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Dedication

Janey, Mum – I love you, this one is for you, duck xx
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Introduction


Making memories

The story of Home Made starts years ago, as my cooking is deeply rooted in memories and nostalgia. I watched my mum cook throughout my childhood and can still taste the family roasts she made, with her trademark steamed jam and syrup sponge for pudding, and remember the thrill of spying on her dinner parties. Mum was always keen to show us how she made all this delicious food, so the kitchen became a hub for so many delicious memories.

My parents divorced when I was four, and I soon discovered that this meant two households’ worth of eating, travels, holidays and memories. I recall munching sandwiches on South Sands Beach in Salcombe, Devon, with Mum; eating steak with Dad in a side-street restaurant in Bruges; and watching my brother Ed eating mozzarella in carrozza in Little Italy, New York, pulling a never-ending string of oozing cheese from the crispy fried bread – Mum and I laughed so hard we cried.

Memory and a sense of home have always played a huge part in how I approach food, whether that home was in Staffordshire, Salcombe or North Yorkshire. Over the years, I developed a catalogue of dishes from those home kitchens that later evolved into restaurant menus. This adaptation of home cooking to fine dining fascinates me – taking something relatively simple, pulling it apart and building it back up, maximising the impact of the dish. This way of cooking has become my entire ethos.



Learning along the way

Much of my education in food can be credited to endless observing, absorbing and mimicking. I spent countless hours watching cookery shows, trying to understand how these great chefs did what they did. My favourites were always Gary Rhodes and especially Anthony Bourdain – I’ve even dedicated a recipe to Bourdain in this book, the Panuozzo Bourdain. I would study Mum’s cookery books from cover to cover, then pick something that looked challenging to make. I briefly studied at culinary school in my late teens, but as I was already working six days a week and getting to culinary college and back meant driving for hours on my day off, my social life became non-existent. I missed normality. I left the school and took food education back into my own hands: my food obsession grew and I began challenging myself to improve with every dish I made.

In 2003, when I was fresh out of sixth form college, my older brother Jamie opened a Latin American-style restaurant in Cheddleton, called Castro’s. I was recruited to work front of house, but I was desperate to get in the kitchen, and fortunately he trusted me to do it – I became head chef at the age of 18. It was a wild ride, and we had a lot of fun times, but I wasn’t ready for a job like that. I never doubted my cooking ability, but watching my mates go to uni and enjoy weekends off was hard. In the five years I worked there we achieved a good reputation, but I was struggling with my mental health and felt isolated, like life was passing me by. It’s a tough gig being a chef, especially when you’re young. I desperately wanted to learn more about myself in the wider working world. I made the tough decision to leave Castro’s and moved away from hospitality for the best part of the next 11 years.



Out of the frying pan

I started working for our family agricultural equipment business in Cheddleton, in the sales department. I worked incredibly hard, found a new focus, and absolutely loved it. I also met some amazing people, including my beautiful wife, Salli. The hours were long, with lots of travel, but it was rewarding. I was given a director role in 2014 and grabbed it with both hands.

Throughout those 11 years, I was still totally obsessed with food, cooking at every opportunity and telling anyone who would listen that I was a chef at heart. In fact, when I was first introduced to Salli at an agricultural conference, she remembers that all I wanted to talk to her about was how good my cooking was! One of the major benefits of that job was the travel across the UK and Europe, which enabled me to continue my insatiable quest for amazing food, whether through farmers, producers or restaurants. I still use some of those connections I made today, as there’s an obvious synergy between agriculture and food.

In 2018, I moved to Yorkshire to be with Salli. I was commuting to Cheddleton for the family business and staying there during the week, with little to do in the evenings. I wanted to start something new and exciting with food. Some people never doubted me, but those who did drove me to do it bigger and better, and to not stop until it happened. I started a food blog. Initially, it was a bit all over the place – I was writing restaurant reviews and showing off some of my sketches (anything from the tractor ferry in Salcombe to our pets at home) – but it evolved to become purely about food. I took photos of dishes, invested in a camera and studied how to photograph food well, and my mum let me set up a photography studio space in her basement. The blog audience grew and grew, and I spent every spare second conjuring up ideas that I hoped people would engage with, to make food so visually appealing that it would leap off the screen and make people think ‘I need to eat that right now!’. The most successful ideas often had humble beginnings; something simple or familiar that I’d obsess over how to improve. I was starting to develop my own food identity, and becoming the chef I had always wanted to be. If I had to pinpoint a time in my life when this book started to take hold, this was it.



Opportunity presents itself

In the last days of 2018, when I was in my early thirties, Salli fell pregnant with our daughter Isobelle. She was born the following year in September. It was time to decide – do I carry on with my career in the family business, or take the plunge into what I really want to do? Salli and I spoke for days on end, as this needed to be a family decision. Ultimately, it was her constant love and support that gave me the confidence to go for it.

