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INTRODUCTION

I WAS BORN IN DUBLIN IN 1969, the third eldest of six children. My birthday, August 16, is likely familiar to the rest of the world as the day that Elvis Presley died, but in my food-centric Irish family, it was known as the night we’d be feasting on prawn cocktail, rack of lamb, and corn on the cob for dinner—my menu of choice.

On any given day in my Mam and Da’s kitchen, until I moved to the United States at twenty years of age, the conversation centered around food. Although my mother, Angela, was acclaimed for her superlative baking skills, it was my father, Gerry, who did most of the cooking for our household.

Da was an avid gardener who took pride in cooking with the sixty-plus kinds of fruits and vegetables he grew on our Dublin property on Watson Road. It was extremely rare for the times that a family living in Dublin would have such a garden—and that a man would cook.

At home, dinnertime was sacrosanct. While other families hurriedly scarfed down fish fingers in front of the telly, we Armstrongs loitered over three- and four-course meals. That’s probably why I never got As in school—I didn’t have time to study because we were too busy eating dinner all night.

Hoping to instill in us kids an appreciation of the land, Da insisted that we tend the garden. One of my most enduring memories is of having to get up at six in the morning and spread mounds of horse manure (shite being the correct Irish term) that had been delivered and dumped in the front yard at four a.m. This was also a source of mockery from the other kids in the neighborhood.

Da was a successful tour operator who sold package holidays to the Continent, mainly Spain, so he had the means and opportunity to expose me to diverse cuisines—and he did. Throughout my childhood, it was not unusual for Da to pack up the family at a moment’s notice and take us to Tunisia, Greece, or Spain for a week or two, where we would feast on rabbit paella, Valencia chicken, couscous, or moussaka.

At the tender age of seven, my parents started shipping me off to France to spend my summers as an exchange student, learning the language and absorbing French culture, especially that which revolved around food. The family with whom I lived, the Baudins, took me on regular excursions around the countryside and to the sea, where I became familiar with the gustatory wonders of France: Normandy apples, Brittany butter, foie gras, croissants and baguettes, chocolate, wine (eventually), and the freshest mussels and oysters.
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Mine was a wonderful and rich life, but when I was fourteen, everything turned upside down. The laws governing Ireland’s travel industry were altered and Da’s business disintegrated. We weren’t exactly destitute, but our family fell on hard times. More than just a hobby now, gardening became the family’s primary food source. It remained a central source of our diet even after Da opened a new business, this time one focusing on business travel. Things began to look up for him.

I went to Coláiste Eoin, a high school where everything was taught in the Irish language. After graduating in the late eighties, the midst of the tech revolution, I went on to study computer programming. While I was in school, I got a part-time job washing dishes at a Dublin pizza joint called Da Vincenzo. It didn’t take me long to realize that being in a restaurant environment was more fun than computers. The heat, the chaos, the camaraderie, hanging out until the wee hours of the morning, rolling pizza dough, going to the clubs on Leeson Street and drinking cheap wine until the sun came up—it was all just so intoxicating. I woke up in class one day and decided it was time for me to quit school. I was now a full-time dishwasher at Da Vincenzo; it was there that the thought of cooking professionally took root.

Because I had a strong work ethic, I always offered to pitch in where I could. I started learning basic knife skills and was soon doing a lot of the prep work (chopping vegetables, grating cheese, picking herbs, peeling garlic) and performing some of the everyday cooking tasks, like making red sauce or stocks.

One of the chefs took ill one day and the owners asked me to cover him for a couple of weeks, which turned into several months. They threw me on the line and talked me through it as best they could, but I was more or less thrown to the wolves. I caught on pretty quickly and clearly had an affinity for cooking; after a few months I started referring to myself as a “chef.”

After his original objections, Da warmed up to the idea of me being in the restaurant business. Even though I had only been at it for a short while, he got it into his head that it was time for me to open a restaurant of my own and got the money up for it with some friends of his.

We opened The Baytree in 1989 in Monkstown, a suburb of Dublin, and needless to say it was a disaster. I clearly didn’t really know anything about cooking, the history, the technique, the science, etc., and knew even less about running a kitchen and an entire restaurant. (Food cost? Labor cost? Health permit? Those were foreign notions to me.)

I had the audacity to serve what I thought was classic French food. I thought it would be provocative to keep the front door of the restaurant closed and have guests ring a doorbell to gain admittance—not exactly a welcoming business strategy. I was always in the red and the deeper in the hole I got, the less I wanted to be there. On the day Dublin’s most revered food critic came calling, I had earlier decided not to open and was at the pub instead. “The Baytree was mysteriously closed,” the critic noted in the paper the next day.

Ten months after opening, we closed. I had learned some good lessons—don’t drink all the booze; don’t spend all the cash; don’t hire your friends—but Da didn’t consider that education worth the cost. He set forth a new plan for me: go to the States for a few months, make some money, come home to get back to computers, and forget about the restaurant business for good.

That’s not how things turned out.
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When I arrived in the United States from Ireland in 1990 at the age of twenty, I was broke and had no idea what to do with my life. I got a job as a short-order cook at Murphy’s, an Irish pub in Washington, D.C., and found myself going down a nowhere road: drinking, skipping out on apartments, and frittering away my meager earnings.

At the bar there one night, I met Greggory Hill, the chef of New Heights, a neighboring restaurant that was well regarded. I’m not exactly sure how it happened, but a few whiskeys later I had a second job there as a nighttime line cook. Gregg hooked me up with a third job, working at Cities, a trendy (and now long defunct) Washington eatery.

[image: ]

During my stint as a pizza maker at Cities, I met my future wife, Meshelle, the restaurant’s twenty-one-year-old manager. I knew immediately that she was the one who would set my life on the right track—and that my father’s plan was no longer an option. I resolved that I would not leave Meshelle, nor would I return to Ireland as I had since left it: defeated.

The problem was, my visa had long expired and I was an unwanted guest of the United States. Fortuitously, or perhaps by pure Irish luck, I entered and won an immigration lottery. Part of that process required me to return to Ireland, register at the U.S. embassy, and swear an allegiance to pay taxes for the time I had been working in the States illegally. There was a possibility that I would be declined at the embassy and never see Meshelle again. It was very dramatic and emotional, but things worked out; in 1991 I obtained my green card, granting me the legal status to live and work in the United States. Somewhere along the way, Da resigned himself to the fact that he couldn’t control how my life would turn out.

Upon my return to Washington, D.C., I went back to work at New Heights and threw myself into a self-imposed apprenticeship. I showed up at noon every day even though I was scheduled to be there at three. During this time, I learned a lot of rudimentary cooking techniques from Gregg and his sous-chef: butchering, sauce-making, and charcuterie-making, among others.

At this point, things were going well. I was establishing my career as a serious cook, and I became engaged to Meshelle. When Gregg took a position at another restaurant (called Gabriel), I followed him. There I met a young chef named Neil Annis, who recognized my ability and told me that to advance my career, I should go to work for Jeffrey Buben, a chef for whom he had worked in the past. I applied for a job at chef Buben’s much-acclaimed Vidalia Restaurant in March of 1993. The interview consisted of one question: “Do you want to work or do you want to talk?”

“I’ll work,” I said. And so the next phase of my career began.
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Vidalia was a whole new world, and a much more challenging kitchen than any other I had ever worked in. At a rapid pace, an education was forced upon me. To say that Buben was a taskmaster and a tough person to work for would be a gross understatement. Tensions ran high in the kitchen and by attrition and default, I wound up as the sous-chef after only a few months. I was severely underqualified.

On the first New Year’s Eve I worked at Vidalia, I was somehow on the meat station, cooking filet mignon by pan-roasting it, a method with which I was completely unfamiliar. (I explain the technique here.) We did about 300 covers for dinner that night, and after the sixtieth or so steak was sent back for being overcooked, chef Buben gave up screaming at me. I thought the infamous vein up the center of his forehead would explode. He no doubt knew he had put me in a position I wasn’t ready for, but still I felt pretty worthless. It was a good thing we were closed the next day and I had time to lick my wounds before returning to the lion’s den.

In subsequent years, as Buben and I worked hand and hand together (mine was held to the stove), my knowledge of classic French cooking and the discipline it took to produce it became honed and I rose quickly through the culinary ranks. I recognized that I was good at cooking; the better I got at it, the more confident I became and the more fun it was. It was the same kind of high I got from playing hurling—the adrenaline of the dinner rush, the intensity, the satisfaction of working as a finely tuned team, the thrill of cooking great food. The business seemed to be in my blood, so it was only natural that I would revisit the idea of opening a restaurant of my own.

In 1997, Meshelle and I married and began to pursue the restaurant dream together. Our first child, Eve, was born in 1999. By then I had been promoted. I was now the chef de cuisine of Buben’s newly opened and much-hyped restaurant, Bistro Bis, a stone’s throw from Capitol Hill. There I cooked for various notables, from Ted Kennedy to Muhammad Ali.

One Monday, Jeff called me and told me that Julia Child was coming to lunch on Thursday. I prepared a special menu and ordered the freshest special ingredients to be delivered, but she showed up unannounced a day early and I had to scramble.

I don’t remember what I made, but it must have passed muster. I learned later that they had had arrangements somewhere else for Thursday that Julia insisted on canceling so that she could return to Bis a second day in a row, with none other than famed chef Jacques Pépin in tow. That was one of the highest points of my career. I remember I made sorrel soup, but other than that, the day was a blur.

During my years at Bis, I learned how to manage staff, control food and labor costs, and run a large, busy operation. It was a sense of proprietorship that would come in handy in the not-too-distant future; by the early 2000s, Meshelle and I were developing plans to open our own place.
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By this time, Ireland was in the midst of a cultural resurgence and a culinary revolution. The significance of this is great, because the concept of Irish cuisine is a twentieth-century development.

Ireland had been under English rule for hundreds of years. The fertile countryside’s output (cash crops, meat) went to landowners, leaving the mostly rural population to subsist on potatoes, the only crop they could grow for themselves. From 1845 to 1848, the Great Potato Famine occurred when a blight wiped out the potato crop, causing mass starvation. An estimated one million people died; millions of others emigrated throughout the remainder of the nineteenth century and into the twentieth century.

In 1949, Ireland withdrew from the British Commonwealth and strived to develop an economy driven by its primary resource: agricultural products. Due to continuing high unemployment and low GDP, college-educated people in Ireland continued to emigrate because there weren’t any jobs for them.

Finally, in the early 1990s, the government drastically changed regulations and made it possible for foreign investors to do business in Ireland tax-free; money and people poured in. In 1995, the population in Ireland grew for the first time since 1845. During this time (1995–2007), known as the Celtic Tiger period, the Irish economy, including the hospitality industry, exploded. A new breed of Irish chefs emerged that was dedicated to a modern cuisine based on ingredients indigenous to Ireland.

Among the pioneers of this movement were chef Derry Clarke of L’Ecrivain Restaurant and chef Ross Lewis of Chapter One Restaurant, both in Dublin, and Darina Allen, the doyenne of modern Irish cooking and owner of Ballymaloe House in Shanagarry in County Cork.

The resources Irish chefs have at their disposal are abundant. Agriculturally, Ireland is very wealthy. It’s on the same latitude as Newfoundland, but very different in this way: the Gulf Stream comes across the Atlantic from Florida and keeps the climate moderate, making it conducive to growing produce year-round. Grass-fed beef and lamb are superlative. Irish butter ranks among the finest butters of the world, as do artisanal cheeses such as Cashel Blue and Dalhallow. As an island country, Ireland is also rich in fish and seafood, such as plaice, mussels, oysters, and Dublin Bay prawns, some of the most delectable shellfish you’d ever want to eat.
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In 2004, Meshelle and I opened Restaurant Eve, a fine-dining establishment we named after our daughter. (Our son, Eamonn, was born in 2002. We named our fish and chip joint, Eamonn’s, A Dublin Chipper, after him.) We divided the ninety-seat restaurant, situated in a charming converted townhouse in Old Town Alexandria, Virginia, into two distinct dining rooms: the casual but upscale Bistro and the slightly more formal Tasting Room, where we offer five-, seven-, and nine-course tasting menus. The restaurant met with instant acclaim.

Just as the Irish chefs based their menus on their local ingredients, so did I, buying produce, meat, eggs, cheese, fish, and seafood from the finest farmers of the Delmarva region. I did, however, work cherished Irish ingredients and dishes into the mix, with the likes of Kerrygold butter, brown bread, and colcannon popping up on my modern American menus.

In 2006, Food & Wine magazine named me one of the ten best new chefs in the United States. Before getting on the plane to accept the award in Aspen, Colorado, an employee of mine handed me a copy of Michael Pollan’s The Omnivore’s Dilemma, which proved revelatory.

