
A Provence culinary adventure in Julia’s country home 
By Diane Sokolofski

In May, I returned from a five-day stay in Julia 
and Paul Child’s charming country home, La 
Pitchoune or La Peetch (La Pitchoune means 
“the little one”), in rural Provence. Built on 
Simone Beck’s homestead, known as  
Bramafam, La Peetch houses Julia Child’s 
original kitchen, left just as it was when she 
lived there. It is also where recipe-free, hands-
on Courageous Cooking™ classes are held, 
hosted by Makenna Held. It’s also a place for 
deep conversations about food/culture/art, and 
a place to make or deepen relationships. It’s a 
museum of sorts that lauds times long past. 

As a food professional for 30 years, I’ve always 
been a magnet to anything food and food 
culture related, so when I saw this auction 
item at the Old Town Art Fair benefit, I knew 
it had my name on it. Having cooked through 
Julia Child’s cookbooks over the years, now was 
my chance to feel Julia’s karma and experience 
the French culinary lifestyle as she did in her 
kitchen, plus shop local markets, and learn 
French culinary techniques. Needless to say, I 
had no idea what I was getting into.

American Francophile Makenna Held  
embraces Child’s former kitchen and hosts her 
school, where students master French classics 
such as beef bourguignon, coq au vin,  
bouillabaisse, potato Dauphinoise, steak tar-
tare, the perfect French omelet, crepes,  
and more each day. Knife skills, classic sauces, 

peasant food, side dishes, salad, and a few  
desserts rounded out the week. 

Each morning we started our day with a 
movement and yoga class to prepare us for a 
rigorous four- to five-hour, hands-on cooking 
session with chef Dominie Clarke, a Le Cordon 
Bleu-trained Scot. Chef Dominie, an excellent 
teacher, made all seem so easy as we  
prepared our extensive lunches and dinners. 
She provided tips on flipping omelets and 
crepes, flambéing and showed us how to shave 
truffles (not that I can afford to buy them 
regularly.) Yes, we cooked with truffles and 
learned to store them by placing them in a jar 
filled with rice, making sure the truffles stay 
completely dry. 

“A recipe should not dictate taste,” said Clarke. 
“Trust your own palette and if you think it 
tastes good, you’ve succeeded.” Each day was 
broken up with excursions to the local cheese 
shop, a fishmonger, local markets and  
charming little villages. We dined at an  
intimate country French restaurant as well  
as a 2-star Michelin, Paloma, in Mougins. 

One day Makenna drove us to the farmer’s 
market in Antibes, and each team of two was 

given 50 Euros to spend: White asparagus, 
truffles, chanterelles, baby eggplant, squash 
blossoms, black garlic, zebra tomatoes, and 
freshly made green olive tapenade filled our 
baskets. Back in Julia’s kitchen, we cooked our 
selection of produce, inventing dishes with 
chef Dominie’s guidance: herbed goat cheese 
stuffed squash blossoms in a tempura batter; 
roasted white asparagus with a brunoise of 
chanterelles, peas and green asparagus; and 
salad Nicoise prepared with only the approved 
ingredients defined by the salad Nicoise police 
(of sorts). For our final evening, Makenna lead 
us through a Champagne tasting, a fitting way 
to celebrate what we learned –– and toast the 
freewheeling spirit of Julia.
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Seattle conference: Join Dames from around the world for “Gray Skies,  
Bright Ideas,” our annual conference in Seattle, Oct. 11-13, with pre- and post- 
conference tours on Oct. 10 and 14. Seminars, tastings and tours abound!  
Sign up online at: www.ldei.org
What chapter events are coming up? Check out the lineup at  
lesdameschicago.org/events and make a note on your calendar.  
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The book? “Cooking for Picasso: A Novel” by Camille Aubray. After reading the book this summer, members visited Mark Pascale, at right, Curator of Prints 
and Drawings at the Art Institute of Chicago, who described the differences between several Picasso prints of the same subject and shared prints with a food 
theme, such as Still Life with Glass Under the Lamp, 1962, center. After, at Le Pain Quotidien, Dames enjoyed a light summer meal of tartines and a  
refreshing lentil/avocado salad, left.