That decision was also – in part – made for me, as my brother Jamie decided to move on and leave Castro’s. The family who owned the Castro’s building offered me the chance to take on the restaurant. Could I take it on, but in a new guise? A chef no one has ever heard of opening a fine-dining restaurant in an area that has never had one before? Would it be worth uprooting our lives to move back to Cheddleton, with a newborn and lots of uncertainty? I had no experience of owning a restaurant but had a wild dream of what it could be. Decision made.



Mise en place

I have spent nearly every minute of my career as a chef learning how to be more organised – it is a huge part of successful cooking, whether at home or in a professional kitchen. Having everything in place before you start preparing a dish gives you more time to focus on the pressing task at hand. Setting everything up before you start takes patience, but it always pays off! Here are some top tips on equipment to help elevate your home cooking.


	•Instant-read thermometer: one of the most important pieces of equipment for accuracy. Accurately determining how well something is cooked by using your senses can be achieved with lots of experience, but it will never ever be as accurate as using a digital thermometer.

	•Maurice spatula: these plastic spatulas are great for multiple uses, from stirring to scooping food out of bowls. I prefer them to any kind of wooden spoon.

	•Speed peeler: a good-quality vegetable peeler will save you a lot of time and effort and help reduce wastage.

	•High-powered blender: these create ultra-smooth purees, sauces and soups. I love mine and use it all the time.

	•Japanese mandoline: I love this piece of equipment, even though it is notoriously treacherous – please use the finger guard and be careful! They produce thinner slices of ingredients than you will achieve with a knife, and those slices are consistent in thickness, too.

	•Microplane: this is such a handy piece of kit for finely grating ingredients such as garlic cloves or cheese, I always have one on hand.

	•Sharp knives: this may sound obvious, but a good, sharp knife can make a significant difference to your cooking, in terms of prep time and precision. My core set includes:

	–2 chef’s knives: a large one for slicing, a smaller one for chopping

	–small paring knife for precise cuts and smaller ingredients

	–filleting knife for fish and meat preparation

	–carving knife for bread and pastry cutting

	–Japanese nakiri knife with a rectangular blade, for chopping vegetables
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While still living in Yorkshire, before we had the chance to make the move back to Cheddleton, the Covid pandemic struck. The first lockdown in March 2020 was enforced just three days after I took ownership of the restaurant. This left me with nowhere to stay in the interim, as both my mum and dad were isolating. I could do nothing or I could make things happen. After some long family discussions, I kicked into gear and started the engines, so the space would be ready when the time was right.

The plan was ambitious, and things weren’t going to be comfortable, but determination set in and nothing was getting in my way. I drove down from Yorkshire at dawn on a Monday morning, spent every hour possible on refurbishment – with Dad’s support – and slept four to five nights straight on the restaurant floor. We made it happen: we rebuilt a restaurant ready to open when lockdown lifted.

Despite the back-breaking work, I’ll always look back on this period with fond memories. It was incredibly tough, but it created a bond between the restaurant and me that not every chef gets to experience. That building was literally shaped by my blood, sweat and lots of tears. During that time, my evenings were spent on video calls with Salli. She constantly reassured me that I was doing the right thing. She was holding things together at home with a very young baby. I simply could have not done it without her strength and support, something I will be forever grateful for.




Service!

After six months of constant challenges, with intermittent Covid restrictions lifting, we needed a new plan. Salli and I found a long-term rental in Cheddleton, which simplified one part of life. Mum was back in the picture, and she became my right-hand woman in finishing the site works and assembling a team. She was the calm to my chaos. It had always been a collective dream to open a restaurant, and the dream was now becoming a reality. Time for me to put on my chef whites!

We opened The Flintlock on 19 September 2020. For the first few weeks, before the second national lockdown was announced in November, we were so busy. We were overstretched and there were multiple issues, including the food not hitting the levels I wanted it to. These were possibly the most challenging weeks of my entire life. I had to find my confidence and own it. I needed to cook for my guests and forget about trying to be everything for everyone. We had opened the restaurant to offer something different (there are plenty of other places to eat near us) and it was never just about feeding people; that was a hard lesson to learn. Arguably, being forced to lock the doors that November was the best thing that could have happened. It put huge financial pressure on the business, but gave me the opportunity to start again.



Wood-fired pizza-making

If you love making and eating pizza, a pizza oven is the only way to go – all my recipes require a pizza oven. I have various styles, from portable gas-fuelled ones (ideal for the beach, if allowed) to stand-alone wood-fired models. They’re more accessible than ever and a brilliant way to cook outdoors.