Until then, I had been a supporter of sourcing products locally, but only because they were the freshest ingredients I could lay my hands on. Thanks to Pollan, I realized I needed to make a deeper commitment: to make a real effort to educate and lead by example. Da had pointed the way long before; I just hadn’t connected the dots.

Now I did. I planted my own garden at the restaurant to honor my family’s traditions. There we grow a multitude of fruits and vegetables, including peaches, heirloom apples, herbs, tomatoes, and peas. I committed to going green, changing all the chemicals in our establishments to environmentally friendly ones. I began to participate in myriad fundraising activities that support the proliferation of farmers’ markets. (I serve on the Board of Directors of FRESHFARM Markets, which manages and promotes several producer-only markets in the metropolitan Washington, D.C., area.)

In 2010, I created an organization called Chefs as Parents, whose mission is to effect change in school lunch programs and educate children and parents about the value of healthful, local, nutritious foods. For that, the White House hailed me as a “champion of change” who does “extraordinary things to out-innovate, out-educate and out-build the rest of the world.”
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On an October night in 2011, I stood at the front door of Restaurant Eve congratulating President and Mrs. Obama on their wedding anniversary as they made their way to The Bistro for dinner. Afterward, I chatted with them about their recent trip to Ireland. As a kid washing dishes in a Dublin pizzeria, I could not have fathomed conversing with the president of the United States any more than I could have envisioned an empire that included Restaurant Eve, the Majestic Café, two branches of Eamonn’s, A Dublin Chipper and PX cocktail lounges, and Society Fair, our gourmet emporium and wine bar.

My success as an internationally recognized four-star chef, an owner of multiple restaurants, and a leader in the sustainable food movement has its roots firmly in my Irish upbringing. Without the shepherd’s pie, black pudding and onions, and Mam’s apple pie of my youth, the Kerrygold Butter–Poached Lobster with Parsnips, Pork Belly with Braised Cabbage and Poached Apples, and Pan-Roasted Rockfish with Mushroom Reduction and Mock Risotto of Restaurant Eve could never have been.

This book is a collection of traditional Irish dishes close to my heart, family recipes (with a few spins here and there), and refined, Irish-inspired dishes from Restaurant Eve.

It is a culinary coming of age story of an Irishman, a chef, and, most importantly, a son.


A NOTE ABOUT SALT


“With all thine offerings thou shalt offer salt.” Leviticus 2:13

At my restaurants, we use Italian sea salt for cooking everything because it is unrefined and has a nice, mineral quality. The salt used in the recipes in this book, unless otherwise indicated, is kosher salt.
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CHAPTER ONE

First Things First: Irish Breakfast Like at Home


Irish Breakfast

Breakfast Tomatoes Three Ways

Restaurant Eve’s Pork Loin Bacon

Breakfast Sausage

White Pudding

Black Pudding

Orange Marmalade

Raspberry Jam




Breakfast is always hearty in Ireland, but it’s more expansive on Sunday than any other day of the week. It would not be unusual to serve eggs, an array of pork products, fried potatoes, tomatoes, brown bread, and toast all at one meal.

Whenever we land at Dublin airport, always in the morning, we call Mam and she says, “Right, right. I’ll put the breakfast on.” We know that the instant we walk in the door the undisputedly porcine and faintly sweet smell of sizzling, fat-rich sausage links, disks of white and black pudding, and slices of cured bacon will greet us, luring us immediately into the kitchen.



Pork is one of the most commonly consumed meats in Ireland because it has always been much less expensive than beef, which, except for stew or scrap meat, was reserved for special occasions. Pork is beloved. A butcher in Dublin once told my dad that the bin men wouldn’t pick up the trash unless he gave them a pound of bacon and a pound of sausages, which they would then eat raw behind the butcher shop. That is a little bit beyond my own comfort zone, but it is an indicator of how important pork was, and still is, to the country’s people.

Our daughter, Eve, likes Irish sausage and American bacon; our son, Eamonn, likes American sausage and Irish bacon. I’d like to say there is some entertaining way that we resolve this issue, but the truth is we are just indulgent parents and usually wind up making both kinds of sausage and bacon. The more pork, the merrier.

And not to be underestimated are the, shall we say, medicinal benefits of a hearty Irish breakfast or a plate of rashers and chips; they are ideal hangover cures. A rasher sandwich is one of the greatest meals ever—when you get home from the pub feeling a little tipsy, you can’t beat it.
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Irish Breakfast

Irish Breakfast

A traditional Irish breakfast typically includes finely textured breakfast sausage, white pudding (a coarse, poached pork sausage with herbs, bread crumbs, and spices), black pudding (a rich, poached sausage made with pork blood, fat, and spices), back and/or streaky rashers, fried potatoes, tomatoes, buttered toast, and sunny-side up eggs. In our house, add to that plenty of brown bread, orange marmalade, and raspberry jam.

In addition to laying out how to put such a feast together, I’ve included recipes to make Restaurant Eve’s Pork Loin Bacon, breakfast sausage, white pudding, and black pudding from scratch. These all must be prepared ahead of time and can be refrigerated or frozen. If you’d prefer to make your life a little easier by buying some or all of these items, they are available at www.foodireland.com.

Timing is everything when making Irish breakfast because so many components have to come together at the same time. The best way to get the job done is to do it in steps, starting with the things that take the longest and can most withstand being held in a warm oven. Choose your preferred Breakfast Tomatoes recipe and make them first because they hold well. Be sure to have cold, cooked potatoes on hand. (Irish people generally do, but Americans may have to plan ahead.) Fry the eggs at the very last minute.

{ SERVES 4 }


Breakfast Tomatoes

1 tablespoon canola oil

4 thick (2-ounce) Breakfast Sausages

8 ounces White Pudding, casing removed, cut crosswise into 1-inch slices

8 ounces Black Pudding, casing removed, cut crosswise into 1-inch slices

4 (¼-inch) slices Restaurant Eve’s Pork Loin Bacon and/or back or streaky rashers

4 boiled or peeled baked potatoes, cold, halved lengthwise, and sliced into ½-inch slices

Kosher salt

1 tablespoon unsalted butter

8 large eggs

Brown Bread, sliced

4 slices toast, buttered

Orange Marmalade

Raspberry Jam



Begin with the tomatoes: Preheat the oven to 200°F. Prepare your chosen breakfast tomatoes recipe and transfer them to a small serving plate or bowl; place in the oven to keep warm.

Cook the meats: In a large nonstick slope-sided sauté pan or well-seasoned cast-iron skillet over medium heat, heat the oil until it shimmers. Pan-fry the sausage links, turning them often until they are hot in the center, 10 to 15 minutes for the links. Add the white and black pudding slices after the sausage has cooked for about 5 minutes, and cook, turning often with tongs, for 5 to 7 minutes, or until they are lightly browned and warm on the inside. Transfer everything to a large ovenproof platter and place in the warm oven. Using the same pan, sauté the bacon slices for 1 minute on each side until lightly browned and then transfer them to the platter in the oven.

Cook the potatoes: In the same pan with the meat drippings and over medium heat, fry the potatoes, spreading them evenly on the bottom of the pan. Season with salt and fry for several minutes on both sides until well browned. Transfer the potatoes to the platter with the breakfast meats.

Finally, make the eggs: In a nonstick pan over medium heat, heat the butter until it bubbles. Crack the eggs into the pan and cook them sunny-side up, 2 to 3 minutes, depending on your desired degree of doneness. Separate the eggs with the flat end of a spatula and transfer them to a platter. Serve immediately with the breakfast tomatoes, brown bread, toast, orange marmalade, and raspberry jam.

Breakfast Tomatoes Three Ways

Broiling is the easiest and most popular method of preparing tomatoes for breakfast in Ireland. Sautéing them in olive oil, which I call Tomatoes in a Pan, is another option. This is how my father always prepared them. Whenever I’d try to chef them up with garlic and onions, he’d turn his nose up and grumble, “No! That doesn’t go in there!”

In our Virginia house, Meshelle’s Tomato Thing wins the day. Being American, Meshelle didn’t grow up eating tomatoes with breakfast and was dismayed when she first came across a barely cooked, flavorless one on her breakfast plate, probably in some pub in Ireland. She’d always leave them on her plate.

But one morning I spruced them up with onions, garlic, and bay leaves and made a believer out of her to the point where she’d request “that tomato thing you made that time, honey.” So that’s how her preferred breakfast tomatoes came to be called Meshelle’s Tomato Thing.

{ EACH RECIPE SERVES 4 }


Broiled Tomatoes


2 small tomatoes, halved crosswise

Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper



Position the oven rack about 4 inches from the heating element and preheat the broiler. Season the tomatoes with salt and pepper and set them cut-side up in a small gratin dish. Broil until soft and hot, but not necessarily browned, 2 to 3 minutes.




Tomatoes in a Pan


¼ cup olive oil

2 tomatoes, cored and coarsely chopped

Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper



In a slope-sided sauté pan over medium-high heat, heat the oil until it shimmers. Sauté the tomatoes until soft, stirring occasionally, about 10 minutes. Season to taste with salt and pepper.




Meshelle’s Tomato Thing


¼ cup olive oil

½ yellow onion, chopped

4 large cloves garlic, thinly sliced crosswise

2 tomatoes, cored and coarsely chopped

4 fresh bay leaves

½ teaspoon kosher salt

½ teaspoon ground black pepper



In a slope-sided sauté pan over medium-high heat, heat the oil until it shimmers. Stir in the onion and garlic and lower the heat to medium. Let the vegetables cook, stirring occasionally, until the onions are translucent and soft, but not brown, about 5 minutes. Add the tomatoes, bay leaves, salt, and pepper and cook for 10 more minutes, until most of the water has evaporated. Discard the bay leaves. Serve hot or at room temperature.



Restaurant Eve’s Pork Loin Bacon

The bacon we make at Restaurant Eve is cured pork loin. I think people would be more into curing if they realized how simple the process is, involving little more than making a wet marinade with water, spices, salt, and, if the recipe calls for it, sugar, then letting meat sit in it for several days in the refrigerator. (See the sidebar On Irish Bacon.)

Since the curing process for this recipe takes 3 days, it’s advisable to make a big batch, dividing what you don’t use into reasonable portions and freezing them for later use. Cured pork loin will last for 4 days in the refrigerator, wrapped tightly in plastic wrap. Freeze for up to 3 months, wrapped tightly in plastic wrap and then with aluminum foil.

Use cured pork loin as you would bacon; in addition to our Irish Breakfast, it is delicious in dishes such as the Irish BLT we serve at Restaurant Eve.

{ MAKES 2½ POUNDS, ABOUT 25 (¼-INCH) SLICES }


1 quart water

1 cup kosher salt

½ cup sugar

1 quart water frozen into ice cubes (2 pounds)

1 small head garlic, unpeeled, halved crosswise

1 yellow onion, quartered

2 tablespoons pink curing salt, such as sel rose or Insta Cure #1 (see Resources)

½ teaspoon black peppercorns

½ teaspoon yellow mustard seed

½ small bunch fresh sage

1 (2½-pound) boneless pork loin, preferably Kurobuta or Berkshire, top layer of fat intact



Make the brine: In a large pot over high heat, bring the water to a boil. Add the kosher salt and sugar, stirring until they are dissolved. Remove from the heat and stir in the ice to completely cool the brine. Add the garlic, onion, curing salt, peppercorns, mustard seed, and sage.

Cure the pork: Place the pork loin in a 2½-gallon zip-top bag placed in a large bowl. Pour the brine into the bag. Seal the bag, removing as much air as possible so that the pork is completely submerged. Refrigerate the pork in its brine for 3 days. After 3 days, rinse the pork completely in cold water. Discard the brine. Blot the loin dry on all sides with paper towels. Depending on how soon you plan to use the bacon, refrigerate or freeze it. (See headnote.)

To cook the bacon: Heat a little canola oil in a slope-sided sauté pan over medium-high heat until it shimmers; use 1 teaspoon of oil for 4 slices of bacon. Sauté the bacon slices for 1 minute on each side until lightly browned.


ON IRISH BACON


In Ireland, there are four types of bacon: smoked and unsmoked versions of streaky rashers and back rashers. Streaky and/or back rashers are found in every household in Ireland and are eaten pretty much every day. The streaky rasher comes from the pig’s fat-riddled belly, like American bacon. The back rasher is the loin with usually about ½ or 2 inches of the belly attached to it. My Da hated smoked bacon. The recipe for unsmoked back rashers I make in my restaurants (Restaurant Eve’s Pork Loin Bacon) is preceding.

To make your own unsmoked streaky bacon, refer to the Boiling Bacon recipe. Once the bacon comes out of the brine and is rinsed and dried, set it on a wire rack uncovered in the refrigerator for 5 days, flipping it over every day. After that, it is ready to be sliced and cooked.

