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GRIGNAN, FRANCE — As the world of
French truffles falls into disarray, let’s
hear it for the poor man’s truffle of Bour-
gogne. 

Inexpensive truffles from China, odor-
less and tasteless, are flooding France.
Synthetically flavored truffle oil is turning
up in more restaurant creations. And the
supply of the royal black Périgord truffle,
the black diamond of French cuisine, is
shrinking. 

Enter Didier Chabert, the retired chief
executive of his family’s nougat-making
empire, who has created a truffle com-
mand center at Domaine de Cordis, his
country estate and guesthouse here near
Avignon, in the south of France.

Mr. Chabert has called in the chef Jean-
Luc Barnabet to test recipes with the
Bourgogne, or Burgundy, truffle, which is
routinely snubbed in favor of its aristocrat-
ic cousin. He has created a scientific asso-
ciation to study it and has begun a national
public relations campaign to promote it.
Last month, he invited a dozen of the na-
tion’s leading truffle experts to dine, serv-
ing them cream-cheese-filled choux pas-
tries, puréed potatoes, dessert macarons
and a sabayon parfait — all made with
Burgundy truffles. They oohed and aahed. 

“The Périgord truffle will always be
higher class and more valued all around
the world,” Mr. Chabert said. “But we need
diversity and flexibility. France needs the
Bourgogne.” 

“Let’s hear it for the best of France!”
chimed in Hervé Kerlann, president of the
Maison Kerlann winery, who supplied the
wines.

In truth, “Périgord” is a misnomer for
the black truffle. Yes, this species (tuber
melanosporum) is found in the Périgord
region, in southwestern France, but more
often in the southeast and in many other
countries, including Spain, Croatia and
Australia. The Burgundy variety (tuber
uncinatum) is largely confined to the Bur-
gundy region.

The Burgundy truffle mimics its luxury
cousin in looks. Both subterranean fungi
can have the same black pebbly skin, golf-
ball-to-baseball size and irregular shape.
Inside, the Burgundy’s pale color turns
darker the longer it matures in the ground,
so that it sometimes resembles the dark
flesh of the black truffle. 

But then there’s the aroma, a major rea-
son the Burgundy has been dismissed as
the Périgord’s pale copy. The classic black
truffle smells of lust: soil, mold, garlic,
sweat, ripe mushrooms, hazelnuts, sweet
onions, an animal in heat. The smell is
made up of chemicals that evoke the re-
productive pheromones of mammals. That
explains why sniffing a perfect luxury truf-
fle, deeply, from a brown burlap sack can
make you feel dizzy enough to want to fol-
low its handler just about anywhere. (Play
it safe and stick to the kitchen.) 

The Burgundy variety has a lighter,
sweeter, less pungent smell, and it loses its
taste in cooking. Even at Mr. Chabert’s
dinner, the scallops had to be prepared
with Périgord truffles. But when the Bur-
gundy is freshly harvested and fully ma-
ture, it works just fine raw. 

There is another advantage: The Bur-
gundy costs one-fourth to one-half the
price of the Périgord, which can retail for
as much as $1,200 a pound during a bad
harvest year. This is good news at a time
when France is producing only about 40
tons of black truffles a year, compared
with about 1,000 tons in the 1930s; some
scientists blame climate change. (The fun-
gi are sniffed out by trained dogs and then
carefully dug by hand from the tangle of
tree roots in which they grow.)

The crisis is so dire that last month the
French government banded together with
its trufficulteurs (truffle “growers”) to de-
clare war on Chinese imports, which some
chefs are doctoring with industrial oils and
aromas to make them smell and taste like
the real thing. 

To raise awareness of the problem, the
French Truffle Growers’ Federation signed
a protocol with the French government,
which will provide a grant of about
$280,000 annually for seven years to de-
velop the nation’s truffle industry.

French truffle growers also want Asian
imports to be labeled an “exotic invasive
species.” They are asking that the black
truffle receive Appellation d’Origine Con-
trôlée status, a coveted certification that

authenticates the content, production
method and origin of a French agricultural
item. A team of experts from the National
Institute of Agronomic Research at Avi-
gnon is trying to identify the specific aro-
mas of the European truffle, as a potential
tool for detecting fakes.

