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INTRODUCTION

I caught my first fish with my dad when I was four years old. We were floating down a lake in a boat, and me and my twin sister Alice had a fishing rod out on each side with a fly on the end. We both caught a fish and wanted to enjoy our trophies that evening. My dad isn’t known for his cooking, but he was in the Army, so he can make a good fire. He burnt some sausages and seared the trout: surf and turf. I’ve never forgotten every detail of that day. It embodied what I like about food: the hunter-gatherer side of things. It also proves that an ordinary, unfussy meal can still contain wonders.

More often than not, the simplest way is also the best way, at least when it comes to food. It’s the reason I wanted to write this cookbook. I’m drawn to unassuming dishes, things you can quickly make at home on a daily basis.

How food makes us feel, I have learned, is as much about the memories a dish sparks, or the people we enjoy it with, as it is about the taste. I love the creativity of cooking, the flexibility, not to mention the instant gratification you get when mixing a few humble ingredients and ending up with something amazing.

I have vivid memories of my mother cooking for the family when I was growing up in Herefordshire. She is a great home cook. And she makes the best roast chicken – in my eyes at least – rubbed with olive oil and garlic and strewn with rosemary. We had a little kitchen garden that my mum had planted. We’d sit down at the beginning of every dinner and Mum would say: ‘This is all from our home. I dug the potatoes, cut the purple sprouting broccoli, our noisy chickens laid these eggs. We reared these lambs, which fed on the grass from our fields.’ It meant something.

She has passed on to me this love for using fantastic produce and ingredients, which is sincere. It has meant that I have always been drawn to combining the best of seasonal produce in delicious ways. Doing that transports me back to my upbringing.

At home, whether you’re cooking just for yourself, for friends, or for family, you want to feel comfortable in what you are doing and you want your guests to be at ease, too. I find that people are at their most relaxed when there is a sharing platter in the middle of the table, containing a whole sea bass or a lovely roast chicken, with a couple of well-considered vegetable dishes on the side. It’s an incredibly elegant and fun way to serve food, making conversation as you help yourself, or turning to the person next to you to pass along a second helping.

The key to success in the kitchen is just to enjoy it. Don’t overcomplicate a meal. Don’t overstretch yourself, or try to be too impressive. If it’s asparagus season, just cook some nice asparagus with butter (I’ll come back to butter later on) and throw it on the table.

This means that, for me, writing a recipe is super-super-straightforward. You simply pick the lead ingredient, and for that you’ve got to think seasonally. So, in the summer, tomatoes and peaches are in season, and they can go well together. You wouldn’t put courgettes and pumpkin in the same dish, because they seldom ripen at the same time, so I would set aside any recipe that does. But courgettes, aubergines and tomatoes can be grown simultaneously, and voilà: that’s ratatouille (with onions and peppers, of course).

A delicious meal starts and finishes with great ingredients. It’s not about spending all day labouring in the kitchen. Consulting specialists can save you lots of time in there: it’s always better to seek out the advice of a really experienced fishmonger, for instance, than it is to buy an obscure and hideously expensive variety of seafood that you haven’t a clue how to prepare.

The best dishes are those where you do as little as possible to the ingredients you’re serving and let them sing.

[image: Two children holding fish and smiling outdoors.]
A lot of chefs have probably never been to a farm. But being in touch with where food comes from is important, and I was lucky to experience that as a child. Beyond growing herbs and vegetables, my parents kept a few sheep, some pigs and chickens. I found comfort and connection in my mum’s kitchen; I was in tune with all things food.

When I was heading off to senior school, my mum saw there was a 16th-century village pub up for sale and within a few weeks she had bought it. I think the impulse to run The Bridge Inn was as much about preserving a piece of history as it was about owning a business. She cared about food, where it came from, how it was reared or grown and the way it was cooked. She knew good food is real, it’s produced sustainably, it’s delicious and it’s affordable. As a result, she created something special in that pub in Michaelchurch Escley: a place to meet and make friends.

One particular detail about The Bridge has stuck with me. In the kitchen, above the stove, was a meat-cooking chart: ‘For medium-rare, cook two minutes on each side; for medium, cook three minutes on each side.’ Now, looking back as a chef, the memory of that chart gives me pause, because to me, cooking is more about touch and feel. I train people – and hope to teach you – to cook through instinct. As for me, at school I was an ambitious slacker and it’s fair to say that my grades reflected my limited input. I’m not someone who likes to settle into a routine and I knew desk life wasn’t for me. So, as my friends were packing for university, I found a cooking course in Ireland instead. It was a three-month course at the famous Ballymaloe Cookery School in Cork and it cost a fortune. My parents begrudgingly agreed to fund it, but said in no uncertain terms, ‘This is the last thing we’ll ever pay for.’ And it was the best investment any of us ever made in me.