If you have sufficient skill and knowledge to smoke meat safely, you could make smoked streaky bacon by smoking it rather than drying it in the refrigerator.
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ON SAUSAGE MAKING


Sausage making need not be an intimidating process. If you are organized and have the right tools for the job, it really doesn’t take that much time, even if it does require an initial investment to purchase the equipment. Plus, making sausage is fun to do with kids—they love it and it teaches them that, sometimes, good things in life take time.

All of your sausage making needs can be found at www.sausagemaker.com.

You will need:


• Curing salt, usually a mix of table salt, pink dye, sodium nitrite, and sometimes sodium nitrate; this inhibits bacterial growth and helps the meat retain a rosy hue.

• Casings, either natural or synthetic (usually collagen) ones. Before they are stuffed, natural (hog) casings need to be soaked in cold water and to have cold water run through them. This ensures cleanliness and will show you whether there are any tears in them.

• A meat grinder, either hand-crank or electric, with fine and coarse grinder plates. (The meat grinder attachment of a stand mixer works well, too.)

• A table-mounted, hand-crank sausage stuffer, which is preferable to a stand mixer outfitted with a stuffing attachment. This dedicated machine keeps you from having to perform a balancing act while trying to push the meat into the grinder, guide the stuffing into the sausage, and keep the sausage dangling from the stuffer until it is long enough to reach the table. Make sure the machine is clamped firmly to the worktable so it doesn’t slide all over the place.

• An extra pair of hands comes in handy when making sausage, allowing one person to feed the stuffer while the other works air pockets out of the casing as the meat passes through the extruder.

• A sausage pricker, whose fine prongs pierce natural casings enough to release air but not so much as to provide an exit for precious cooking juices.

• A remote digital thermometer. This thermometer consists of a probe attached to heatproof wire that plugs into a countertop register. The probe digitally reads the internal temperature and sounds an alarm when the desired temperature is reached so it allows you to monitor the internal temperature of the item you are baking throughout the cooking process. 



Some preparation tips:


• Make sure the meat and water used are very cold at all times. This helps the fat stay suspended in the meat’s protein as long as possible during the cooking process so that it goes into the meat instead of being leached out. This makes the difference between succulent and dry sausage.

• You want to get rid of air pockets; juices will collect and expand in the sausages during cooking and cause the casings to burst. The result will be a dry sausage. Gently knead the coil as it comes off the extruder to rid it of air pockets.

• Leave some slack in the beginning and end of the sausage casing—that way you will have plenty of room to massage the air pockets out of the finished rope.

• If you are making links, alternate the direction in which you twist them: one clockwise, the next counterclockwise, etc. If you don’t, they can unravel.
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Breakfast Sausage

Breakfast Sausage

The process of sausage making is not as difficult as it is time-consuming, and there’s really no reason why home cooks should feel intimidated about making sausage from scratch. When you do, you know exactly what is going into your food—a real plus, especially if you don’t really know much about the butcher or market where you’re buying these products already made.

It pays to make extra sausages and keep them on hand for cocktail parties, for special occasions, or when guests drop in unexpectedly for breakfast. No birthday celebration in our house is complete without them, made into half-size links. Store the links in freezer-proof zip-top bags for up to 3 months.

For this recipe, you’ll need some sausage-making equipment; see On Sausage Making. You’ll find some useful tips there, too.

{ MAKES 16 (2-OUNCE) LINKS }


1 tablespoon fresh sage leaves, packed

1 teaspoon canola oil, plus more for frying

½ cup finely minced yellow onion

2 pounds boneless pork shoulder, preferably Kurobuta or Berkshire, cut into 2-inch chunks

1 cup panko bread crumbs

1 tablespoon fine sea salt

1 teaspoon freshly ground white pepper

2 teaspoons chopped fresh thyme leaves

½ cup ice water

Two 32- to 35-millimeter-wide (1¼- to 1⅓-inch-wide) hog casings, each about 4 feet long

2 cups torn pieces of French bread



Blanch and chop the sage leaves: Bring a small pan of water to a boil; prepare a small bowl of ice water. Submerge the sage leaves in the boiling water for 10 seconds. Drain them and immediately submerge in the ice water. Drain again and squeeze dry on a kitchen towel. Chop them and measure 2 teaspoons; reserve any remaining for another use.

Sweat the onion: In a small slope-sided sauté pan over medium heat, heat the 1 teaspoon of oil until it shimmers. Add the onion and let sweat, stirring frequently with a wooden spoon, until translucent, about 2 minutes. Set aside.

Mix the sausage filling: Outfit a meat grinder with a ¼-inch grinder plate and grind the pork. Grind the pork again, mixing in the onion. Transfer the pork to a food processor. Add the panko, salt, pepper, thyme, and sage; pour in the ice water and process for 1 minute, until the ingredients are incorporated but the mixture retains some texture. Transfer the mixture to a bowl; cover and refrigerate while you prepare the casings.

Clean the casings: Soak the hog casings for 10 minutes in cold water. To clean each one, thread one end onto the faucet, and run cold water through it for several seconds.

Attach a casing and fill the stuffer: Untwisting it as you go along, thread a casing onto the extruder tube of a sausage stuffer. Remove the pork mixture from the refrigerator and fill the bowl of the sausage stuffer with it. Place the French bread on top of it. (This is going to push all of the stuffing out of the machine so you don’t waste any of it.) Start passing the meat through the stuffer until it comes to the end of the extruder. (This gets rid of air trapped in the machine.) Pull about 2 inches of casing off the end of the tube and knot it.

Fill the casing: Crank the stuffer and fill the casing, using slow, steady movement. That way, as you go, you can gently work out with your fingers any air pockets within the casing. (An extra pair of hands really comes in handy for this part of the process.) As the filled casing comes off the extruder, it will naturally form into a coil. If at any time during the process you come across a tear in the casing, cut it off, knot the end, and start another coil. You may need to use the second casing.

Tie off the filled casing: The moment you see bread coming through the extruder, stop filling the casing. Leaving a few inches of slack, cut the casing and knot it. (To start cleaning the machine, finish running the bread through it and discard it.)

Shape the links: Twist the filled coil(s) into links at 4-inch intervals, alternating the direction in which you twist: one clockwise, the next counterclockwise, etc. Using a sausage pricker, prick the sausages at approximate 1-inch intervals. Place the links on a cookie rack set over a baking sheet and allow them to dry in the refrigerator uncovered for 24 to 48 hours, turning them over halfway through.

Cook the sausage: Heat a little canola oil in a slope-sided sauté pan over medium-high heat until it shimmers. (Use 1 teaspoon of oil for 4 sausages.) Pan-fry the sausages, turning often, until they are golden brown and cooked through but still juicy, about 10 to 15 minutes.

White Pudding

White pudding is a poached coarse pork sausage made with herbs, bread crumbs, and spices; for serving, it is sliced, removed from the casing, and pan-fried. It’s something every Irish household has on hand and every butcher shop makes and sells. Pork shoulder has the right amount of fat in it for making sausage: about two-thirds lean to one-third fat. The poached sausages, wrapped in plastic wrap and then aluminum foil, can be refrigerated for 3 days or frozen for up to 3 months.

For this recipe, you’ll need some sausage-making equipment; see On Sausage Making. You’ll find some useful tips there, too.

{ MAKES 2½ POUNDS, ABOUT 20 (1-INCH, 2-OUNCE) SLICES }


2½ pounds boneless pork shoulder, preferably Kurobuta or Berkshire, cut into 2-inch chunks

1 cup ice water

2½ cups panko bread crumbs

3 large eggs, lightly beaten

2 teaspoons chopped fresh basil

2 teaspoons chopped fresh thyme

2 teaspoons chopped fresh marjoram or oregano

4 cloves garlic, chopped

2 teaspoons kosher salt

2 teaspoons freshly ground white pepper

Three 60-millimeter-wide (2⅜-inch) collagen sausage casings, each 2 feet long

2 cups torn pieces of French bread

Canola oil for pan-frying



Mix the sausage filling: In a meat grinder fitted with a ¼-inch grinder plate, grind the pork in two batches, refrigerating the half that isn’t being used at the time. Transfer half of the ground pork to a food processor. With the machine running on a medium speed, add the ice water; process to mix. Transfer to a large bowl, add the other batch of pork along with the panko, eggs, herbs, garlic, salt, and pepper and mix well. (The best tools to use here are your hands.) Cover and refrigerate the mixture while preparing the casings.

Attach a casing and fill the stuffer: Soak all 3 casings in cold tap water for a few minutes to make them supple. Thread 1 casing onto the sausage stuffer. Remove the pork mixture from the refrigerator and fill the bowl of the sausage stuffer with it. Place the French bread on top of it. (This is going to push all of the stuffing out of the machine so you don’t waste any of it.) Start passing the meat through the stuffer until it comes to the end of the extruder. (This gets rid of air trapped in the machine.) Pull about 2 inches of casing off the end of the tube and tie it off with kitchen twine.

Fill the first casing: Crank the stuffer and fill the casing, using slow, steady movement. That way, as you go, you can gently work out with your fingers any air pockets within the casing. (An extra pair of hands really comes in handy for this part of the process.) When the casing is almost full, pull the end off the extruder and tie it off.

Fill the remaining casings: Repeat the process with the other 2 casings. The moment you see bread coming through the extruder, stop filling the last casing and tie off its end. (To start cleaning the machine, finish running the bread through it and discard it.)

Ready the pan for poaching: Use a pan deep, wide, and long enough to cook the 3 sausages in a water bath without their touching the bottom. (A 6-inch-deep hotel pan, see Resources, is what professionals use and is a useful thing for a home cook to have. You can also use a deep flameproof roasting pan.) Position the pan over two front-to-back burners on the stove and place a thick kitchen towel in the bottom of it. To determine how much poaching water you will need, put the sausages in the pan and add enough cold water to cover them by 2 inches. Remove them from the pan.

Poach the pudding: Heat the water over medium-high heat until it is warm. Put the sausages in the pan and cover them with a thick towel and a rack or heatproof plate to make sure they remain submerged while poaching. Increase the water’s heat to 160°F and maintain that temperature throughout the cooking process, using ice cubes to do so if necessary. Cook the sausages until they reach an internal temperature of 165°F (about 80 minutes). Using a remote digital thermometer takes the guesswork out of this process.

Cool and wrap: Remove the pan from the heat and let the sausages rest in their cooking water for 1 hour. When they are cool enough to handle, transfer them to a tray. Discard the cooking liquid. Cover and refrigerate the sausages for 4 hours, or overnight. To store, wrap each sausage in plastic wrap and aluminum foil and refrigerate or freeze them.

Cook the pudding: Slit the casing with a knife, peel it away, and discard it. Cut the log into 1-inch-thick slices. In a nonstick slope-sided sauté pan over medium heat, heat a little canola oil until it shimmers (1 teaspoon of oil for 4 slices). Pan-fry the pudding slices, turning often, until they are lightly browned and warm in the center, about 5 to 7 minutes.

Black Pudding

Black pudding, a rich, poached sausage made with pork blood, fat, and spices, is one of those things you either love or hate. It is definitely an acquired taste, like a pint of good stout. I love eating it, but I’m not crazy about making it. If you have a problem with the sight of blood, this isn’t the dish for you. Note that black pudding doesn’t have any meat in it. Traditionally, it was a way for farmers to use up every bit of an animal, including the blood. The sausage gets thickened with cereal and/or grain, which absorbs moisture as the pudding cooks. To serve it, you remove the casing, slice it into rounds, and pan-fry it.

You’re pretty much on your own finding pig’s blood, unless you happen to know a pig farmer, as we do. We get ours from one of our local Virginia farmers. I’ve seen it in Asian markets from time to time.

To store black pudding, cut it into whatever size batches you prefer. Wrap them in plastic wrap and aluminum foil and refrigerate for up to 3 days or freeze for up to 3 months.

For this recipe, you’ll need some sausage-making equipment; see On Sausage Making. You’ll find some useful tips there, too.

{ MAKES 3 POUNDS, ABOUT 48 (1-INCH, 1-OUNCE) SLICES }


1 quart fresh pig’s blood (see headnote)

4½ cups panko bread crumbs

8 ounces pork fat, ground (ask your butcher for this)

1 quart whole milk

1 cup cooked pearl barley

1 cup uncooked rolled oats (not instant)

¼ teaspoon four-spice blend (see sidebar)

1 tablespoon kosher salt

Two 32- to 35-millimeter-wide (1¼- to 1⅓-inch-wide) hog casings, each about 4 feet long

2 cups torn pieces of French bread

Canola oil for pan-frying



Mix the sausage filling: In a large bowl, stir the blood, panko, pork fat, milk, barley, oats, spices, and salt to combine well. Cover and refrigerate.

Clean the casings: Soak the hog casings for 10 minutes in cold water. To clean each one, thread one end onto the faucet and run cold water through it for several seconds.