As I’ve already mentioned, with fire cooking, the key to success is understanding and controlling the heat. Pizza ovens are designed to be able to reach about 500°C – far hotter than a conventional oven – and that’s what makes wood-oven pizzas taste so great.

Here’s some essential kit:


	•A clean pizza peel for launching your pizza into the oven (it looks like a very large, flat spatula).

	•A turning peel – a smaller, nimbler tool to turn the pizza with once it’s in the oven.

	•An infrared thermometer, which will give you the actual stone temperature (not just the internal oven air temperature). This is good to know as the temperature of the stone will impact how well the base seals and how fast the pizza will bake.

	•A sharp pizza wheel or rocker – cutting pizza is not a job for blunt instruments.



Get your toppings organised ahead of time, as the faster you can get the toppings on, the easier it is to get the pizza off the peel. For step-by-step dough prep, see Basic Pizza Dough.

Here’s a basic guide to target temperatures and estimated baking times for popular pizza styles:

Neapolitan-style pizza:

450°C for 80–90 seconds

New York-style pizza:

350°C for 5–8 minutes

Detroit-style pizza:

270–280°C for 12–14 minutes

Deep dish or Chicago-style pizza:

220–230°C for 25–35 minutes

There’s no doubt that pizza making takes time and patience: I experienced loads of disasters when learning. Just don’t give up, it’s worth persisting!





Camera, action!

We reopened and the following two years were much more positive: standards improved and everyone knew we were onto something. One day, an email landed in my inbox: would I be interested in appearing on Great British Menu? I thought it was a wind-up. Me? Why would they want me on the best cooking competition in the UK? Turns out, they did! An hour after replying, I had my first screening call, with the second the very next day. A few days later, I was scrubbing the restaurant decking when the call came in: ‘Thom, we want you to represent the Central region on Great British Menu.’ It was happening!

I hadn’t told anyone yet. I grabbed a bottle of Champagne and messaged Mum and Salli, saying I needed to see them urgently. They rushed to the restaurant and found me upstairs, in floods of tears with a half-drunk glass of Champagne in front of me. I told them, we all cried, then celebrated together – it was a very special moment.

My first time on Great British Menu was my coming of age as a chef. It was brutal and exposing, but the best moment of my career from a development point of view – I’d grown up dreaming about appearing on the show and wondering if I’d be good enough. Not only was I good enough to take the mighty Tom Shepherd to the wire in the judges’ chamber, but I learnt a lot about myself in the process. During that week, Tom was everything I aspired to be – but I realised it wasn’t about Tom, it was about Thom. That world-class chef – he quite rightly got through to the finals in that series – is now a great friend. I’ll never forget how he supported me throughout. I arrived carrying the biggest imposter syndrome and left – thanks to the support of Tom, Paul Ainsworth and Andi Oliver – with a newfound confidence. I truly did belong. I’ve shared my famous Stoke-on-Trent Lobby that I cooked on the show with you all in this book.



Focus on Fire

Cooking with wood and charcoal can open a whole new world. We cook with barbecues in the restaurant every day and I truly believe it’s the difference between dishes that tastes good and food that’s memorable. There’s no other way I’d rather entertain guests. Fire gives so many foods a magic touch, not just proteins (as you’ll see in Entertaining Over Fire). Unlike an oven, a barbecue can enable everything from cold smoking to raging-hot grilling.

Before we turn up the heat, here’s my must-have kit:


	•Sturdy pans with heatproof handles. Cast iron is a good move.

	•An instant-read thermometer (judging doneness by instinct and touch is impressive, but accuracy matters)

	•Quality charcoal, ideally UK-made, for best heat as well as flavour (poor-quality briquettes take ages to heat up and produce an artificial, almost acrid smoke that can ruin your food)

	•Heat- and fire-proof gloves (and strong, long tongs) you can trust to protect you

	•Seasoned wood blocks, if you’re using your barbecue for smoking:
Beef: oak, hickory, pecan

Pork: hickory, apple, cherry

Poultry: apple, cherry, pecan

Fish and seafood: alder, apple, cherry

Lamb: oak, hickory, cherry




Always start with a clean barbecue base, with no old ash or dust. Build a small base of wood chips, to act as a base for your natural firelighters. Arrange a small pile of charcoal around these, making sure there are plenty of gaps for airflow. Add natural firelighters (if you don’t have any, tightly scrunch up some kitchen towel and drizzle it with vegetable oil before lighting). You’re now ready to light your fuel. You can also use a chimney starter set-up if you like, with coals and your natural firelighter of choice.

Let the flames die down so you are not cooking directly over fire – the odd flame can add a lick of flavour, but a roaring fire is going to prove challenging to cook on.