Within days of finishing the course, I had to get a job. My dad had recently been for lunch at The Dorchester Hotel in London and by chance had met the executive chef, Henry Brosi, who said, ‘Send him in for an interview!’

My mum was adamant that I should wear a suit. I was 19 and didn’t own anything remotely formal, so she announced, ‘Don’t worry, you can wear your dead uncle’s suit.’ Suddenly, there I was, in this musty, ridiculously ill-fitting, very large three-piece suit, walking through the revolving doors of the hotel’s grand Park Lane entrance and announcing myself to the lobby staff. Most chefs shuffle through the service doorway wearing jeans and a pair of old Vans, yet here I was head-to-toe in tweed. Despite a few sniggers from onlooking sous-chefs, I got the position and I completed two weeks of work experience.
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In contrast to the opulence and frivolity upstairs at The Dorchester, us cooks assembled below ground, paring, slicing, chopping and peeling for hours on end. For my first shift in the kitchen, I prepped 400 heads of broccoli. Afterwards, as I was trying to get home, I was standing on a deserted street corner, it was pissing down with rain and I was waiting for an endlessly delayed bus to arrive. I just thought: ‘Jesus, I should have worked harder at school.’ But after that two weeks, The Dorchester offered me a job and it was at that moment when it clicked. I decided, ’I’m going to go for this and do it properly.’ So two weeks turned into three years.

And while being a chef is high stress, high stakes and requires spending hours upon hours upon hours in poky, sweaty kitchens, there’s something magical about it. You must be fearless. You’ve got to be prepared to make mistakes, and, if you don’t like something, move on. It’s hardly glitz and glamour, but I’m always trying to get the maximum enjoyment for everyone I’m cooking for. And it’s my hope that anyone using this cookbook will gain the maximum enjoyment, too. I’ve done the graft, put in the long hours – working hard to understand and appreciate simple flavours, good techniques and how to create a memorable atmosphere around food – so you don’t have to, perfecting each recipe I’m sharing in these pages. And now I want you to take these ideas and recipes home.

At the start of lockdown in 2020, I had about 900 followers on social media. Like the rest of the world, I was tinkering around at home, baking sourdough and learning to crossstitch. As I was zipping around the kitchen, I started cooking recipes that made me happy and labelling them ‘food you want to eat’. This is where the concept (and the title) of this book comes from, because I was cooking food I craved and genuinely wanted to eat, food I hope you’ll want to eat too.

On a whim, I started banging out my own flavoured butters and videoing the results. Straight away there was traction, even from the introductory video I made, where I spun three bowls of butter into the centre of the screen. In less than 30 minutes, it had garnered about two million views.

I made a chicken skin butter and it got 10 million views. When I filmed a burnt butter video, it was played 20 million times. It went crazy. I made more than 100 different flavours of butter. People loved it. TikTok loved it.

I signed the lease for my restaurant, Straker’s, on my 32nd birthday, then we opened the doors later that year, in November 2022. What we do isn’t revolutionary: it’s outrageously delicious food served the way it should be, simply and skilfully. Everyone is there to eat food, have a good time, soak up the vibe: we make an experience. It’s a place where people feel at home and can relax with friends. We try to elevate the familiar.

How do we do that? As I’ve mentioned, it’s all about using the best produce at its peak, so while the menu is uncomplicated and unfussy, the techniques used in the kitchen have been carefully considered, ensuring each ingredient stands out. I love rummaging around the produce section early in the morning, deciding what we’ll put on for lunch and dinner and always putting the seasonal stars at centre stage. It’s one of my favourite parts of the day.

I have very simple rules when writing our menu at the restaurant. And I think you should do the same when hosting a feast at home. For a menu to work, you need seasonality and balance. And that’s the same whether you’re cooking on a Monday night at home watching Netflix, or serving a table of eight holding a celebration at Straker’s.

Most of the dishes in this book are attainable to absolutely anyone. But they are not all necessarily quick or easy. In the pages that follow, for instance, you’ll find many simple dishes, such as dressed crab, or artichoke salad, but breaking down a crab and preparing artichokes are skills you have to learn. Cooking is a craft and you have to do it (and especially to do it wrong) in order to improve.

But the more time you spend in the kitchen, the better you’ll get, and I promise, it’s worth the effort.
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