Attach the casing and fill the stuffer: Untwisting it as you go along, thread a casing onto the extruder tube of a sausage stuffer. Remove the filling from the refrigerator and fill the bowl of the sausage stuffer with it. Place the French bread on top of it. (This is going to push all of the stuffing out of the machine so you don’t waste any of it.) Start passing the filling through the stuffer until it comes to the end of the extruder. (This gets rid of air trapped in the machine.) Pull about 2 inches of casing off the end of the tube and knot it.

Fill the casing: Crank the stuffer and fill the casing, using slow, steady movement. That way, as you go, you can gently work out with your fingers any air pockets within the casing. (An extra pair of hands really comes in handy for this part of the process.) As the filled casing comes off the extruder, it will naturally form into a coil. If at any time during the process you come across a tear in the casing, cut it off, knot the end, and start another coil. You may need to use all the casings.

Tie off the filled casing: The moment you see bread coming through the extruder, stop filling the casing. Leaving a few inches of slack, cut the casing and knot it. (To start cleaning the machine, finish running the bread through it and discard it.)

Poach the pudding: Using a sausage pricker, prick the coil at approximate 1-inch intervals. Place a thick kitchen towel in the bottom of a wide, heavy casserole. Put the pudding coil on the towel and add enough cold water to cover it by 2 inches. Place another towel and a wire mesh rack over the coil to make sure it remains submerged. Cook the pudding over low heat until it reaches an internal temperature of 165°F (about 80 minutes). Using a remote digital thermometer takes the guesswork out of this process.

Drain the pot and run cold water over the pudding. When it is cool enough to handle, transfer it to a tray. Cover and refrigerate for 4 hours, or overnight.

Cook the pudding: Remove and discard the casing and cut the pudding diagonally into 1-inch slices. In a nonstick slope-sided sauté pan over medium heat, heat a little canola oil until it shimmers (1 teaspoon of oil for 4 slices). Pan-fry the pudding slices, turning often, until they are warm in the center, about 5 to 7 minutes.


ABOUT FOUR-SPICE BLEND


Four-spice blend is also known as quatre épices, a blend of spices often used to flavor pâtés in French cooking. Although cooks have been known to come up with their own combinations of spices, the one you see most often is ground cloves, ground ginger, ground nutmeg, and ground white pepper. Proportions vary, but I use equal parts. Combine 1 tablespoon of each and store in an airtight container to have on hand. Makes about ¼ cup.
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Orange Marmalade

Orange Marmalade

This is my Ma’s recipe. In Ireland, she uses something called Sure-Set sugar, which has pectin in it. That product doesn’t exist in the States that I’ve found. You can cut the rind into the size strips you wish depending on what kind of texture you prefer for your marmalade. I like to cut the rinds into ¼-inch slices; others prefer ½-inch squares or just a coarse chop. All the grocery stores in Ireland sell thick-cut and thin-cut marmalade.

Preserving the marmalade requires a precise method that calls for special equipment; see Canning Instructions. Preserved marmalade needs to set for at least 2 weeks after it’s made—plan ahead.

{ MAKES ABOUT 7 (½-PINT) JARS }


1½ pounds (about 4 medium) oranges, preferably Seville, stems removed

3½ cups water

6 cups sugar

Juice of 1 lemon

1 (1¾-ounce) box Sure-Jell pectin



Boil the oranges: Place the whole oranges in a deep, heavy-bottomed saucepan, preferably just wide enough to contain them in a single layer. You want the pot to be deep because boiling sugar takes up a lot of volume and you don’t want gooey syrup spilling all over your stove. Cover the oranges with 3 cups of the water and boil over high heat for 10 minutes, until the oranges are tender. Transfer the oranges to a cutting board. Set the pot of cooking liquid aside.

Cook the pulp: When the oranges are cool enough to handle, cut them in half crosswise. Use a dessert spoon to scoop all the pulp from the rind and into a medium saucepan. Add the remaining ½ cup of water. Over medium-high heat, boil the pulp for 30 minutes, until it is mushy. Press the mixture with the side of a wooden spoon to facilitate breaking down the pulp as it cooks.

Strain the pulp: Set a large strainer over the pot of reserved cooking liquid. Transfer the pulp to the strainer and press down on the fruit with your wooden spoon to extract all of its juice. (What you’re doing here is extracting all the natural pectin in the fruit, which will help set the marmalade.) Discard the pulp.

Cook the marmalade: Cut the rinds into 1 by ½-inch strips (there should be about 1½ cups). (See headnote.) Add the rinds to the pot with the cooking liquid. Stir in 5½ cups of the sugar and the lemon juice. Boil the liquid hard over high heat for 10 minutes, stirring occasionally and skimming and discarding any white foam that rises to the top.

Add the pectin: While the marmalade is still boiling, combine the pectin and the remaining ½ cup of sugar in a bowl. Ladle 1 cup or so of hot cooking liquid into the pectin mixture, whisking until smooth. Whisk that mixture back into the hot marmalade. Return the marmalade to a boil and boil for another 2 minutes, stirring occasionally. (The consistency, already quite syrupy, won’t change discernably.)

Can the marmalade: Can and store the marmalade per the instructions below. As the marmalade cools, invert and reinvert the jars every so often to distribute the peel evenly throughout. Store them in a cool place for at least 2 weeks to allow the marmalade to deepen in flavor and finish setting.


CANNING INSTRUCTIONS


You will need:


• A 16-quart canner or large pot

• Canning jars

• Lids (must be new to ensure a seal)

• Rings (screwtops)

• A lid lifter (not vital, but useful; it’s a magnetized wand that picks lids and rings out of the canner)

• A wide-mouth funnel (makes ladling much easier)

• Jar tongs (so you don’t burn yourself)

• To sterilize your jars, fill a large pot, preferably a canner, with water and bring to a boil. Submerge the jars in the water, add the lids and rings, and simmer (do not boil) for 10 minutes. Keep the jars hot until ready to use. (You can transfer the lids and rings, using a lid lifter if you have one, to a wire rack set over a baking sheet.)

• While the recipe you’re making is hot, ladle it through a funnel into the sterilized jars (leave ¼ inch of headspace for jam and marmalade and ½ inch for piccalilli). Wipe the rims with a clean cloth. Place the lids on the jars and screw the rings on until just tightened. Don’t force them.

• Bring the canner water to a boil and put the jars in it upright and 2 inches apart. (A tool called a jar holder comes in handy for this.) The jars should be covered with at least 2 inches of water. Boil the jars for 7 minutes (jam and marmalade) or 15 minutes (piccalilli).

• Using jar tongs, transfer the jars to a wire rack set over a baking sheet and allow them to cool for 24 hours. The lids should “ping” to indicate that the seals are complete, but they may not. To test, press the top of the lid with your fingertip. If it moves up and down, the seal isn’t complete; that means you have to process that jar’s ingredients again as above. Store jars in a cool, dark place for up to a year.
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Raspberry Jam

Raspberry Jam

We always had raspberries growing in the garden. As kids, we would run around and play and then eat the berries for energy, competing with the birds for them. Late in the summer when the crop was harvested, Mam would make raspberry jam for the year. The smell of raspberry jam cooking takes me right back to that place.

When making most berry jams, you must have equal weights of fruit and sugar or the jam won’t set properly, because the ratio of natural pectin to sugar will be off. That is why I give the weights for these ingredients in this recipe and strongly suggest that cooks employ them: use the cup equivalencies at your own risk. Never use frozen fruit. It is important not to overcook the fruit. If you do, you lose the very berry-ness of it and have wasted your time and resources. The texture of this jam will be loose because I rely on the natural pectin only instead of adding powdered pectin. The jam’s color will be bright, unlike the gelatinous, overly sweet, jarred stuff you usually find on grocery store shelves.

Preserving the jam requires special equipment; see Canning Instructions.

{ MAKES 5 (½-PINT) JARS }


1 pound, 11 ounces fresh raspberries (about 4 pints)

1 pound, 11 ounces sugar (about 3¾ cups)

Juice of 1 lemon



In a large saucepan over high heat, bring the raspberries, sugar, and lemon juice to a boil and boil for exactly 2 minutes, stirring often to release the berries’ juices. Can and store the jam per the instructions.


{ A Perfect Breakfast }

In the early 1990s, Meshelle and I took a trip to Darina Allen’s world-famous Ballymaloe House in Shanagarry. On the way, we stayed at a bed and breakfast near the village of Schull, in County Cork. The breakfast there turned out to be one of the most memorable of our lives.

The lady of the house made Danish pastries, hot scones, and homemade jam from scratch, served Durrus Farmhouse Cheese from a nearby creamery, milk from her own cows, and of course a full Irish breakfast. The table teemed with the famous Clonakilty black pudding, white pudding, rashers, sausages, tomatoes—the lot. We stuffed ourselves to the gills and marveled at our good fortune.

After breakfast, as we were heading out to Ballymaloe, I handed the lady my credit card for the very steep IR£25 bill ($30) comprising our overnight stay there and the meal, which on its own must have cost her at least $30 to produce. She didn’t, however, accept credit cards, so I volunteered to go into town just a couple of minutes away and get cash from the ATM.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she said. “Just send me a check when you get home.”

Meshelle was just flabbergasted at the fulsomeness of our Irish hospitality. I wish I could remember the name of the place. We might have been dreaming.
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CHAPTER TWO

Rugby Matches, Croke Park, and Hurling Practice


Chicken Liver Pâté

Egg and Onion Salad

Potato and Leek Soup

Smoked Haddock and Shellfish Soup

Oysters with Coriander Mignonette

Crab and Artichoke Salad with Harissa Mayonnaise

Gravlax with Dill Sauce and Brown Bread

Sardines Braised in Spicy Tomato Sauce

Kidneys in Red Wine Sauce

Black Pudding and Onions

Spanish Omelet with Alioli




All of the dishes in this chapter are intended to be snack foods—casual, lazy, Sunday-afternoon-watching-the-game food.

More than anyone else I’ve ever met, my mother is a mad sports fanatic. There was always some sporting event on the TV when I was at home—golf, cricket, rugby, tennis, horse racing—it didn’t really matter. If there was a particularly important sporting event, the television was allowed to be on during dinner.



Just about every week, we’d pack a picnic and make a pilgrimage to Croke Park, a stadium in central Dublin that serves as the headquarters for the Gaelic Athletic Association, to watch matches. (It’s one of the largest stadiums in Europe, seating more than 80,000 people.) We supported the “Dubs,” of course, and pretty much any hurling match that was being played. When I was in secondary school at Coláiste Eoin, I fell in love with this ancient Celtic sport, first mentioned in 1829 BCE and cited often in Irish folklore. I played it almost every day.

Guinness World Records refers to hurling, an amateur-only sport, as the fastest field sport in the world. It is one of the fiercest, most exciting sports to play and watch. It involves two teams of fifteen players using long-handled paddles (hurleys) to try and score goals (brutally, I might add) by hitting a ball (sliotar) into each other’s nets or over the goalposts set directly in front of them. A game takes place over two 35-minute halves, with a 15-minute break in between. Believe me, after working that vast field, 140 yards by 90 yards, it feels more like 70 hours than 70 minutes, but the thrill is like nothing else.

When I was around thirty and living in the States, I went home for a visit. On one particular day, everyone was out except my father. Da had such a big, domineering personality that I just felt odd being alone in the house with him during that phase of my life and this day ended with just him and me watching a big match on TV. Da got out a bottle of sherry and he made a tapas bar for us to eat while we watched the match: salami, cheese, Chicken Liver Pâté, tinned sardines in tomato sauce (my recipe for fresh ones is on here), and Spanish Omelet with Alioli. Over those snacks and a day of watching sports together, we connected in a way we never had before, as adults, parents, and men. It was a real rite of passage for me.

Chicken Liver Pâté

My mother used to make this for us from scratch, but you can find a good version of it at every deli in Ireland. When preparing the pâté, take the time to trim the livers well. Also, use good Cognac or brandy; the recipe doesn’t call for much of it, so now is not the time to skimp. Paying attention to details always makes a difference in the end.

The recipe yields a big batch and can be halved easily, but I like to freeze it in ½-cup portions (sealed with a thin layer of clarified butter) to have on hand for parties or unexpected guests. Whenever I need some, I just bring it to room temperature, scrape off the butter (saving it to use for sautéing vegetables), and serve it with melba toast or sliced French bread. (See How to Clarify Butter.)

Prepare the pâté at least 12 hours in advance to give it time to set it and allow its flavors to mellow.

