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DEDICATION

To all the hungry mouths I have fed and to all those I am yet to feed!
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Introduction

The food in this book really is what I cook and eat with my family, particularly when I’m at my house in France. It’s the food I was brought up on and that we as a family enjoy. French home cooking is very different from fine dining restaurant food. Like Italian cooking, it’s all about using good seasonal ingredients and letting them shine by not messing around with them too much. And that’s exactly what I do at home, whether I’m cooking for myself and my wife Gisèle or for friends and family. I’m not into fuss or fancy frills. Our meals are often just one course, always followed by a little something sweet – even if it’s only a couple of squares of dark chocolate.

In France I shop at the markets, but when in London I go to the local shops as much as possible. I’m lucky that near my house I have a good greengrocer, fishmonger and butcher, all just a few minutes’ walk away. Whether at the market or the local London shops, I seldom set out with an exact idea of what I’m going to cook. I prefer to be inspired by what looks good on the day. Perhaps I’ll see some beautiful fresh mackerel and decide to enjoy it simply grilled. Then at the greengrocer’s I might find some new season’s asparagus – a perfect accompaniment – and that’s supper settled. On high days and holidays, though, I’m happy to spend a bit longer cooking something special for family and friends.

My family are originally from the north of France and Burgundy, where the cooking is rich in butter and cream, but these days I find myself gravitating much more to the food of the south, featuring olive oil and lots of fresh fruit and vegetables. My home in France is in the south, in the Ardèche, which is where my wife and her family are from, and that’s my style of cooking now.

The beauty of using good, fresh, seasonal ingredients is that you don’t have to do a lot to them. They speak for themselves. And I often save myself time and work by asking the fishmonger to fillet and pin bone my fish, or the butcher to joint a chicken. I’m happy to use ingredients such as jars of roasted peppers and chargrilled artichokes, too. They’re amazing products – someone else has done the hard work for you, and they have done it well. I don’t make my own puff pastry either and I’m a great fan of frozen peas. Also, meat or fish don’t always have to be the stars of a meal. For me, it’s not so much a case of meat and a little veg but the other way round. I like the flavour that a bit of meat or fish brings to a meal, but you don’t need a lot. I love my vegetables.

Most of the recipes in this book are straightforward and give maximum pleasure for minimum effort. When I’m at home I don’t have time to spend hours in the kitchen, and when I’m on holiday I want to relax with my family. I’m sure you are the same. There are some recipes in the book which take a bit more time though and that can be fun too. The important thing is to enjoy your cooking.

My tips for success in the kitchen are first, to buy the best ingredients you can within your budget. And second, before you start cooking, read the recipe through carefully and make sure you have everything you need to hand. Get all the ingredients and any equipment out ready. This is how professional cooks work and it’s a good idea at home too. Being organised in this way makes you more efficient and less messy. Nothing in this book demands anything special in the way of equipment – no water baths, vac-packing machines or other fancy gadgets. I’ve arranged my recipes into the following chapters.

Breakfast and brunch

Brunch-style breakfast has really taken off in France in recent years. When I was growing up, brunch was seen as very much an American thing. Breakfast for us, even at the weekend, was coffee and a croissant. Now cafés and brasseries all over France are offering some sort of brunch, including egg dishes, pancakes and waffles, and it’s hugely popular, as it is in Britain. At home we do make an effort to have something a bit more special on a Sunday. Anything with eggs is a favourite with me, such as the omelette with anchovies (here) but I also enjoy making little special treats, such as venison turnovers (here) and blue cheese sausage rolls (here), both of which you can prepare the night before and pop in the oven in the morning.

Quick lunches

If I’m at home, lunch for me is usually something I can rustle up with what’s in the fridge or store cupboard. I like to sit down, look at my bowl of soup or salad and think, life is good! But quick doesn’t mean junk food – lunch must be tasty, nutritious and filling. Soup is a favourite and I like to make a batch and enjoy it over several days. The French eat a lot of soup and there are infinite ways of making it interesting and delicious – for example, the watercress soup with poached egg and black pudding (here). Salad is another great lunch option, particularly in the summer, and lunch for my wife Gisèle and me is often a bowl of salad, with the addition of some leftovers or some ham or pâté or some store cupboard ingredients, such as peppers, anchovies or cheese. You’ll find plenty of examples in this chapter.