Successful barbecuing is all about cooking to temperature rather than time, so heat control is essential. The principles are straightforward: fire needs oxygen – the more oxygen it gets, the hotter it burns. Most barbecues, whether they are a fancy ceramic one or a modest model, have vents that you can use to control the airflow, and therefore the heat. Open vents (at the bottom of the barbecue or/and on the closed lid) will make the fire hotter, closed vents will reduce the heat.

Learning how to create and manage different cooking ‘zones’ on the barbecue grill is key to building fire-cooking confidence and it gives you more control and flexibility. To do so, move coals to different areas of the barbecue: more coals equal more heat and vice versa.
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Back in the kitchen

 I threw myself fully into getting The Flintlock where I wanted it – beautiful food and excellent service. In 2024 we really hit our stride: the team was settled and I was relentlessly trying to improve. It didn’t go unnoticed. We were included in the MICHELIN Guide and achieved 3 AA rosettes in quick succession. Accolades don’t define us, but that recognition rubber-stamped the hard work we’d all put in. Towards the end of that year, I opened a tasting menu restaurant in the upstairs space at The Flintlock. We called it Après – it literally means ‘after’, as it followed The Flintlock, and it reflects my love of all things alpine. That mountain vibe runs through everything we do at Après.



Socials

Alongside my chef and restaurant career has been social media. My cheffing and social media personas are distinct: in my professional kitchen, I focus on attaining the highest quality with the tools available; online, it’s about creating content that’s relatable and accessible. That content has opened doors to working with some really big brands. If I’m honest, it all started from a desire for recognition – to show the world what I could do. There’s an escapism about it: no real rules, just freedom to create. For me, that means sharing knowledge. It’s a huge amount of work, but I still film and edit everything myself.



The book

Why ‘Home Made’? Quite literally, I’m a self-taught chef – I’ve crafted my skills at home and in my own professional kitchen. My career has been a journey of discovery, and swerving the conventional professional route has given me a unique perspective on food and cooking.

This book is about blurring the lines between fine dining and home cooking. It’s not about reinforcing my fine-dining credentials, but about sharing my approach to the food I cook in every scenario. Nothing ever gives me more joy than cooking what I love for those I love.

Home Made is a book I’ve always dreamt of writing. I’ve been waiting until the time was right and I felt confident about putting my ideas in print. I carefully selected the dishes that reflect me and my style the most, even deciding to share recipes that have been – until now – closely guarded secrets, like The Parker House Roll from The Flintlock. It’s yours to make now, too.



The final course

Following my intuition has always been my top priority when it comes to cooking. It’s a skill that can be acquired through practice.

My approach to cooking is simple: make it better today than yesterday. It’s been a rollercoaster so far, and every day throws up a new challenge, but challenges are my greatest motivator: tell me I can’t do something, and I’ll show you I can! (Apart from riding a horse – I’m rubbish at that.) I work best with a strong harness to keep me steady, and that harness comes from my incredible family, especially the three ladies in my life – my gorgeous daughter Isobelle, my beautiful wife and love of my life Salli, and Jane, my mum and my hero. This book is dedicated to my mum, who sadly passed away in December 2025. She was my biggest fan and a constant support. Our family revolved around her, and she was not only the best mum my brother Ed and I could have ever wished for, but also the best nana our kids could have dreamt of. I wouldn’t be half the chef I am today without her encouragement: she picked me up when I fell, defended me ferociously against criticism and was the first to celebrate my success. She’s left a gaping hole in my life, and I miss her every day. I’m thankful that she had an active influence on this book, as I started writing it by her side during medical treatments. We spoke about it a lot, and she insisted certain dishes must make the cut. That gives me comfort as something everlasting.

I’d love you, dear reader, to take these three things from my book. Firstly, see every day as a chance to learn about food. Secondly, use the recipes to help you make improvements and master detailed techniques. Finally, don’t be afraid to try something new. Confidence is gained through knowledge and experience. The greatest joy for me would be knowing you’ve read the book and simply love cooking more than you did before.

I’m nothing without the people around me, whether near or far, so thank you. This is for all of you. I hope you enjoy it.

All my love,

Thom
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Basic Recipes

The key to building great dishes and cooking excellent food is having a good understanding of some basic ingredients and techniques. Mastering the recipes in this chapter will help improve your cooking and enable you to make a lot of the recipes in this book with ease. For instance, a good stock is essential for a good sauce, so if you can make a good stock, your sauces will really start to fly, and once you feel confident with stock-making, you can start experimenting by adding different flavours to it for more specific uses, such as star anise, lemongrass and lime leaves for a southeast-Asian-style broth. I’ve also included techniques such as brining, which enhances the flavour and texture of everything from meat and fish to vegetables, and my homemade puff pastry – yes, you can buy puff pastry, but the result you get when you make your own is miles better, trust me!
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