{ MAKES ABOUT 4 CUPS }


1 large yellow onion, coarsely chopped

2 cloves garlic, coarsely chopped

2 large fresh bay leaves

1¼ cups unsalted butter, at room temperature

2 pounds chicken livers, trimmed of all veins and sinews

1 teaspoon kosher salt

½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

1 tablespoon good-quality Cognac or other brandy



Cook the livers: Place the onion, garlic, bay leaves, and ¾ cup of the butter in a large slope-sided sauté pan over medium heat. Sauté for 25 minutes, stirring occasionally, until the onion is translucent but not at all brown. Add the livers, salt, and pepper. Raise the heat to medium-high and cook until the livers are firm but still pink in the center, about 3 minutes. Stir in the Cognac. Discard the bay leaves.

Finish the pâté: Transfer the liver mixture to a food processor along with the remaining ½ cup of butter and purée until smooth, scraping the sides of the bowl down a few times. Taste the pâté and add more salt or pepper if you wish. Spoon the pâté into whatever size food storage containers you prefer. Refrigerate for at least 12 hours to set the butter. It will keep refrigerated for a day beyond that, or you can freeze it for up to 3 months, but serve at room temperature.

Egg and Onion Salad

The first time I made this at Restaurant Eve for a party, my chef de cuisine looked at me like I was nuts for putting all the onions I did into it. We actually had a wager on it, which I clearly won. (Feel free to chop the onions smaller and decrease the amount you put in the salad if you wish, but I like it plenty oniony. In fact, I’d be happy to call the dish Onion and Egg Salad.) The salad is great as a dip with chips, makes a terrific open-faced sandwich on toasted ciabatta, and is tasty on a bed of greens as a lunch. You’ll see I don’t use pepper in this dish; if I were using store-bought eggs, I might use a touch of it because they need all the help they can get, as you really have no idea how fresh those eggs are. It’s not unusual for eggs in grocery stores to be on the shelf for many months and over time their flavor diminishes.

By the way, don’t stick your hand in the egg water. (See Witches and Warts.)

{ SERVES 6 }


6 large eggs

½ cup mayonnaise, preferably homemade

1 large yellow onion, diced

¼ cup chopped fresh chives

½ teaspoon kosher salt



Hard-boil the eggs: Place the eggs in a saucepan and cover them with cold water. Bring the water to a rolling boil and keep it boiling over high heat for 10 minutes. Run cold water over the eggs to arrest the cooking process; peel them immediately.

Mix the salad: Cut the eggs into eighths (in quarters lengthwise and then in half crosswise). Place them in a bowl. Add the mayonnaise, onion, chives, and salt and mix well with a wooden spoon. Cover and refrigerate for at least an hour to allow the flavors to meld. Serve chilled or at room temperature, which I prefer. The salad can be made up to 2 days ahead and refrigerated, no longer.


{ Witches and Warts }

My grandmother always said that if you put your hand into egg water it would give you warts. If you need a cure for warts, come and see me. I have a special trick that I learned from a witch woman in Alicante. It takes two weeks and the first step is that I pass the magic on to you. You put your spit on the wart every morning before you brush your teeth and every night after you brush your teeth. Works every time, but I have to give you the magic first. And that’s not cheap.



[image: ]

Potato and Leek Soup

Potato and Leek Soup

Potato and leek soup served warm with plenty of Brown Bread is one of the great staples of Irish pub grub. It is always on Meshelle’s must-have list when in Ireland. When we first put it on the menu at Society Fair, I tried to change the traditional method of making it by bumping up the cream, which wound up being totally unnecessary: another case of the old-fashioned way being the best way. However, if you want the dish to be vegetarian, it’s fine to substitute vegetable broth for the chicken stock.

{ MAKES 6 CUPS, SERVING 6 TO 8 }


¼ cup unsalted butter, at room temperature

4 large leeks, white and light green parts only, sliced lengthwise and coarsely chopped, well washed (see How to Clean Leeks, below)

2 russet potatoes, peeled and cut into 1-inch pieces

4 cups chicken stock

1 cup heavy cream

Kosher salt

Freshly ground black pepper

Brown Bread, sliced



Sweat the vegetables: Melt the butter in a heavy casserole over medium heat. Stir in the leeks and potatoes and let them sweat until tender, about 15 minutes.

Cook the soup: Add the stock and cream and bring to a boil over high heat. Lower the heat to medium and simmer the soup for 30 minutes, until the potatoes are completely soft.

Purée the soup: Working in batches, purée the soup in a blender until completely smooth and then pass through a fine-mesh strainer or china cap into a clean pan. Season to taste with salt. Keep the soup warm over very low heat until ready to serve. Ladle into individual bowls and garnish each serving with ground black pepper; serve with brown bread.

To reheat: The soup can be made up to 2 days before serving or frozen for up to 3 months. Reheat the soup in a saucepan over medium heat until hot and then reblend it before serving. The fat in cream soups congeals when chilled and needs to be re-emulsified.


HOW TO CLEAN LEEKS


Leeks are filled with sand. To clean them, you want to chop them coarsely (or however indicated in your recipe) and put them in a very large bowl of cold water. They will float to the top. With your hands, massage the pieces to separate them and allow the sand to sink to the bottom of the bowl. With your hands, scoop the leeks off the surface and into a colander.





Smoked Haddock and Shellfish Soup

Pretty much every fishmonger in Ireland sells smoked haddock, its distinctive dark yellow, smoky-hued flesh on full display in their cases. Plenty of places around the countryside offer smoked haddock soup, but what you usually find is overly smoky and thin, often made with milk and water. I’ve taken care of that problem with cream and well-made fish stock, and added some shellfish to boot.

You can use any (not endangered, of course) white fish for this soup, such as hake or pollock. You’re going to smoke the fish quite easily yourself, so no need to go to a deli for it. (But since you’re smoking it on a stove top, you do need a well-ventilated kitchen.) The soup is best made to order—by this I mean, prepare it when you wish to enjoy it, not ahead of time. You will need 2 cups of wood chips, such as hickory, applewood, or mesquite; a flameproof covered casserole; and a wire rack that fits inside it.

{ SERVES 4 }


1 pound haddock fillet, pinbones removed

¼ cup unsalted butter, at room temperature

2 leeks, white parts only, sliced lengthwise, diced, and well washed (see How to Clean Leeks)

1 fennel bulb, diced

1 russet potato, peeled and diced

8 littleneck clams, rinsed clean

8 mussels, debearded (see Mussel Prep)

2 cups fish stock

1 cup heavy cream

¼ cup chopped fresh dill leaves

1 tablespoon chopped fresh thyme leaves

Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

Brown Bread and butter, for serving



Smoke the fish: Soak the wood chips in cold water for 30 minutes and drain them.

Place the haddock on a wire rack. Spread the wood chips in the bottom of a wide, lidded casserole. Cover the pot and place it over high heat. When you see wisps of smoke escaping from the pot, lift the lid just enough to slide the rack of fish on top of the chips. Close the lid and let the fish smoke for about 4 minutes, until the flesh is white in appearance. Remove the pot from the heat and let the fish sit uncovered until the smoke completely dissipates, about 10 minutes.

Make the soup: Melt the butter in a casserole over medium-high heat. Add the leeks, fennel, and potatoes and let them sweat, stirring occasionally, for 10 minutes, until the leeks are soft but not at all brown. Add the clams and stir until they start to open, about 3 or 4 minutes. Add the mussels, fish stock, and cream and bring the soup to a simmer. Lower the heat to medium and cook until the potatoes are tender and the mussels have opened, about 4 minutes. Flake the haddock into large pieces (use a fork or your fingers) and stir it in the pot with the dill and thyme and cook until just heated through, about 2 minutes. Season to taste with salt and black pepper. Serve immediately, passing brown bread and butter at the table.


{ On Pub Food }

The pub culture is actually quite well established in Ireland. It started with this notion called the seanchaí (pronounced shan-a-CHEE). The seanchaí was a traveler who would come back from Europe, or wherever he had been traveling, and tell stories. All the villagers would come and sit around the fireplace and find out from the seanchaí what was happening in the world. He was their news source.

That concept gradually developed into what we have today as the Irish pub. When we were kids—young adults—going into pubs, it was very much a social environment. There wasn’t any loud music, no bands playing, no one playing the uilleann (pronounced ILL-in) pipes or the electric guitar. You just sat around a table and chatted all night long, telling stories and laughing. And everyone was there. One of the things that charmed Meshelle when she first came to Ireland was that young and old people socialize together so freely and genuinely enjoy each other’s company. That natural sense of culture we Irish people have is just so amazing.

There were some pubs that provided food in those years, but not that many. That kind of business has grown over time, especially when smoking in pubs became illegal and owners had to come up with ways to bring the customers they lost back in.

More and more pubs serve food in Ireland now, and the food they do serve is really incredible, like a beautiful natural vegetable soup or a potato and leek soup. And the sandwiches they do—roast beef and roast lamb—are outstanding. It’s good, wholesome, inexpensive food made with heart. The Irish pubs you tend to see in America, they’re all kind of diddly-idle-doo to me. Irish nachos? That’s not my idea of real Irish food. Putting cheddar cheese on a beef patty, calling it a Murphy burger, and claiming that’s Irish is like pretending that leprechauns exist.
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Oysters with Coriander Mignonette

Oysters with Coriander Mignonette

The coastal waters of Ireland are well populated with oysters, and on occasion my Da would enjoy a dozen or two. There’s a huge oyster festival in Galway every year with all sorts of eating and shucking competitions. The most common way to serve them there is with a couple of drops of Tabasco sauce and some lemon juice and a couple of pints of Guinness.

My family used to go to this dive bar in Donegal called Iggy’s. At the height of the tourist season, Iggy’s served particularly good pub grub and was a great place to get oysters. There, my parents would meet the actor Stephen Rea, a family friend who has a house in Donegal near theirs, and while away the day eating oysters and laughing. My preferred way to serve them is with this coriander dipping sauce.

Note: To crack ice, wrap ice cubes in a clean kitchen towel and beat them against the counter until they break into large pieces.

{ SERVES 6 }


1 teaspoon coriander seeds

1 teaspoon black peppercorns

½ cup apple cider vinegar

½ large shallot, minced

Crushed or cracked ice (see headnote)

Kosher salt

72 meaty, briny Atlantic Coast oysters, such as Narragansett Bay or Olde Salt

Tabasco sauce, for serving

Lemon wedges, for serving



Make the mignonette: Toast the coriander seeds in a small skillet over medium heat for 3 minutes, stirring occasionally. Transfer them to a spice grinder. Add the peppercorns and grind into medium-coarse grind. Check the mixture to discard any whole seeds or large pieces of spice, which would be unpleasant to the palate. Pour the vinegar into a bowl, then stir in the shallot and spice mix. Cover and refrigerate to allow the flavors to meld, at least an hour.

Present the oysters: Fill 6 deep-welled soup or pasta bowls with crushed or cracked ice and sprinkle a generous amount of kosher salt over each. Shuck the oysters (see How to Shuck Oysters), and nestle a dozen on each bed of ice. Spoon the mignonette into 6 small ramekins. Serve the oysters with the mignonette, passing Tabasco sauce and lemon wedges at the table.


HOW TO SHUCK OYSTERS


You will need a tray of cracked or crushed ice, several kitchen towels, and an oyster knife, which is specially designed for opening oysters. A proper oyster knife is like a jailhouse shank. It has a short, sharp-pointed, sturdy blade that is sharp on one edge and blunt on the other.

A well-shucked oyster should look like an oyster, not a beat-up mess. Keep in mind that the oyster’s meat is attached to both shells. Your goal when opening the bivalve at the hinge is to work the tip of the oyster knife in, open the oyster, dislodge the meat from the top shell without hacking it up, remove the top shell without losing any of the liquid (liquor) in the bottom shell (cup), and dislodge the oyster from the bottom shell.

First, use a nail or dish brush to scrub the oysters clean under cold running water. To keep an oyster from slipping as you shuck it, place it horizontally (flat side up; cup side down) in the center of a kitchen towel folded into a 12 by 4-inch rectangle. Grasp one end of the towel between your thumb and index finger and bring it up halfway over the oyster, leaving the hinge side exposed. Use your knuckles to bear down on the oyster enough to give you leverage while with the other hand you work the tip of an oyster knife into the hinge. Lean into the knife just enough to penetrate the hinge, and then gently twist the knife tip from side to side to loosen the shell all the way around.

Now you have to dislodge the oyster from both shells. First, starting at the hinge end, slide the sharp edge of the knife’s blade down the wall of the upper shell and slice the flesh free from the muscle attaching it to the shell. Be careful to keep the bottom shell level so as not to lose any of the liquor in the cup. Check for sand and debris around the lip of the oyster and clean it away with a small piece of cheesecloth or paper towel. Using the sharp edge of the oyster knife, sweep under the oyster to dislodge it from the muscle attaching it to the bottom shell. As you work, place each opened, cleaned oyster on the ice.
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{ Tabasco Sauce and Ireland }

Tabasco sauce is an American condiment, but its creator, John McIlhenny, was Irish. My parents own a house near Annagry in the wild northwest county of Donegal, where he was from. Nearby is the majestic Glenveagh National Park, which was the lavish home of Henry McIlhenny, John’s grandson and heir to his fortune. He gifted the entire estate to the Irish people when he died in 1986. He had no children and over the years entertained such notables as Greta Garbo, Clark Gable, Charlie Chaplin, and Marilyn Monroe. I’ve toured the castle and its beautiful gardens many times, but the one thing that sticks in my mind is that McIlhenny kept twenty-two full sets of china on hand so that his guests would not see the same pattern twice.