Simple suppers for two

The dishes in this chapter are exactly the sort of food that Gisèle and I will sit down to in the evenings. I don’t want to spend a lot of time making supper, even for my dear wife! We just want a simple meal we can share and enjoy with a glass or two of wine. In this chapter you will find several pasta recipes. In France we eat a lot of pasta, it’s not only an Italian thing. I was brought up on pasta, so was my daughter, and my grandson thoroughly enjoys a pasta meal. It’s a staple, particularly in southern France, and of course, it is a great vehicle for other ingredients and flavours. I often just look in the fridge and see what I can add to whatever pasta we have, but there are some special favourites here, such as the creamy onion tagliatelle (here), which is easy to make and a wonderfully comforting bowl of goodness. The linguine recipe on here uses some great store cupboard ingredients, while the tagliolini with seafood (here) is a bit more work but is a really excellent supper for two. Fish is a great thing to cook for two of you – quick and easy. Try the cod and vegetable parcels (here), which you can prepare in advance, ready to cook in 20 minutes. Another regular is duck leg confit (here). I buy the duck confit, crisp it up in a pan and enjoy it with mushrooms and ready-peeled chestnuts – simple and delicious.

Meals with family and friends

These dishes are a bit more special and just the thing when you want to give people a bit of treat. Some do require a bit of work in the kitchen, while others might need a long cooking time. The pot-au-feu (here), for example, is simple to put together but does need to cook for a couple of hours. It’s well worth the wait. I love slow-cooked meat, such as the spiced lamb (here), and these dishes are always better made the day before you want to eat them and reheated. This makes them ideal for entertaining, as you can get all the work out of the way and enjoy spending times with your guests on the day. Not all these recipes feature meat or fish. My wife and I think of ourselves as flexitarians and certainly don’t eat meat every day of the week. I like to make some special vegetarian dishes, such as the quinoa salad (here) and the cauliflower and broccoli gratin (here) both of which are full of flavour and very filling.

sweeT FINISH

I do like a little something sweet at the end of a meal and this chapter contains some of the desserts that are popular with my family. Some, such as the coffee cream pots (here), are simple and take minutes to prepare, while others are more complex and require some time and effort in the kitchen, such as the blackberry and apple mille-feuilles (here). It will all be worthwhile when you see the pleasure on people’s faces as they take a mouthful. I love to use seasonal fruits in desserts such as the strawberry and Maraschino cream (here). And in months when there are no fresh berries, I enjoy treats like the sabayon with glazed chestnuts (here) or pears in red wine (here). Chocolate is a favourite with all the family, so I had to include Grandma Roux’s recipe for chocolate mousse (here), plus an indulgent dark chocolate tart (here).

family Celebrations at home

This chapter features a special menu for each season, plus a Christmas menu, made up of many of our family favourites. The seasonal menus all have three courses, plus a little canapé to start the meal off while enjoying a glass of fizz or a cocktail. The Christmas menu has an extra course because – well, it’s Christmas! The menus are designed to feature seasonal ingredients, be balanced, and to leave you sated and happy without feeling over full. And of course, you can use any of these dishes on their own. For instance, you might want to do a little buffet featuring all the canapés. Cooking a celebration meal will inevitably require some time and work but shouldn’t be a chore. My advice is to get everyone involved to help out and do their bit, whether it’s some peeling and chopping or just clearing up when it’s all over.

Kitchen basics

Many of these recipes are referred to earlier in the book and are part of your armoury as a home cook – recipes for sauces, such as hollandaise, salad dressings and classic accompaniments such as creamy mashed potatoes. You can buy good stocks now, but I have also included recipes for making your own if you wish. If you do buy stock, I recommend choosing the refrigerated ones which have fewer preservatives and to check the ingredients – a good stock should contain bones, veg, water and maybe a bit of wine but nothing else.

