pieces and the court bouillon in which you cooked the crayfish.
Simmer without the lid for thirty minutes after seasoning with salt, pepper and tomato paste.
After twenty minutes heat a slightly oiled pan. When well heated add the crayfish and turn them
gently before adding the cognac and flambéing for a few seconds. Set aside the crayfish and
fry the eggs in the same pan whilst toasting the baguette slices. Serve the chicken pieces and
crayfish onto plates and ladle generously with sauce. Dress with fried egg and grilled bread(which
technically should be army biscuit). Sprinkle with parsley and serve.

About the Author
Mike has lived and worked in France for the past twelve
years. Although he writes on a broad range of subjects
ranging from nature to gardening, Mike has found himself
being drawn more and more into the field of food writing.
Here cooking goes beyond passion and takes on an almost
mythical life of its own. Such feeling is infectious and when
embraced, provides a wonderful window both into French
culture and the lives of the people that live here.
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