[image: ]

Crab and Artichoke Salad with Harissa Mayonnaise

The coastal waters of Ireland are filled with crabs, and we would go fishing for them when we were kids. When my French exchange student friend was staying with us one year, he and I went crabbing off of Dun Laoghaire pier near where you grab the ferry to go to England. He had a fancy reel and all I had was a bit of string with a bone attached to it. At some point, his reel fell into the water, so I climbed down the wall of the pier to try and retrieve it. To keep from plummeting into the sea, I held onto a branch that promptly broke, and I fell into the murky water. This was soon after Jaws had come out in the movie theaters, and I just about ran on the surface of that water to get out of it before a shark could get to me. I was soaking wet for our whole bus ride home, where we returned with neither reel nor crabs.

Crabmeat has a very limited shelf life, only a few days from when it’s packaged, so you need to take extra care to keep it cold at all times. This cleaning method seems like a lot of fuss, but it will ensure that your crabmeat will stay fresh as long as possible. True Blue refers to Maryland crabmeat that has been verified as coming from blue crabs. This is the best crabmeat there is in my opinion—sweet, delicate, and rich.

{ SERVES 4 }


1 lemon, halved

4 large artichokes

½ cup plus 2 teaspoons extra-virgin olive oil

1 small yellow onion, coarsely chopped

6 cloves garlic, lightly crushed

3 cups chicken stock

4 fresh bay leaves

1 tablespoon kosher salt

1 pound True Blue Maryland jumbo lump crabmeat (see Resources)

⅓ cup chopped fresh chives

⅓ cup Harissa Mayonnaise

16 large Bibb lettuce leaves

1 teaspoon freshly squeezed lemon juice



Prep the artichokes one at a time: Fill a medium bowl with cool water and squeeze the juice of half a lemon into it. Reserve the squeezed fruit. Cut off and discard the artichoke’s stem, then, using a bread knife, slice all the way through the globe about 1 inch above the bottom and discard the entire top portion. Dip the bottom into the lemon water to keep it from discoloring. Using a sharp paring knife, cut around the base of the artichoke to remove any remaining leaves and tough outer skin until you only see the white flesh of the bottom. Using the tip of the paring knife, cut the cone of fuzzy choke from the center and discard it. Repeatedly plunge the bottom in the lemon water throughout the process.

Poach the artichokes: In a saucepan over medium heat, heat the ½ cup of oil, onion, and garlic until the oil simmers gently. Cook for 10 minutes, or until the onion is tender. Add the chicken stock, bay leaves, and reserved squeezed lemon and bring the liquid back to a simmer. Stir in the salt. Submerge the artichoke bottoms in the liquid and cook for 30 minutes, until a cake tester inserts into them easily. Remove the pan from the heat and let the artichokes cool completely in the cooking liquid.

Set up the cleaning station: Have ready 4 medium mixing bowls. To keep the crabmeat cold as you work on it, fill 2 of the bowls with ice cubes and place an empty bowl over each one. Dump all the crabmeat into one of the empty bowls. Clean crabmeat will go in the other bowl as you work—this setup will keep all of the crabmeat cold at all times. Fill the plastic container the crabmeat came in with ice water.

Clean the crabmeat: Thoroughly wash your hands. Take up a small amount of crab with your fingertips and feel for bits of cartilage and shell. If you come across any, dip it into the ice water and it will fall right off your fingers. Transfer the clean crabmeat to the bowl reserved for it as you work. Take care to keep the lumps intact as much as possible. Cover and store the cleaned crabmeat in the coldest part of your refrigerator if not using immediately.

Assemble and serve the salad: Set a large mixing bowl over a bowl of ice. Place the cleaned crabmeat in it. Cut each artichoke bottom (no need to blot them dry) into 12 pie-shaped pieces and add them to the crabmeat. Discard the poaching liquid. Add the chives, harissa mayonnaise, and the juice of the remaining lemon half to the bowl; fold the ingredients together lightly with a rubber spatula. In a medium bowl, coat the lettuce leaves with the 1 teaspoon of lemon juice and the remaining 2 teaspoons of olive oil and line each of 4 soup plates with 4 of the dressed leaves. Mound crab salad onto the center of each plate, dividing equally. You can make the crab mixture a day ahead, but be sure to keep and serve it icy cold.
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Gravlax with Dill Sauce and Brown Bread

Gravlax with Dill Sauce and Brown Bread

The first restaurant I worked at was in Dublin. It was called Da Vincenzo and the chef there was named Terry Barman—a weird name for a chef. Terry was only nineteen but very talented, as well as a great guy and a really nice fellow. We became good friends.

Terry had worked in a Norwegian restaurant and would tell me stories about how they’d have gravlax and caviar for breakfast every day. One day he showed me how to make it. It was such a simple dish but so luxurious at the same time. There are iterations of gravlax all over the place, but I think this is the best way to prepare it. It is actually similar to the smoked salmon that Ireland is famous for. You need to start with very fresh salmon, like the North Atlantic salmon we use. I have nothing against West Coast salmon; it is quite delicious, but not fatty enough for gravlax. Do not use farm-raised salmon if possible—it has no flavor whatsoever.

{ SERVES 12 }


1 (4-pound) side of North Atlantic salmon, skin on, pinbones removed

1 cup sugar

2 cups fine sea salt

1 teaspoon good-quality Cognac

1 teaspoon yellow mustard seed

1 large bunch (about 4 ounces) fresh dill, with 12 nice sprigs reserved for garnish

Brown Bread

1 cup Dill Sauce

12 lemon wedges, for garnish

½ cup minced red onion, for garnish

Caviar, for garnish (optional)



Set up the pan: Line a large, rimmed baking sheet with lengths of plastic wrap that extend over the ends and sides by 12 inches (it’s helpful to have extra-wide plastic wrap).

Prep the fish: Place the salmon on the baking sheet skin-side down, trimming the small end if necessary to make it fit flush in the pan. Combine the sugar and salt in a bowl and then spoon the mixture over the salmon, covering it completely, like an igloo. Lightly sprinkle the Cognac and mustard seed over the salt mixture. Set aside the sprigs of dill for garnish; break the remainder into 3-inch pieces and spread them evenly over the covered fish.

Cure the fish: Fold the ends of the plastic wrap up over the salt-covered fillet, then fold up the sides. Now wrap the pan with several layers of plastic wrap to ensure that the fillet is completely sealed. Place a baking pan on top and weight it down with a brick or similar weight. Refrigerate for 24 hours.

Rinse and slice: Remove the plastic wrap from the pan and salmon. Lift the fillet from the pan and rinse it in cool water to remove all the salt and herbs. Pat the fillet dry on paper towels and transfer to a cutting board. To slice it, hold a thin-bladed slicing knife parallel to the board and cut razor-thin slices, working your way down from the top of the fillet. The top slice will be very salty; you may want to discard it.

Assemble and serve: For each serving, overlap several slices on a plate; add slices of brown bread and garnish the gravlax with the dill sauce, lemon wedges, minced red onion, reserved dill sprigs, and, if you like, caviar. Tightly wrapped in plastic, gravlax can be made several days ahead of time and even freezes well for up to 3 months.
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Sardines Braised in Spicy Tomato Sauce

Sardines Braised in Spicy Tomato Sauce

The sardines my father ate at home came in a can with a spicy tomato sauce. This is the homemade version of that, using fresh sardines. Like mackerel or bluefish, sardines are an oily fish and are only good if they’re very fresh, so I don’t recommend making this dish ahead of time.

When buying fresh sardines, you can ask your fishmonger to scale and gut them, or you can do it yourself. Rinse the fish under cold running water. Use your thumbnail to push the scales off, working from the tail to the head; they come off easily. Pat them dry on paper towels. Using the tip of a paring knife, slice open the belly from the tail to the gills. Remove and discard the entrails. Rinse again under cold running water and dry on paper towels.

{ SERVES 4 }


½ cup extra-virgin olive oil, plus more for drizzling

1 large yellow onion, medium diced

10 cloves garlic, thinly sliced

2 vine-ripened tomatoes, stems and cores removed, coarsely chopped

6 fresh bay leaves

1 teaspoon kosher salt

1 teaspoon red pepper flakes

8 fresh whole sardines (about 1 pound), scaled and gutted (see above)

½ lemon

Crusty bread, for serving



Make the tomato sauce: In a large slope-sided sauté pan over medium-high heat, heat 6 tablespoons of the oil until it shimmers. Stir in the onion and let sweat until it begins to turn translucent, about 3 minutes. Stir in the garlic and cook for 1 to 2 minutes, being careful not to let the garlic brown. Stir in the tomatoes, bay leaves, salt, and red pepper flakes. Lower the heat to medium and simmer the mixture for 10 minutes, until the sauce is thick; keep warm over very low heat.

Prepare the sardines: In another large slope-sided sauté pan over high heat, heat the remaining 2 tablespoons of oil until it shimmers. Lay the sardines in the pan and sauté them for about a minute on each side to lightly brown them. Transfer them to the pan with the tomato sauce and turn the heat under it to medium-high. Simmer the sardines in the sauce for 2 minutes, turning them over once. Drizzle the fish with oil and squeeze the half lemon through a sieve over them; serve immediately, with plenty of crusty bread. The bones of the sardines are edible, but if you prefer, you can use your knife and fork to work the top fillet off and lift out and discard the center spine, exposing the bottom fillet.

Kidneys in Red Wine Sauce

At home, Mam would just stir butter into the pan to thicken the sauce before serving this dish. My alternative, a rich, syrupy reduction of beef or veal stock known as demi-glace, is certainly a luxury item and therefore generally not something you’d find in Irish households, but it sure does take this dish to a much higher level. Kidneys have a very high water content, so to keep them from spattering too much or having them braise instead of sear, you want to make sure that they’re dry before you put them into the pan, and that the pan is very hot.

{ SERVES 4 AS A FIRST COURSE }


4 lamb kidneys (4 pieces), cleaned, trimmed, and quartered (see About Kidneys)

Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

1 tablespoon canola oil

1 large shallot, minced

½ cup dry red wine

1 cup veal demi-glace

¼ cup cold unsalted butter, cut into pieces

2 teaspoons chopped fresh thyme leaves

Crusty bread, for serving



Cook the kidneys: Dry the kidneys on all sides with paper towels. Lightly season them with salt and pepper. In a large slope-sided sauté pan over medium-high heat, heat the canola oil until it shimmers. Place the kidneys in the pan, being sure not to crowd them. Let them sear for about a minute on each side. Stir in the shallot and cook for another minute.

Make the sauce: Add the wine to the pan and use a straight-edged wooden spatula to scrape up the brown bits from the bottom. Cook without stirring until the alcohol evaporates, about 3 minutes (the wine volume will reduce slightly). Stir in the demi-glace. Turn the heat to high and let the kidneys cook, stirring occasionally, for 3 minutes, until they are tender and the thickened sauce coats the back of a spoon. Stir in the butter and thyme until the butter melts. (See Making Sauces for Meat.) Add more salt and pepper if you wish. Serve immediately with plenty of crusty bread.

Black Pudding and Onions

In 2005, my parents bought a house in the Gaeltacht (an area where the Irish language is still spoken as a first language) in Donegal. My Da decided to plant trees and build a high tunnel to grow vegetables. A high tunnel is like a greenhouse and keeps the ground warm longer into the cold weather, thus extending the growing season.

The natives thought he was nuts because all that was there was bog land. I’m sure they still gossip about him every day. My brothers Gerald and Edward and my brother-in-law John Murphy were recruited to plant the trees because I was in America, but I got a chance to dig in the tunnel when I was there visiting. One of the rewards for a hard day’s work was black pudding and onions. Hearty and earthy, it really hit the spot on a cold Donegal day.

{ SERVES 4 }


1 tablespoon canola oil

16 (1-inch) diagonal slices Black Pudding, casings removed

1 small yellow onion, chopped

1 cup veal demi-glace

2 tablespoons cold unsalted butter

1 tablespoon chopped fresh thyme leaves

Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

Crusty bread, for serving



Sauté the black pudding: Place a slope-sided sauté pan over high heat; add the oil and heat until it shimmers. Arrange the pudding slices in the pan and cook for 30 seconds on each side, until nicely seared. Transfer the slices to a plate.