Some people still see French food as fine dining, haute cuisine, which of course it can be. But I hope the recipes in this book show that French home cooking doesn’t have to be complicated, involving loads of ingredients and special techniques. It is simple, seasonal and achievable and shouldn’t be a chore. Be spontaneous, be led by the wonderful ingredients you see and feel free to adapt recipes to what is available.

I believe that if you relax and enjoy your cooking you’ll make better food, food that will make the people you love and cook for happy. And what is more important than that?
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CHAPTER ONE

BREAKFAST & BRUNCH

Petit déjeuner et brunch

Egg, hollandaise & asparagus tartlets

Oeuf de poule Argenteuil

Argenteuil, just outside Paris, is famous for its asparagus, which has a particularly wonderful flavour. When asparagus is in season, though, any kind will work well in this classic combination with poached eggs and hollandaise sauce, all encased in a crispy tart shell.

Serves four

200g asparagus

1 tbsp coarse salt

250ml hollandaise sauce (see here)

4 baked savoury tartlet shells (see shortcrust pastry here)

1 tbsp white wine vinegar

4 free-range eggs

Salt and black pepper

Take the asparagus and bend the stalk of each one until it snaps, then discard the woody ends. Peel the stalks if you think it necessary.

Bring a large pan of water to the boil and add the coarse salt. Add the asparagus and cook for 2 minutes. Drain the asparagus and refresh it in a bowl of ice-cold water to preserve the colour, then set it aside.

Cut off the top 7.5cm of each spear. Chop the remaining stems, mix them with half the hollandaise sauce and then divide them between the tartlet shells. Lay the asparagus spears over the top so the tips are showing. Preheat the grill.

Bring a pan of water to the boil and add the white wine vinegar. This helps set the white of the egg into a nice shape. Crack each egg into a bowl, start stirring the boiling water, then add the eggs and turn the heat down to a simmer. Poach the eggs for 3–4 minutes, not allowing the water to come back to the boil, until the whites look cooked, then remove the eggs and drain them on kitchen paper.

Top each tart with a poached egg and season with salt and pepper. Carefully spread the rest of the hollandaise over the eggs. Place the tartlets under the preheated grill until lightly browned, then serve immediately.
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Prawn French toast with walnut & coriander pesto

Croque aux crevettes

A really special brunch dish, this is my French take on Chinese prawn toast. These are hearty sandwiches, so if you’re serving them as part of a brunch buffet, just a half will be enough – unless you’re not planning to eat again until the evening! The walnut and coriander pesto makes a nice change from the usual basil version. The recipe makes more than you need for the sandwiches, but the pesto keeps well in the fridge for a week and is delicious with pasta.

Makes four sandwiches

450g peeled raw prawns

3 tbsp vegetable oil

3 free-range egg whites

3 free-range eggs

3 tbsp whole milk

Grating of nutmeg

8 slices of sourdough bread

Vegetable oil, for frying

1 tsp red chilli flakes, to serve (optional)

Salt and black pepper

Walnut & coriander pesto

60g walnuts

Big bunch of coriander (about 120g), roughly chopped

1 garlic clove, roughly chopped

1 tbsp grated Parmesan

1 green chilli roughly chopped, seeds removed

6 tbsp olive oil

Salt

First, make the pesto. Put the walnuts, chopped coriander, garlic, Parmesan, chilli and olive oil into a blender and blitz to make a smooth mixture. Season with salt.

Put the prawns in a food processor with the oil and egg whites and season with salt and pepper. Blitz until smooth.

Beat the whole eggs with the milk in a bowl and season with salt, pepper and a grating of nutmeg, then set aside.

Divide the prawn mixture between 4 of the slices of bread, spreading it evenly, then top with the remaining slices. Cut the sandwiches in half, then dip each half into the egg mixture.

Pour some oil into a frying pan to a depth of about 1cm and heat. Shallow-fry the sandwiches, a few halves at a time, turning them until golden on all sides – this will take about 4 minutes in total. Drain the sandwiches on kitchen paper, then keep them warm in a low oven while you cook the rest.