“Ninety-nine percent of the consumers
have no idea when they are being served
Chinese truffles spiked with chemicals,”
Jean-Charles Savignac, president of the
French Federation of Truffle Growers, said
at the dinner. “They’re being swindled.
And those chemicals, they burn in your
stomach for 48 hours. You can feel the sul-
fur.” 

Mr. Chabert’s goal is to extend the
French truffle season by persuading his
countrymen to hunt and use the Burgundy
truffle. Its high season is from mid-Sep-
tember through December; the Périgord
truffle is normally hunted from December
to mid-March. 

French families who can afford black
truffles traditionally use them in their
Christmas cooking. But last year was very
dry, and in December, those truffles
weren’t mature. Mr. Chabert contends that
people should have tried the Burgundy.

Still, he speaks grandly of promoting all
sorts of truffles. “My ultimate goal is to
have people come here to buy truffles
year-round,” he said. “We can make this
place a global center, so that every time of
the year there will be a truffle from some-
where.” 

Mr. Chabert has some self-interest here:
His estate is also an inn and could benefit if
turned into a truffle center. But he is also
genuinely eager, even obsessive, about
preserving the glory of France and its fun-
gi. At the dinner, he offered a tongue-in-
cheek prayer: “God, we have worked so
hard. Help us to fulfill your creation.”

The next day, he was one of the stars at
an all-day scholarly conference on truffles

at the Renaissance Château de Grignan, a
fortress made famous by the 17th-century
aristocrat and letter writer Madame de
Sévigné. A standing-room-only crowd
crammed into a dimly lighted reception
room learned that there are six different
edible species of truffles in the world, that
every year the French Federation of Truf-
fle Growers is committed to planting at
least 300,000 trees that they hope will yield
truffles, and that they should give the Bur-
gundy truffle a chance. 

At the Saturday retail and wholesale
truffle market in Richerenches, 13 miles
away, reactions to the initiative were cau-
tious. “Whether you say something good
or bad about something, what’s important
is that you talk about it,” said Jeanot Pail-
hès, the patriarch of the local family run
L’Escapade bistro. “So anything you say
about any truffle is good.”

Mr. Pailhès poured me a glass of very
cold local white wine. He pulled a black
truffle from a dirty canvas sack, cut off a
thick slice, sprinkled it with fleur de sel
and popped it into my mouth. Frank Sina-
tra was singing “Fly Me to the Moon” on
an old boombox. Could it get any better
than this? 

At the guesthouse La Bastide La Combe
in nearby Vaison-la-Romaine, Marie Ballis,
who runs the house with her husband,
Yves Nanquette, has turned herself into
somewhat of a truffle expert. She knows all
the reputable truffle merchants at the
Richerenches market, and is called upon
by friends in Paris to buy their truffles. 

She is best known for her brouillade with
truffles, a dish made from eggs that have
been soaked the night before with a large
quantity of black truffles over a double
boiler and stirred until creamy. 

“I could never, ever do this with Bour-
gogne truffles,” she said. “Their taste and
aroma would simply evaporate. Even with
black truffles it’s not easy. If I put the mix-
ture straight onto the stove, the truffles
would turn into black rubber.” 
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From left, Heidi on the hunt. Hervé Kerlann, left, Jean-Luc Barnabet and Didier Chabert sniff a royal black Périgord truffle found by Heidi. A sliced Burgundy truffle, top, and a sabayon parfait with Burgundy truffles and coffee sauce.

France Rallies Around Its Truffles
Preserving the best, promoting
a ‘poor man’s’ variety and
declaring war on imports.
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Top, sniffing truffles for sale at the Saturday market in Richerenches. Above left, truffles and fresh oysters at the family-run L’Escapade bistro, where Jeanot Pailhès pours the wine.

Crowds at a conference on truffles at the Renaissance Château de Grignan in France learned there are six edible species of truffles.

‘Ninety-nine percent of
the consumers have no
idea when they are being
served Chinese truffles
spiked with chemicals.’
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