Sauté the onion: Stir the onion into the pan and lower the heat to medium. Let the onion sweat for 2 minutes, until translucent but not browned. Add the demi-glace. Raise the heat to medium-high and bring the liquid to a boil. Whisk in the butter all at once until melted.

Assemble and serve: Return the pudding slices to the pan and cook for 2 minutes, until the sauce is slightly reduced and thickened. Stir in the thyme. Season with salt and pepper to taste. Serve with plenty of crusty bread.
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Spanish Omelet with Alioli

Spanish Omelet with Alioli

This dish, served here with a garlic sauce on the side, is so prevalent in Spain that I refer to it as their pizza. It’s not an Irish dish, of course, but by virtue of my family’s frequent travels to the Continent it became a part of Da’s repertoire and so I’m including it in this book.

When I was six years old, we went to Spain on vacation and my parents let me stay on an extra week with a family they knew after they went home. The husband was in construction and was building a discotheque, so I sat there and drank espresso all day while he worked. There was always one of these omelets in the refrigerator when we got home. That was my first introduction to the Spanish omelet—and coffee. I was probably pretty buzzed on the plane back to Ireland.

The Spanish eat this omelet cold, hot, at room temperature, whatever, so make it up to 2 days ahead of time and keep it on hand.

{ SERVES 8 TO 10 }


2 cups extra-virgin olive oil

1 pound (3 medium) russet potatoes, peeled and cut into 1-inch cubes

14 large eggs, beaten

1 teaspoon kosher salt

1½ cups Alioli



Cook the potatoes: Preheat the oven to 350°F. Place the oil and potatoes in a large, ovenproof nonstick slope-sided sauté pan over medium-high heat. Bring to a simmer and cook, stirring occasionally, for 10 minutes, until the potatoes are soft but not completely cooked through. Turn off the burner. Strain the hot oil into a bowl. Return the potatoes to the pan off the heat. (Let the oil cool and reserve it for another use.)

Cook the omelet: Using a rubber spatula, stir the eggs and salt into the pan with the potatoes. Then turn the heat to medium and cook the eggs, stirring constantly, bringing up the curds from the bottom of the pan and allowing them to cook evenly. Their water will evaporate as protein coagulates and a cohesive mass forms. As that happens, stop stirring, except to run the spatula along the sides of the pan to create a uniform border. Lower the heat and continue to cook the omelet for 5 minutes, until the sides and bottom are set but the top is still wet.

Bake the omelet: Transfer the pan to the oven and bake for 10 minutes, until the omelet is lightly browned on top. Immediately invert it onto a serving platter. Serve it cut into wedges, with alioli on the side.
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CHAPTER THREE

What Mam Cooked


Chicken Noodle Soup

Cheese on Toast

Potato Pancakes

Quiche Lorraine

Dublin Coddle

Irish Stew with Piccalilli

President Obama Stew (Chicken Casserole)

Shepherd’s Pie

Steak and Kidney Pie

Beef Stew




My mother, Angela, was one of three sisters born to Paddy and Jane Hughes. They grew up on the north side of Dublin in an area called Whitehall. Paddy, my Granda, died of cancer when I was fairly young, so I used to go over and take care of Granny’s garden quite often.



Granny was a wonderful cook. I still remember the taste of her Yorkshire pudding. I must have eaten too much of it, though, because at the end of my stays there she liked to say, “I’d rather keep you for a week than a fortnight.”

When my father met my mother at Rathmines College he chased her from the start and would not give up until she agreed to marry him, which she did in 1966. At least that’s her version of the story.

They bought a house for IR£6000 (about $14,000) on Thomastown Road in the south side of Dublin and started what turned out to be a big family: five kids of their own and two adopted. Katharine was born first. In 1968, five-year-old Derek was adopted from the nuns at Saint Patrick’s Orphanage on the Navan Road, making him the eldest. I was born in 1969, and then my other sister, Clare, two years later. Niall was born a year after Clare and was hit by a car and killed when he was two and I was six. Soon after that, we adopted Gerald, and then very unexpectedly Mam got pregnant with Edward, who was born in 1979.

So you could say my mother had her hands full. She quit her job as a sales agent at KLM to take care of us, and she did most of the cooking during the week while my father built his business as a tour operator.

When I was five, my parents wisely opted for a bigger house, so we left the one with no central heating and moved to a five-bedroom house (with heat!) not far away, on Watson Road.

The kitchen was the activity center of this house. It was a large room, half of it the dining area where we ate most of our meals. It faced into our backyard, with big, bright windows that filled the room with light. Well, what light was available in Dublin. “It gets late very early, doesn’t it?” my Da liked to say. We had these dark orange Formica cabinets (it was the seventies after all) and a big wooden table for the family with a banquette along the wall. We all had our assigned seats that never really changed in the thirty years we lived there.

Mam would make snacks for us when we got home from school and then the evening’s dinner. When we were sick, she brought us comics to read in bed, called Dr. O’leary (who did house calls in those days), and made Chicken Noodle Soup to nourish our bodies. Mam’s cooking is what we now call comfort food, nostalgic offerings such as Irish Stew, Shepherd’s Pie, Quiche Lorraine, and her most heralded specialty—apple pie.

What follows are some of Mam’s most memorable dishes, from treats awaiting us after school to rib-stickers that got us through cold, wintry Irish nights.
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Chicken Noodle Soup

Chicken noodle soup has great restorative qualities. All of the ingredients in the recipe are known to have medicinal value. Any time we were really sick, my mother or father would make a batch of this soup, which they also served as dinner on cold winter nights even when we were well. My parents always referred to it as Jewish penicillin. When you have those flulike symptoms, not much can make you feel better than chicken noodle soup.

I think the real secret of this soup is that the broth is triple concentrated. You use chicken stock as the base liquid and then intensify it by poaching a whole chicken in it. Then the resulting broth gets reduced, making a more potent soup.

{ MAKES 3 QUARTS, SERVING 10 TO 12 }

BROTH


1 (3-pound) whole chicken

1 large yellow onion, coarsely chopped

2 carrots, peeled and cut into 2-inch pieces

3 celery stalks, cut into 2-inch pieces

10 cloves garlic

1 teaspoon black peppercorns

1 large fresh bay leaf

1 large sprig fresh rosemary

½ large bunch (1 ounce) fresh thyme sprigs

12 cups chicken stock



SOUP


1 tablespoon unsalted butter

1 large leek, well washed and diced (see How to Clean Leeks)

2 carrots, peeled and diced

1 yellow onion, diced

5 cloves garlic, minced

2 ounces dried spaghetti, broken into 1½-inch pieces

2 tablespoons fresh thyme leaves

Crusty bread, for serving



Make the broth: Place the chicken in an 8-quart stockpot and cover it with the remaining broth ingredients. Bring to a simmer over high heat. Lower the heat to medium and cook for 45 minutes, using a large ladle to skim and discard any foam and fat that rise to the top. Set a colander in a large bowl and transfer the poached chicken to it. Strain the stock through a fine-mesh sieve into a separate container. Clean the pot and return it to the stove.

Make the soup: Over medium heat, melt the butter until it bubbles. Add the leek, carrots, and onion and sweat for 5 minutes, until they are starting to get tender. Stir in the garlic and cook for 1 minute. Add the chicken broth. Raise the heat to high and bring the broth to a boil. Boil until the broth is reduced by a third, about 30 minutes.

Dice the chicken: Meanwhile, when the chicken is cool enough to handle, remove the skin and debone the meat. Remove and discard all cartilage, fat, veins, and tendons from the meat and then dice it. Strain any liquid in the bowl under the colander into the pot of boiling broth. Set the chicken aside.

Finish the soup: Once the broth is reduced, add the spaghetti to it and continue to cook for another 15 minutes so that the starch releases from the pasta to thicken the soup slightly. Add the chicken and thyme and heat through. Adjust the seasoning. Serve in individual bowls with crusty bread on the side. The soup can be refrigerated for up to 3 days and frozen for up to 3 weeks.
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Cheese on Toast

Cheese on Toast

I’m including this ridiculously easy recipe because it’s something we’d have after school all the time. My mother didn’t put tomatoes or chili powder on it. I learned to do it this way at my first real restaurant job, as a dishwasher at a place called Da Vincenzo. Howard, one of the owners there, added the upgrades, which I made permanent.

{ SERVES 4 }


4 slices Pullman Loaf or sandwich bread

4 ounces Irish cheddar cheese, thinly sliced

2 Roma tomatoes, cut crosswise into ½-inch slices

Salt

4 pinches chili powder



In a preheated toaster oven or broiler, toast the bread on one side until lightly browned. Arrange the bread toasted-side down on a baking sheet. Divide the cheese equally over the bread, covering each slice completely, and then add 2 slices of tomato to each. Season the tomatoes with salt and sprinkle a pinch of chili powder over them. Broil the toast until the cheese is bubbly and the tomatoes are just barely softened.
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Potato Pancakes

Whenever we’d have mashed potatoes left over from dinner, Mam would make potato pancakes for an afterschool snack the next day. We would have eaten them every day if we were let.

It is a good idea to have a food mill or potato ricer on hand. (See On Making Mashed Potatoes.)

{ SERVES 4 }


2 russet potatoes, peeled and quartered

1½ teaspoons kosher salt

1 large egg, lightly beaten

¼ cup all-purpose flour, plus more for dusting

2 tablespoons canola oil

Sour cream, for serving



Cook and mash the potatoes: Place the quartered potatoes and 1 teaspoon of the salt in a pot and cover them with cold water. Bring the water to a boil, then lower the heat to medium and allow the potatoes to simmer uncovered until cooked through, about 40 minutes. To tell if they are cooked, take a piece out and cut it in half to see if it’s soft in the center.

Mix the potato pancakes: Rice the potatoes into a large bowl. Stir in the egg, flour, and remaining ½ teaspoon of salt. Do not overmix. Lightly dust a cutting board with flour and roll the potato mixture into a ¼-inch-thick, roughly 9-inch square, then cut it into 9 smaller squares.

Cook the pancakes: In a large nonstick slope-sided sauté pan over medium-high heat, heat the oil until it shimmers. Cook the pancakes for 2 to 3 minutes on each side until nicely browned. Serve hot with a dollop of sour cream on the side.

Quiche Lorraine

My mother was most famous for her apple pie, but this quiche was a close second. It’s not an Irish dish, obviously, but I’d be remiss (and in trouble) if I didn’t include this signature dish of hers.

In the late sixties, before my father got into the travel business, he worked for RTE (Radio Telefis Eireann), the Irish national radio and television channel. One of his colleagues there gave my mother this recipe on the condition that she not allow Da to mess with the recipe, because she knew that he liked to put his own stamp on things and she didn’t think her quiche needed stamping.

The hallmark of a great quiche is a silky custard. The key to achieving that is to cook it at a low enough temperature to just set the eggs without letting them soufflé. Also, use the best farm-fresh eggs you can lay your hands on and heavy cream from a reputable dairy. This recipe doesn’t call for salt because the bacon we use supplies all that is necessary. If yours doesn’t, add ½ teaspoon to the cream.

A lightly dressed green salad makes a nice accompaniment for quiche lorraine. You will need a 9-inch deep-dish fluted pie pan.

{ SERVES 8 }


1 tablespoon canola oil

12 ounces thick-cut streaky (American) bacon, cut into 1-inch pieces (see On Irish Bacon)

¼ batch Mam’s Quick Puff Pastry Dough or 1 (14-ounce) package prepared all-butter puff pastry

8 large eggs, at room temperature, lightly beaten

4 cups heavy cream



Cook the bacon: In a large slope-sided sauté pan over medium-high heat, heat the oil until it shimmers. Cook the bacon, until it is partially rendered and lightly browned, about 10 minutes. Transfer the cooked bacon to a paper towel–lined plate. Discard the fat or save for another use.

Fit the pastry into the pan: On a well-floured surface, roll the dough into a ¼-inch-thick, 15-inch-diameter circle. Loosely roll the dough onto a rolling pin, then unroll it into a 9-inch deep-dish pie pan or fluted, 2-inch-deep quiche pan with a removable bottom. Press the dough into the bottom and sides of the pan, making sure it comes all the way to the rim. Trim the dough, leaving a 1-inch overhang all around. (It will shrink a bit as it chills.) Cover the pastry with plastic wrap and refrigerate for 30 minutes.

Assemble the quiche: Preheat the oven to 300°F. Trim the pastry even with the sides of the pie pan. Spread the bacon evenly on the bottom of the pie shell. Whisk the eggs and cream together (this custard mixture is known as royale in French cooking) and pour the custard into the shell. To allow for pastry shrinkage, fill the shell no higher than ¾ inch from the top.