Cut the sandwiches in half or into bite-sized pieces. Serve warm with the pesto and sprinkle a few chilli flakes on top if you want your sandwich to have a bit of a kick.
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Potato & sweetcorn waffles with bacon crumb

Gaufres de pommes de terre et maïs doux

My family all love waffles and this savoury version brings all our favourite brunch flavours together. These are great drizzled with a little maple syrup or just as they are – I sometimes like to add an egg on top. You can make the waffle mixture the night before, ready to cook in the morning.

Serves four

Waffles

200g canned sweetcorn

250g flour

Caster sugar

3 free-range eggs, separated

200g whole milk

75g unsalted butter, melted

50g boiled new potatoes, cut into small dice (about 5mm)

2 tbsp vegetable oil and 2 tbsp butter (if frying the waffles)

Salt and black pepper

Bacon crumb

8 slices of streaky bacon

To serve (optional)

2 tbsp maple syrup

First make the bacon crumb. Heat a frying pan, add the bacon and fry until crispy, then drain it on kitchen paper. When the bacon is completely dry, chop it or crumble it with your fingers.

For the waffles, blitz 100g of the sweetcorn in a blender to make a smooth purée. Stir in the remaining 100g of sweetcorn.

Put the flour and a teaspoon of sugar in a bowl and season with salt and pepper. Add the egg yolks, milk and sweetcorn mixture, then whisk until smooth. Stir in the melted butter.

Whisk the egg whites until frothy, then add a tablespoon of sugar and continue to whisk until they form stiff peaks. Gently fold the egg whites into the sweetcorn mixture, then add the boiled potatoes and check the seasoning. Bake the waffles in a waffle maker until crispy and brown.

If you don’t have a waffle maker, heat a small frying pan and add a little oil. Pour in a ladleful of the mixture and leave to set. Add some butter at the side of the waffle to brown it, then flip the waffle over and add more butter to brown the other side.

Serve the waffles topped with the crumbled bacon and with maple syrup, if using, on the side.
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Potato rösti with onion & garlic

Crique Ardéchoise

This is a dish from the Ardèche –the region where I live when in France. It’s a good alternative to hash browns and can also be served with roast meat, but my favourite is to serve it with smoked salmon. The key to success is to use good floury potatoes. The rösti, or criques, don’t have to be neat but they should be nice and crispy.

Serves two

2 large floury potatoes

1 onion, thinly sliced

2 garlic cloves, chopped

2 tbsp chopped parsley

2 tbsp vegetable oil

1 tbsp butter

Salt and black pepper

To serve

Chopped chives

Smoked salmon

Crème fraiche

Peel the potatoes, grate them on to a clean tea towel and squeeze out as much moisture as possible. Season with salt and pepper, then add the onion, garlic and parsley.

Heat the vegetable oil in a non-stick frying pan. Divide the potato mixture into 4 and shape into rounds, then add them to the frying pan.

Once the mixture has set, dot butter around the sides of the rösti. Once the butter has melted, flip the rösti over and add more butter at the sides. Continue to cook over a medium heat until golden and cooked through. If you prefer, you can cook one big rösti or crique and cut it into quarters.

Remove the rösti from the pan and drain on kitchen paper. Sprinkle with chopped chives and serve immediately with smoked salmon and dollops of crème fraiche.
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‘Pizza’ with figs, goat cheese & ham

Petit pain aux figues et jambon cru

If you make the lovely rich brioche dough the night before, these don’t take long to finish off in the morning. The tanginess of the red onion works perfectly with the sweetness of the figs, and the drizzle of honey on top adds a nice touch of indulgence. Add some Bayonne or other air-dried ham on the side for an ideal brunch.