The annual dinner was held at The Woman’s Club of Evanston in June. Members attending included, from left, Nancy  
Brussat, Toria Emas, Carol Smoler, Sofia Solomon, and Judith Dunbar-Hines. Ina Pinkney, right, was chosen as a  
Dame of Distinction.

|  Julia Child’s La Pitchoune kitchen today. Sotheby’s photo. 
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Meet our new board members  
for 2018/19

Les Dames d’Escoffier Chicago awards
2018 scholarships to nine women 

PRESIDENT’S 
LETTER
Greetings Chicago Dames,

As I begin to take on the official 
duties of Board President of LDE 
Chicago, I have been working 
on a vision for the coming year. 
Through insightful discussions 

with many of you and my experience on the 
board the last two years, I have learned quite a bit about what it 
will take to reinvigorate our chapter and create greater value for 
our members and the Chicago community.

I believe a focus on inclusion, engagement, and collaboration is 
the right path forward. With that vision in mind, here are some 
areas of opportunity for the coming year:

--More Dames involved in and attending events. We always see 
the same loyal Dames featured in photo recaps of our events. Our 
incredible Event Committee Chairs, Carla Williams and Gina 
Voci, have put together an amazing calendar, so please try to 
make it to at least a couple of events in the next year.

--More attendees outside of our membership. Our events are open 
to everyone, so please post and share event invites with friends, 
colleagues, and customers. It is the best way to attract active new 
members and spread the word about LDE.

--Engaging newer members. We need to do a better job of  
encouraging members who have joined us in the last few years to 
attend events or join a committee. This will ensure we are  
building a stronger chapter and leaders for the future.

Of course this requires the participation and support of all of us. 
I look forward to working closely with the board and committee 
members who have dedicated their valuable time in service of 
LDE. But I also look to each member to find a way to get more 
involved in the most meaningful way you are able, whether that is 
coming to a Dames who Read gathering, attending the New  
Members reception in the fall, or even just shooting me an email 
about a great fundraising idea.

Thank you, in advance, for your support and commitment  
to LDE Chicago.

Cheers!

By Patricia Cobe n
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In August, Les Dames Chicago Scholarship  
Committee awarded scholarships totaling 
$30,000 to nine outstanding women pursuing  
culinary arts and hospitality programs at four 
area schools. The committee received and 
reviewed 17 applications, inviting 11 women for 
personal interviews conducted by co-chairs  
Patricia Cobe and Joan Holleran Driggs, along 
with committee members Mary Aregoni, Lois 
Levine, Phaedra Ruffalo, and Judy Hevrdejs-
King. These are the impressive women who were 
awarded scholarships and honored at a reception 
at the French Pastry School on September 17.

Anna Astashkina is enrolling in the Cake  
Program at the French Pastry School. She has 
given up a lot to get to this point, having  
emigrated from Russia with her husband so he 
could attend flight school. Now it is her turn to 
pursue her passion. She has a master’s degree in  
mechanical engineering, but wishes to expand her 
skills as a baker and receive professional status 
and credentials, eventually sharing her knowledge 
by teaching cooking, baking and nutrition. 

Gianina Gomez Cabrera is pursuing her culinary 
education at Kendall College. She came here from 
Peru to get a degree that will allow her to open a 
business that promotes nutrition and healthful 
global food. She has already operated a gourmet 
deli, then brought her children to Chicago, and  
attended St. Augustine College to learn English 
and start her culinary education.

Nina DeBoer attends Joliet Junior College in the 
culinary arts program. She is an impressive  
self-starter, launching her own bakery and  
attaining Serv-Safe certification at the age of 12. 
Since then, she has baked thousands of cupcakes, 
created wedding cakes and catered large events. 
Nina has volunteered extensively, using her  
culinary skills to teach orphans and  
church groups. 

