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Looking every bit as French as
his name suggests, Mark Courseille,
the pastry chef atMichel byMichel
Richard in the Ritz-Carlton Tysons,
sets some high standards with his
elegant desserts. Considering that
his father was a physics teacher,
dealing with sophisticated sugary
treats seems like an unusual career
choice.

But learning about his childhood
clears up some puzzles. A native of
Bordeaux, Courseille talks about his
grandmother, who not only worked
in a farmers’ market selling cheese
but also was an accomplished home-
schooled pastry maker. “I went to
market with her often,” he said. “I
used to love it. When I was a kid, I
was really interested in good food,
and I used to make good sauces.”
And one of his early culinary tri-
umphs was to excel in roasting duck
breast.

In addition, Courseille’s cousin
owned a pastry shop and used to
make outstanding eclairs. “I was
really interested in making these,”
he said. “They were so good.

His culinary interests launched
Courseille into the food world,
and at the age of 12 he decided he
wanted to be a cook. “I fell in love
with cooking,” he said. “I would
watch all the TV cooking shows.”
By the age of 16, he says, most of
his friends were still in school, but
he was working in kitchens most
of the time. By the time he was 17,
he earned a bachelor’s degree in
restaurant business, learning both

front and the back of the house
management.

His turning point came when he
enrolled in a pastry class. “When
I started with pastry,” he said,
“I fell in love with working with
flour, sugar, and its precision and
artistry.” Taking jobs in two local

restaurants — Calicoba Cafe in
Vieux-boucaux and in Hauterive
St. James in Bouliac — readied
the young man for his future in the
pastry kitchen.

At the age of 21, Courseille’s head
pastry chef invited him to come
to the United States to work in
the kitchens of the now-closed Le
Paradou, under renowned French
chef Yannick Cam. After two years
there, he says, based on hearing of
its reputation, he stopped by one
day at Citronelle (Michel Richard’s
French restaurant in Georgetown)
just to check it out. “I spoke with
the sous chef on Saturday and said
I wanted to work here,” he said.

The rest, of course, is history.
Courseille says he immediately
fell in love with Richard’s food and
kitchen creativity. “Michel likes
to play with food. What you order
comes out not what you expect,”
he said. But for Courseille, perhaps
the most important lesson he has
learned is that all foodmust be good
looking and plated beautifully.

FOOD&WINE
The Vine Guy » Scott Greenberg

What is your comfort food?
Family food, such as roast
chicken or roast meat with
French fries. I’m not picky
about food. Give me something
really simple, like what we
ordered in a little village.

What’s in your fridge?
Ice cream.

Which is your favorite restaurant?
Et Voila, a little bistro, and

Central, and I go to the Eastern
Market area for Montmartre.

Which is your favorite place in the
world?
My city, Bordeaux. It has lots of
little streets with little restaurants.

Which are your must-have
ingredients?
Chocolate and sugar. Nothing
can replace sugar, and who
doesn’t like to eat chocolate?

IF YOU GO
Michel
by Michel Richard
» Where: The Ritz-Carlton,
Tysons Corner, 1700 Tysons
Blvd., McLean
» Info: 703-744-3999
» Hours: Breakfast, 6:30 a.m.
to 10:30 a.m. Monday to
Friday, 7 a.m. to 11 a.m.
Saturday, 7 a.m. to 11:30
a.m. Sunday; dinner, 5:30
p.m. to 10 p.m. Tuesday to
Thursday, 5:30 p.m. to 11:30
p.m. Friday to Saturday

Mark Courseille: Sweet dreams
ByAlexandraGreeley
Special to TheWashington Examiner

T
he best way for anyone to
learnmore about wine is to
sample as many different
wines as possible. How-

ever, tasting a lot of wines at one
time can be expensive — and lead
to one serious hangover the next
day. So what’s the answer? Start
your own wine group.

Starting a wine tasting group
with friends will not only provide
exposure to a wide variety of wines
while sharing the financial burden,
it could also lead to friendships. Per-
sonally, I have learned more about
wine from the two wine tasting
groups I belong to than anything
else.

The first thing to remember
when beginning your own wine
group is that wine should be fun.
Develop a group, either old friends
or new, that is interested in learn-
ing more about wine in a relaxed
way and is dedicated to attending
each gathering. Keep your group
small. Eight people is ideal, since
this insures that the group remains
intimate, easy tomanage, and, most
importantly, everyone gets a decent
pour of each sample.

There are a couple of ways to find
people to join your group. Of course,
the easiest is to ask friends. But if
you’re looking to broaden both your
social circles and your wine knowl-
edge, ask your local wine shop for
help. They may be able to put you
in touch with other like-minded con-
sumers. Another option is to attend
wine tastings and ask people if they
are interested in joining a regular
group.

Once you get your group together,
spend a few minutes establishing
some guidelines. For example, the
group should agree on a meeting
time, frequency of meetings and
a location rotation. Plan the first
year’s calendar up front in order to
get a commitment from everyone in
the group. Lastly, set a bottle bud-
get. Early on you’ll want to keep it

in the $15 to $20 range and work
up from there as the group’s tastes
evolves.

A couple other ideas to consider
in order to make your group a little
more cohesive is to nominate a
note taker for each meeting and
then have the notes posted online
or shared via email so that members
can develop their own logbook. Also,
start a club library where everyone
agrees to read a book and then
exchange it with other members of
the club. Lastly, it is important to
keep the wine theme focused and
compact. In the beginning, do not
choose more than seven wines —
the person hosting gets a pass— to
taste per meeting. Base the selec-
tions on a particular varietal and
limit the selection to one or two
growing regions. For example, if you
pick sauvignon blanc, try three from
New Zealand and four from Napa
Valley. That gives your members
enough wine to compare within each
region and versus another appella-
tion. And remember to try all of the
wines without food first, take notes
and then try the wines again with a
little cheese or other snack.

After your group has been up and
running for a few months, invite a
guest speaker to address the group.
It might be someone from another
group with more knowledge on
a particular topic or a local wine
authority. Wine shops are always
happy to send one of their rep-
resentatives to speak to a group,
particularly if the wine for that
night’s theme is purchased from
that shop.

Over time, you’ll develop both
a better palate and make good
friends. And consider this: if your
group only meets once a month,
with six bottles per meeting, you
will have sampled more than 60
wines in one year with members
who might become some of your
closest friends. Not a bad way to
learn a lot more about wine.

Wine Primer 101: Starting a wine group
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Eight people is ideal for a wine group. It insures that the group remains intimate,
and that everyone gets a decent pour of each sample.
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Pastry Chef Mark Courseille crafts a treat at Michel By Michel Richard at the Ritz-Carlton Tysons.