Serves four

Dough

7g sachet of fast-action dried yeast

90ml lukewarm water

25ml milk

250g bread flour, plus extra for dusting

1 tsp salt

1⁄2 tsp sugar

1 free-range egg, beaten

35g melted butter

Topping

1 free-range egg, beaten

2 large red onions, thinly sliced

3 garlic cloves, thinly sliced

6–8 ripe figs, thickly sliced

4 tbsp chestnut honey

150g soft goat cheese (Faisselle or goat curd)

Fresh lemon thyme sprigs

20g hard goat cheese (crottin or Pélardon)

Olive oil

Salt and black pepper

To serve

200g air-dried ham, such as Bayonne, Parma or Serrano

First make the dough. Put the yeast in a bowl and pour in the lukewarm water and the milk. Mix well, then add the flour, salt, sugar, egg and melted butter. Knead the dough for 4–5 minutes on a floured surface until it is elastic, shiny and smooth. Put the dough back in the bowl, cover with a damp cloth and chill for 3–4 hours or overnight in the fridge. You can make the dough in a stand mixer if you have one.

Divide the dough into 4 balls. Place these on a floured surface, roll them out to about 5mm thick, then place them on a sheet of non-stick baking parchment. Brush the dough with beaten egg, then leave for 20 minutes to rise.

Preheat the oven to 240°C/Fan 220°C/Gas 9. Just before placing the ‘pizzas’ in the oven, spread the onions and garlic over the bases, dividing them equally, then add the sliced figs, honey, soft goat cheese and fresh thyme, again dividing them equally. Next, grate the hard goat cheese on top and drizzle with a little olive oil. Season with salt and pepper, then bake for about 20 minutes. Serve warm with the ham on the side.
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Cheese & ham soufflés

Soufflés au fromage et jambon

These make a really impressive brunch dish for a special occasion – they will be greeted with gasps of delight! I like to add a little ham to my soufflés, but you can vary the surprise inside and use spicy sausage or smoked salmon instead, or vegetables such as spinach or broccoli. Delicious and easier than you think to make.

Serves four

1 tbsp butter

1 tbsp plain flour

120ml milk

1 free-range egg yolk

Grating of nutmeg

100g grated cheese, a mix of Comté, Gruyère and Parmesan

8 free-range egg whites

100g good-quality cooked ham, chopped

Salt and black pepper

For the moulds

50g butter, melted

20g Parmesan, grated

Preheat the oven to 200°C/Fan 180°C/Gas 6. You will need 4 large ramekins, about 10cm in diameter and 8cm high.

Brush the inside of each mould with melted butter and dust with grated Parmesan.

Melt the tablespoon of butter in a saucepan, add the flour and stir to make a thick paste. Add the milk and bring to the boil, stirring constantly. After about 5 minutes the sauce should have thickened. Remove the pan from the heat and leave the sauce to cool a little, then stir in the egg yolk. Season with salt, pepper and nutmeg, then add 65g of the cheese.

Whisk the egg whites with a little salt until stiff, then fold them into the sauce. Divide half the mixture between the ramekins, then add the chopped ham, dividing it equally. Then add the rest of the mixture and sprinkle the remaining cheese on top. Run your finger around the edge of each dish to prevent the soufflés from sticking.

Bake the soufflés in the preheated oven for 10–12 minutes, then serve immediately.
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Omelette with anchovies

Omelette Provençale

I’m very fond of anchovies and they add a wonderful salty flavour to this super-tasty breakfast omelette. Look for the best-quality anchovies you can find and go for salted ones, not those in vinegar. If you want to remove some of the saltiness, just rinse the anchovies in water before using. As always with omelettes, the secret of success here is to keep the texture slightly runny.

Serves four

8 free-range eggs

1 pinch of piment d’espelette or chilli flakes

1 tbsp tomato paste

12 salted anchovy fillets

1 tbsp oil

1 tbsp unsalted butter

1 tbsp chopped parsley

1 tbsp melted butter

Salt and black pepper

Crack the eggs into a bowl and beat them lightly with salt, pepper and the piment d’espelette or chilli flakes. Whisk in the tomato paste.

Roughly chop 8 of the anchovies and set the rest aside. Heat a large frying pan with a tablespoon of oil
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