Khrystyna Medvedyk emigrated from Ukraine 
where she experienced economic hardship and  
political unrest. Working at the Wit Hotel, she 
now has valuable hospitality experience, but her 
dream is to become a professional pastry chef. She 
is enrolled at the French Pastry School with the 
goal of opening a woman-operated business  
specializing in desserts that are delicious  
and healthful.

Jennifer Morley attends the College of DuPage 
and is studying pastry arts. She is a mom to three 
children, one of whom is autistic. She is  
committed to completing her associate’s degree 
and pursuing her passion in baking. She already 
has demonstrated her expertise through volunteer 
work and a paid position at Meijer, where she 
custom decorates cakes. 

Kelly Oatman grew up in Bolivia and attended the 
Culinary Institute of America in Hyde Park, where 
she earned an associate’s degree in culinary arts. 
Her true love, however, is baking and she is eager 
to extend her education one more year to get her 
certificate from the French Pastry School. 

Ivry Radford is attending the pastry arts program 
at the College of DuPage, graduating in 2020. She 
has established a home-based bakery business 
called Ivry’s Delights that she wishes to expand 
into a storefront. Ivry had to withdraw from  
college when her son suffered a medical  
emergency, and had the motivation to re-enroll 
and continue her studies. 

Mary Grace Go Steinbach  
Grace (as she likes to be called) moved here from 
the Philippines, where she worked as a data  
processor. She enrolled in the College of DuPage 
to earn an associate’s degree in culinary arts with  
the goal of expanding her food and wine  
expertise and eventually teaching. She already 
has a Master’s Degree in Environmental Studies, 
which deepened her knowledge of sustainability, 
the slow food movement and organic farming. 

Leah Tibbs 
Leah decided to forge a new path into pastry arts. 
Over the last three years, with her passion for  
baking, she created a social media presence and 
website, connected with women bakers and 
found a mentor. She works at Luxury Cake  
Company and has enrolled in the French Pastry 
School to get her professional credentials. 
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The newest board members include:

-- Liz Barrett is founder and chief strategist of 
a food and wine marketing and PR agency. She 
also is a wine writer and blogger at  
whatsinthatbottle.com and co-hosts a  
YouTube series on wine at www.youtube.com/
Namethatwine.

-- Treasurer Unah Choi, who is President of 
Sunstarr Apparel (Choi Brands Inc.), a Chicago 
manufacturing company specializing in kitchen 
and chef uniforms.

-- Portia Belloc Lowndes, an event planner, 
caterer, social media consultant, and writer. She 
has been a board member of Green City Market 
for 20 years, a co-founder of Slow Food Chicago, 
and former Director of Heritage Prairie Farm.

-- Kim Hack. After careers in advertising,  
marketing and consulting, Kim opened the  
business she’d been dreaming about, Cocoa + 
Co., a chocolate cafe/shop in Old Town. 

-- Diane Sokolofski owns a food consulting  
business, Culinary Solutions, that provides  
culinary services to nonprofits. She has  
developed/tested recipes and managed food  
publications, including 18 years in the test 
kitchen at Kraft Heinz. 

-- Gina Voci has represented Opus One Winery as 
Sales and Marketing Manager in 33 states since 
1989. She has worked in the food and beverage 
industry for more than 45 years.

Six members joined the 2018/19 Chicago chapter board in June. The board 
consists of 15 members in total. Members serving another year on the board 
include myself as President, Jill Haas as Secretary, and Veronica Hastings as 
Past President, and board members Pat Cobe, Joan Driggs, Anne  
Kauffmann, Ina Pinkney, Phaedra Ruffalo, and Carla Williams. 

|  Scholarship winners, left to right: In back row, Kelly Oatman, 
Ivry Radford, Anna Astashkina. Front row, Jennifer Morley, 
Mary Grace Go Steinbach, Gianina Gomez Cabrera, Nina 
DeBoer, Leah Tibbs, Khrystyna Medvedyk


