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LA VOILE (The Sail) 
I was truly pleased to get a gift certificate to La Voile, the new French restaurant on Newbury Street.  A number of people had told me I would love this restaurant. 

Our reception was pleasant and gracious. The noise level was loud, but not outrageous and we were seated in a corner near a door marked “La Cave”.  The velveteen banquettes looked comfy.  The nautical décor with black and gray photos of sailing yachts,  lights that might have be found on a ship, and a few ships models is understated.  The wood floors, furniture and the large mirrors made the sound reverberate. 

The waiters decked out in white shirts and in black and white, vertically striped, butchers aprons, while the busboys wear black and white horizontal striped French sailor’s shirts.  You cannot miss them as they dart and dart they do.  I think that if these men slowed down and moved at a reasonable pace, they would accomplish their jobs without the looking out of control. 

One of the greatest dishes ever is a Soupe de Poisson, a richly flavored fish broth served with Rouille, a garlicky sauce with hot peppers for zip, grated Gruyere cheese and slices of bread.  I love this so much, I have to work not to include it every time I teach the course on French Provincial Cooking.  Once in Paris I wanted to grab a bowl of it away from the woman seated next to me.  Then the sweetbreads settled my food choices.  My partner decided on the fish soup and the frog’s legs special of the evening.   I ordered a still Vouvray a dry white wine with some fruit tones to accompany these dishes.  The Vouvray was actually sweeter than I was accustomed to and perhaps it was more noticeable because the wine was warm instead of being pleasantly chilled. 

The newest fad is several tiny dishes with various components.  There were little square “bowls” with salt and pepper on the table then we got the little appetizer with little round dishes with something in them. The waiter had darted in with an amuse gueule, a tiny snack to whet the appetite on a plate of plates.  The waiter’s rapidly spoken English was not clear and he darted off before we could ask.  The contents of that little plate never became clear; I think it was some sort of cheese mousse with a section of a bread stick.  There was also a tiny round of tough French pastry topped with something dark.  I thought it might be the lovely olive, garlic, anchovy blend called Tapenade, whereas my companion thought it might be a snail.  It was tough and chewy so the snail idea might win. 

The waiter retuned with a burlap bag of sliced bread and another tiny rectangular plate with a slice of  butter.  The bread instead of being baked in the late afternoon to be fresh and crispy tasted and chewed tasted old.  French bread has a life of hours not days.  The bread had decent flavor but it was like trying to chew a rubber tire. 

Ah, the bowls of soup!  They were more than generous in size and fortunately not filled.  The broth was brown. Instead of a rich fish flavor this soup lacked flavor.  The rouille was wimpy.  Instead of the full garlicky flavor and spiciness of hot pepper, this was a mayonnaise with some red flecks. Julia Child has a wonderful recipe with all the components if you want to create your own version.  Because the portion was so large and not wonderful we only finished about half of our servings. 

The waiter treated the gray cast iron Le Creuset casseroles, with the main courses, as if they were extremely hot, but when I went to move one of my casseroles it was not.  My sweetbreads got their own small casserole and as did the baby carrot, snow peas and string beans.  The waiter did spend time telling my companion how to cook the frog’s legs and that the secret was a splash of Ricard at the end.  I think they forgot it.  They legs were fully cooked but seemed to be floating in butter and the flavor was insipid.  They lacked character and if there was a splash of anis liqueur I could not taste it.  My sweetbreads were delicious with a rich creamy sauce flavored with morels.  But the vegetables were disgusting.  Many American chefs tend to barely warm the vegetables and tell you they are tender crisp when they are raw.  The vegetables at La Voile were limp, soggy and so over done they were inedible.   

We agreed to share a “Trio of Desserts with espresso” and got more small plates with a tiny dish of crème brulee, a pot of chocolate mousse and a small lemon tart on a plate with a cup of espresso.  We had to ask for a second cup of espresso.  The crème brulee was lovely.  The cream was delicious and perfectly smooth and the browned sugar topping like shards of glass.  Unfortunately the mousse was grainy and mealy with the tiniest drop of whipped cream the size of a mini chocolate chip and apparently frozen.  The acceptable lemon curd with hard cream morsel was in a rancid pastry shell! 

 The bill at a very reasonable  $118.00 for two including a $56.00 bottle of wine would move this restaurant towards the top of places to go, except the food was just not good.  Then there are the questionable if not shady business practices.  I had $150.00 gift certificate.  I gave the waiter the certificate to pay the bill and planned to give him the remainder as the tip.  The headwaiter appeared and said that was against the law.  He presented me with another gift certificate for $30.00 and said I would have to leave the tip separately.  I pointed out that first his certificate was incorrect because it stated it was valid for four months.  In Massachusetts gift certificates are, by law, valid for seven years.  I find it difficult to believe the legislature would forbid the certificate being spent as I want, i.e. to also leave a gratuity for the waiter.  I tipped the waiter and took the certificate and left.  I realized later that they had also retained the dollar and change difference instead of making my certificate for say $32.00! 
 (When I learned of the change in the law, I changed the wording on my own certificates and have tried to make it clear to anyone who holds one.  If you have a certificate or had one and thought it had expired, contact me.  My certificates are made out to individuals and I shall indeed honor them if I have you in the records.) 

