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Order the endive and pancetta at Septime; (below) the vibe
at a Parisian neo-bistro is unpretentious and intimate
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MICHELIN-STAR MEAL
FOR UNDER `1,500 IN
PARIS – IF YOU KNOW
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n a working-class neighbourhood of Paris that’s at the
cusp of gentrification, a chalkboard menu outside a
restaurant reads:
Entrée: Asparagus with ricotta and roasted hazelnuts
Plat: Grilled sea bream with picked apples and
braised fennel
Dessert: Elderflower sorbet and cherries with
pistachio crumble
Scribbled below is the price: €23
Welcome to a Parisian neo-bistro.
Inside the relatively small space, you find yourself in
the midst of organized chaos. There’s a mix of customers:
locals, artists, businessmen and tourists in the know. The
décor is bare-boned but comfortable; the ambience lively
and welcoming. There is no silverware and no white
tablecloth. The staff is lean, with waiters more often than
not stretched across several tables. But the belated service
is more than worth the exceptional fare.
In 1992, when chef Yves Camdeborde left his
position at the Michelin-starred Hôtel de Crillon in
Paris to take over a bistro on the outskirts of the city
and serve haute cuisine at reasonable prices, legendary
chef Joël Robuchon infamously stated that this kind of
experiment would never work. Fussy Parisian diners were
accustomed to paying exorbitant prices and occupying
themselves with a great deal of formality for high-quality
meals. Luckily, the ambitious Camdeborde paid no heed.
Back then, the first incarnation of neo-bistros served
the classical, refined pot au feu, blanquette de veau or
sole Meunière you’d expect in a fine-dine establishment.

Today, however, the boundaries
between classical and modern are
blurred. While the techniques are
rooted in classical French cooking,
the ingredients are eclectic, leading
to playful combinations such as fruits
sprinkled with paan masala served
as a palate cleanser, or modernized
versions of tête de veau – crispy
veal brains dusted with freeze-dried
raspberry powder instead of the
traditional gribiche sauce (a cooked
egg mayonnaise with herbs
and capers).
The food at neo-bistros is tasty and
earthy, and the menu changes daily
based on what’s in season or what
the chef fancies. Often, chefs line
up at the crack of dawn for produce
from Joël Thiébault, a French market
gardener who harvests his vegetables
the same morning before selling
them at one of Paris’ most popular
outdoor markets. Meat and fish are
usually procured at Terroir d’Avenir,
where you’ll find everything from
line-caught hake to bergamots and
Puy lentils – the latter cherished for
their special flavour drawn from the
mineral-rich volcanic soil in which
they grow.
Back in the kitchen, menus
are printed 45 minutes before
service starts. As maverick Chef
Inaki Aizpitarte – the poster boy
of the Parisian bistronomy scene,
known for putting together unlikely
combinations at his restaurant Le
Chateaubriand – once said, “We
never know what we’re going to do
until we do it!” A good neo-bistro will
typically offer a set menu with limited
options per course for lunch and a
tasting menu for dinner – perfect for
a more experimental clientele .

WHERE TO EAT

PARIS’ TRENDIEST NEO-BISTROS
l Le Servan
32 Rue Saint-Maur
+33 1 55 28 51 82
Run by two sisters, one in charge of
the kitchen and the other the front
of the house, Le Servan is a local
favourite for its Asian-inspired flavours
paired with classical French cooking
techniques. Think boudin noir wontons
and clams in a sublime chili and Thai
basil bouillon.
l Le Baratin
3 Rue Jouye-Rouve
+33 1 43 49 39 70
Self-taught Argentinian chef Raquel
Carena has been cooking for 25 years
and specializes in simple market
cooking with a penchant for strange
animal bits. This is where you’ll find
most of the city’s chefs on their days
off – Pierre Hermé, the master of
French patisserie, is a regular.
l Septime
80 Rue de Charonne
+33 1 43 67 38 29
The menu of this Michelin-star
restaurant intentionally lacks verbose
description, often only citing the
provenance of ingredients. The flavours
are just as clean and minimalistic. Book
well ahead of time. If you don’t get a
table, though, you can always go to
the Septime Cave or to Clamato, their
seafood restaurant next door.
l Le Chateaubriand
129 Avenue Parmentier
+33 1 45 57 45 95
Opened in 2006 by iconoclast chef Inaki
Aizpitarte, highlights include scallops
with Cevenol onions and walnuts. The
9-course tasting menu will set you back
about €70.

Consider for instance the Tocino
de Cielo, a constant offering at Le
Chateaubriand. Aizpitarte makes
his version of the Andalusian classic
caramel custard by deconstructing
it on the plate: He takes a disc of
meringue, spoons in some caramel
sauce and tops it with an egg yolk
that’s been cured in a sugar solution
for 24 hours to develop a sweet skin,
and is then blow-torched. You’re
supposed to pop the dessert into
your mouth whole. And when you
bite into it, the yolk oozes, the burnt
sugar cracks, the meringue shatters
and the caramel delights.
Chefs today are eager to start
their own restaurants instead of
spending their careers following
one great culinary master – and as
a result, it’s increasingly common
to find a Ducasse-, Robuchon- or
Passard-trained chef in the kitchen
of a restaurant around the corner.
Even top culinary school students,
who once clamoured for internships
at 3-Michelin-starred restaurants,
now prefer to intern at these
cool neo-bistros. The result? A
movement that’s creating a delicious
future, leaving diners spoiled for
choice.
Shaheen Peerbhai blogs at Purplefoodie.com
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