Pierre Gagnaire, photographed at
his Reflets restaurant in Dubai by
Terence Carter
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Just months after opening, Dubai’s Reflets Par Pierre Gagnaire
edged onto the San Pellegrino World’s Best 100 Restaurants list
— the only restaurant from the Middle East to make the grade in
2009. Reflets is the restaurant that sets the standard for fine dining
in Dubali, a city where the term is used far too loosely. In October
the féted French chef was in town for a week to check up on the
operation, and we were permitted to slip backstage with the man
himself to see just what makes his kitchen one of the world’s best.

It’s 8.30pm at the pass — the area where the chefs plate the food
and where the dishes are collected by the servers, who then whisk
them out to the elegant dining room beyond the swinging doors.
An order comes in; chef de cuisine Olivier Biles reads it out aloud
and the whole kitchen team yells loudly in unison: “Yes, chef!” It’s
the loudest sound we have heard since we arrived.

Two hours earlier, when we took the private elevator to the res-
taurant, all was calm and quiet. Assistant restaurant manager
Dennis Tels was doing last-minute checks, looking over every

table, adjusting the blinds, positioning plates, straightening cut- »
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Altogether, Gagnaire'sil
restaurants have notched
up a total of eight

Michelin stars
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lery, straightening his tie in the mirror. The hostess was lingering
near the elevator, waiting for the first guests of the night.

“After the pre-service briefing everyone knows which section
they’ll be working, so they familiarize themselves with their area,”
says Tels. “We change their sections every night to keep them on
their toes,” he adds with a grin.

The first customer arrives, the team jumps to attention, and Tels
hurries to greet him. Chef Gagnaire arrives soon after. He slips on
his chef’s jacket and joins us in the private dining room, where he
meticulously folds a crisp white scarf and ties it around his neck.

At the helm of an empire encompassing several highly
regarded restaurants around the world, Chef Gagnaire says he
chose to open in Dubai because it’s a “special place, a unique city”.
Another reason, he says, was Tom Meyer, general manager of the
InterContinental Dubai Festival City, where Reflets resides. “Tom
loves to eat,” says Gagnaire. “He loves Reflets. If we don’t have the
support of these people, we can't succeed.”

But the real secret to his success, confides Gagnaire, is his staff.
“My staff — especially my chef de cuisine Olivier Biles, pastry chef
Sébastien Vauxion and restaurant manager Etienne Haro — have
the right personalities and a connection to the city,” he explains.
“Theyre enthusiastic and clever, and they love people. Know-how,
personality, years of experience, people who represent my values
to carry on my philosophy, consistency... these are all important
qualities Ilook for in staff.”

With this, Gagnaire rises, keen to get to the kitchen. For the first
few minutes he simply stands and observes. “When I arrive, I just
watch what'’s going on,” he says. “I watch and I watch.” >
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PIERRE WHO?

Gagnaire is known for what's been called “high
technique meets high whimsy” — technically
complex dishes that marry unlikely combinations
of ingredients, such as the langoustine and red
pepper ice cream served at Reflets. “l am not a
businessman,” he told the Japan Times recently;
nevertheless, he oversees restaurants in Paris,
London, Tokyo, Hong Kong and Seoul, as well
as Dubai, while Twist by Pierre Gagnaire opens
in Las Vegas this month. It would be fair to say
his style divides critics: while his eponymous
restaurant in Paris holds three Michelin stars
(taken together, Gagnaire's restaurants have
eight stars in total), Sketch in London received
the first-ever 0/20 rating from one national
newspaper’s food critic when it opened in
2004. Maybe Gagnaire is best summed up by
a comment on respected gastronomc website
Chowhound.com: “He wants you to walk away
having tasted his food, thinking ‘Man, that was
crazy' — and then question whether that's a
compliment or a criticism.”
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The finishing touches are being made to several plates; Gagnaire
repositions a garnish on one, then follows the server out. “When
I'm here I go to the tables with the waiters and make sure they
are putting everything in the right place,” he explains. “It’s about
showing the guest respect.”

While the chefs wait for an order, benches are wiped, trays are
putaway in fridges, and ingredients, seasonings, sauces and spices
are refreshed. Chef Olivier is borderline obsessive — everything
must be in its right place. He admonishes a chef for borrowing his
favourite “duck saucepan” and tells another that theyre breaking
his heart by not putting trays back in the fridge immediately.

Several tables are ready for their next courses, and the chef is
deftly searing off duck breasts and a cdte de beeuf so large it must
havebeen sourced from abrontosaurus. A venison dish smells rich
and wonderful, its daube (stew) featuring fragrant braised dates.
The dates are from “here”, the chef says, pointing up towards the
hotel entrance — they have quite literally come from palm trees lin-
ing the hotel driveway. During the next few hours he finds time to
share cooking tips and passes us offcuts of meat to sample. “Taste,
taste, taste!”
An order comes in that increases the pace even more: two tables

he says, as he finishes a sauce.

have ordered degustation menus at once. Olivier calls out the
order. There’s silence. “Hello?” he says, and the kitchen yells out,
“Yes, chef!” They are deep in concentration, working feverishly but
generally in silence, every move choreographed and practised.

It’s now 9.45pm and Gagnaire has tasted every sauce resting on
the stove, watched every plate heading out, and pitched in when
a particular station fell behind. He brings us over two spoons of
creamy foie gras on a crispy wafer with fine pieces of frilly lettuce.
It’s sublime. The kitchen is now at the busiest it’s been all evening.
Gagnaire is plating dishes.

“Allez! Allez!” yells Olivier to kitchen expediter Kim Queroljico,
whose job it is to make sure that the trays are ready, that dishes are
plated correctly, and that there’s someone poised to run the plates
to the tables immediately. It's a job few envy or can handle. By this
time the restaurant is full, so there’s a constant stream of orders.

Abreadboard aboutto go out to the restaurant catches Gagnaire’s
eye. The stainless steel edges have finger marks on them. Gagnaire
doesn’t say anything; he just removes the bread, wipes down the
tray and rearranges the bread to show the waiter what he expects.

Restaurant director Etienne Haro watches the chefs in action
with some pride as service winds down. He was here months »
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before the restaurant opened, overseeing every aspect of its devel-
opment, from building plans to plates. He’s scrutinising one of the
less experienced chefs at work. “He started off very nervous,” he
recalls. “He wasn't sure of himself. Yet some people find their con-
fidence in all of this and lift themselves. Now we can rely on him.
It's abigleap.”

Just as big a leap was taking the “Gagnaire experience” to a city
like Dubai, where sourcing ingredients, dealing with bureaucracy
and keeping staff happy can be problematic. Gagnaire says he sim-
ply can’t replicate his three-Michelin-starred restaurant in Paris
here in the Gulf. Instead, he says, he has created something per-
sonal for Dubai, for this particular hotel, for the region’s produce.

While he could quite easily have gone for a much larger restau-
rant, Gagnaire has deliberately kept the Dubai operation at a mod-
est size. “After 50 covers, my staff might only have prepped a dish
four times, but in big restaurants they might make 20 or 30 of the
same dish. It gets boring; the staff will be thinking about going
home,” he says. “Human beings are always at the centre of the
cooking story.” l
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