Bake the quiche: Place the filled pan on a foil-lined baking sheet and then in the oven. Bake for 60 to 70 minutes, until the custard is just barely jiggling beneath the surface. Transfer to a wire rack and cool for at least 1 hour before serving. Quiche lorraine can be made the day before and refrigerated, but bring it to room temperature before serving.
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Dublin Coddle

Dublin Coddle

This is a classic Dublin peasant dish that Ma made for dinner occasionally and we all hated growing up. It wasn’t anything more than breakfast sausage and bacon cooked with milk. So my version is more like a French blanquette, a rich and elegant cream-based stew, with potatoes added, of course. This recipe doesn’t call for salt because the bacon we use supplies all that is necessary. If yours doesn’t (fry up a little piece of it to see), add ½ teaspoon of it.

{ SERVES 6 }


2 tablespoons unsalted butter

1 yellow onion, diced

8 (¼-inch-thick) slices streaky (American) bacon, cut into 1-inch pieces (see On Irish Bacon)

1 large russet potato, peeled and cut into ½-inch cubes

8 Breakfast Sausages, cut into 1-inch pieces

1 cup chicken stock

2 cups heavy cream

3 large fresh bay leaves

½ cup coarsely chopped parsley

2 tablespoons chopped fresh thyme leaves

Crusty bread, for serving

Cracked black pepper, for garnish (optional)



Sweat the onion: In a medium flameproof casserole over medium heat, melt the butter. Add the onion to the pot and let it sweat for about 8 minutes, until soft but not browned at all. (Because this is a white stew, you don’t want the onion to take on any color.)

Cook the coddle: Once the onion is translucent, add the bacon and continue to cook over low heat until the bacon is pale pink and a few tablespoons of the fat have rendered, about 10 minutes. Add the potatoes, sausage, stock, cream, and bay leaves. Raise the heat to medium-high and bring the liquid to a boil. Lower the heat to medium and cook slowly until the potatoes are cooked through, about 30 minutes.

Add the herbs and serve: Remove the coddle from the heat, stir in the parsley and thyme, and serve immediately with lots of crusty bread. If you wish, sprinkle a little bit of cracked black pepper on top. The coddle can be made a day ahead and gently reheated on the stove or in a 300°F oven for 30 minutes.
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Irish Stew with Piccalilli

Irish Stew with Piccalilli

This isn’t a dish we would get often at home, which was too bad because we all loved it, especially with piccalilli, a mustard pickle of cauliflower, onions, and other vegetables. A lot of places in the States serve what they call Irish stew, but it’s made with beef. Real Irish stew is not made with beef. At all. Traditionally it is made with lamb neck or shinbones (known as gigot), but I use shoulder chops because they are meatier and you can get a good sear on them, which adds flavor. Irish stew would not really include carrots, by the way, but I add them for sweetness.

{ SERVES 4 }


Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

4 (8-ounce) lamb shoulder chops

2 tablespoons canola oil

2 yellow onions, quartered lengthwise

2 carrots, peeled and cut crosswise into 2-inch pieces

3 cloves garlic, thinly sliced

1 large fresh bay leaf

2 russet potatoes, peeled and quartered

3 cups water

3 tablespoons chopped fresh thyme

Piccalilli



Brown the chops: Sprinkle salt and pepper liberally over both sides of the lamb chops. In a flameproof casserole over medium-high heat, heat the oil until it shimmers. Brown both sides of the lamb chops well (2 to 3 minutes per side), working in 2 batches so the pot is not crowded. Transfer the browned lamb to a plate and set aside.

Cook the stew: Blot the oil from the pot with a wad of paper towels. Add the onions, carrots, garlic, and bay leaf. Top the vegetables with the chops and any collected juices on their plate. Add the potatoes and water. Bring the liquid to a boil. Lower the heat to medium, cover the pot, and let the chops simmer for 1½ to 2 hours, until the meat is very tender. Adjust the salt and pepper seasoning to taste. Stir in the chopped thyme and serve immediately, with piccalilli on the side. The stew can be made the day before and gently reheated on the stove or in the oven at 300°F for 30 minutes. (See About Stews.)
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President Obama Stew (Chicken Casserole)

President Obama Stew (Chicken Casserole)

There were definitely a few chicken casserole dishes in my mother’s repertoire. I was making this variation of one of them on Saturday, October 9, 2011, on what turned out to be an unforgettable evening.

My brother Edward had come over from Ireland that weekend to surprise the kids, Meshelle, and me. So instead of working, I was home that night preparing dinner for all of us. I had just put this stew on the stove and opened a bottle of wine when I got a phone call from the restaurant. I kind of had an attitude about it, asking, “What are you calling me for?”

Then Todd, our business partner and manager, said, “You need to come to work right away—the President is coming.” Well, if President and Mrs. Obama are celebrating their nineteenth wedding anniversary at your restaurant, your stew just has to wait.

My brother came with me to Restaurant Eve and ate at the bar while I cooked for the Obamas. And then he met the President and First Lady, even having a conversation with them about Ireland, when they were on their way out. You can bet that that story got a lot of play from my brother when he got back home.

After the First Couple left, Edward and I went back to my house. The late-night snack, of course, was the chicken stew I had left on the stove, now proudly renamed “President Obama Stew.”

You can use the back and neck to make a quick stock for this dish by simmering them in water with a bay leaf, some thyme, and mirepoix (chopped onions, carrots, and celery), or freeze them for stock in the future. Serve the dish over steamed rice or Mashed Potatoes.

{ SERVES 6 }


1 (3½-pound) chicken

Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

2 tablespoons canola oil

1 large yellow onion, very coarsely chopped

6 carrots, peeled and cut crosswise into ½-inch coins

6 celery stalks, halved lengthwise and cut into 1-inch dice

20 cloves garlic, crushed and coarsely chopped

1 (28-ounce) can whole plum tomatoes (preferably San Marzano), coarsely chopped, and their juices

3 tablespoons all-purpose flour

3 large fresh bay leaves

1 serrano chile, coarsely chopped, with seeds

4 cups chicken stock

2 tablespoons chopped fresh thyme leaves

1 tablespoon chopped fresh rosemary leaves (see Notes on Herbs)

Leaves from 1 large bunch fresh basil (1 cup loosely packed), coarsely chopped



Cut up the chicken: Cut the chicken into 14 pieces, making 6 breast pieces, 2 drumsticks, 2 thighs, and 4 wing joints. Season them well with salt.

Brown the chicken: In a large slope-sided sauté pan over high heat, heat the canola oil until it shimmers. Arrange all of the chicken evenly in the pan skin-side down and cook for 5 minutes, until golden brown. The pieces should release easily from the bottom of the pan; if they don’t, let them brown longer until they do. Transfer the pieces to a flameproof casserole, arranging them skin-side up.

Sweat the vegetables: Add the onion, carrots, and celery to the sauté pan, stirring to combine them. Sweat the vegetables for 4 to 5 minutes, until they are translucent but still a bit firm. As they cook and water releases from them, use a flat-edged wooden spatula to deglaze the pan by scraping up the brown bits from the bottom. Stir in the garlic and then the tomatoes and flour and cook for 2 minutes. Add the bay leaves, serrano chile, chicken stock, thyme, and rosemary.

Cook the stew: Transfer the vegetable mixture to the casserole. Bring to a boil, then decrease the heat to low, cover the pot, and let it simmer slowly for 45 to 60 minutes, until the chicken and vegetables are very tender. Remove the stew from the heat. Taste the sauce and season with salt and pepper if you like. Stir in the basil leaves at the last second before serving. The stew can be made a day before and gently reheated on the stove or in a 300°F oven for 30 to 40 minutes. (See About Stews.)


NOTES ON HERBS


All herbs have delicate oils in them that provide the majority of their aroma, so it’s super important to have a very sharp knife when you’re cutting them and not to overwork them. Slice through herbs once and then move your knife over slightly and make another slice, rather than chopping them over and over, making all of their oils wind up on the board.

PINCH THYME OFF with your fingertips and make a small pile of leaves, then cut through them as indicated above.

ROSEMARY is one of the exceptions to the one chop rule. Rosemary has such an intense pine flavor that you don’t want to bite into a mass of it. Chop it very finely so that the flavor is evenly distributed throughout the dish.

TO REMOVE THE BITTER RESIN on the surface of rosemary leaves, give them a quick blanch, shock them, and then mince them very, very fine. To blanch rosemary leaves, have ready a bowl of ice water. Bring 2 quarts of water and ½ cup of salt to a rolling boil. Place ½ cup of picked rosemary leaves in a strainer, dip the strainer basket into the boiling water for 15 seconds, and then plunge it into the ice water. Drain the leaves and squeeze them dry.
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Shepherd’s Pie

Shepherd’s Pie

Da calls this dish Shagger’s Pie. It was a much-wished-for dish in our house and, like Irish stew, always came with Piccalilli served on the side. Shepherd’s pie is an interpretation of a French dish called hachis parmentier. What makes it truly Irish is that there are potatoes in the stew as well as on top of it. Most versions you see are made with beef, and ground beef at that, but that doesn’t really make any sense because why would shepherds have beef? Shepherds tend lambs. To impart a touch of elegance, I make the pie with a rich stew of diced lamb shoulder (leg meat works well, too), lamb stock, and aromatic vegetables. No peas, please. They get lost in the mix.

The dish does involve some preparation, but the lamb stock can be made well ahead and frozen for up to 6 months and the stew can be made 2 days in advance. (See About Stews.) Prepare and add the mashed potatoes just prior to baking. (See On Making Mashed Potatoes.) It is a good idea to have a food mill or potato ricer on hand.

{ SERVES 6 }

STEW


1½ pounds lamb shoulder, trimmed of all fat and sinew, cut into ½-inch cubes

Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

2 tablespoons canola oil

1 yellow onion, chopped

4 carrots, peeled and chopped

4 celery stalks, chopped

2 tablespoons all-purpose flour

4 cups lamb stock or store-bought beef broth

3 russet potatoes, peeled and cut into ½-inch cubes (2 cups)

2 large fresh bay leaves

2 tablespoons chopped fresh thyme leaves

1 tablespoon chopped fresh rosemary leaves (see Notes on Herbs)

1 tablespoon chopped fresh oregano leaves



MASHED POTATOES


4 russet potatoes, peeled and quartered

1 tablespoon salt

4 large egg yolks

½ cup unsalted butter

½ cup heavy cream

Piccalilli, for serving



Brown the lamb: Pat the lamb cubes dry on all sides with paper towels and season well with salt and pepper. In a large slope-sided sauté pan over medium-high heat, heat the oil until it shimmers. Distribute the meat evenly in the bottom of the pan without crowding it and don’t disturb it for several minutes. If you stir the cubes too soon, they will release water and the meat will boil instead of browning. After 3 or 4 minutes, turn the cubes over and brown them on the other side for another 3 or 4 minutes. Using a slotted spoon, transfer the meat to a bowl and return the pan to the heat.

Sweat the vegetables: Add the onion, carrots, and celery, stirring with a flat-edged wooden spatula. As the vegetables cook, water will release and deglaze the pan. Use the spatula to scrape up brown bits from the bottom of the pan. Sweat the vegetables for 4 to 5 minutes. They should be translucent but still a bit firm.

Cook the stew: Stir in the flour and allow it to brown lightly for about 2 minutes. Add the lamb stock, continuing to scrape up any brown bits from the bottom of the pan. Stir in the potatoes, bay leaves, thyme, rosemary, and oregano. Return the meat and its collected juices to the pan. Bring the liquid to a boil. Lower the heat to medium and cover the pot. Simmer for 1½ hours, until the meat is fork tender. Discard the bay leaves and transfer the stew to an 8-cup baking dish.

Boil the potatoes for mashing: Place the quartered potatoes and salt in a pot and cover them with cold water. Bring the water to a boil, then lower the heat to medium and allow the potatoes to simmer uncovered until cooked through, about 40 minutes. To tell if they are cooked, take a piece out and cut it in half to see if it’s soft in the center.

While the potatoes are cooking, preheat the oven to 450°F.

Mash the potatoes: Drain the potatoes, return them to the pot, and stir them over the heat for a couple of minutes. This ensures that they are dry. Rice the potatoes into a mixing bowl. Add the egg yolks, butter, and cream, whisking until the mixture is smooth. Work quickly while the potatoes are hot so they don’t become gummy and starchy. Adjust the salt seasoning to taste and allow the potatoes to cool.

Top the pie: Fit a large pastry bag with a large star tip. Spoon the mashed potatoes into the bag. Moving in one direction, pipe large rosettes of potatoes over the lamb mixture, in neat rows or around the perimeter of baking dish. Go over your work and pipe rosettes wherever you see any holes—you want to create a good seal. Alternatively, you can dollop the potatoes over the stew and spread them with a spatula to seal it.
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Bake the pie: Line a baking sheet with aluminum foil. Set the pie on it and bake for 30 to 35 minutes, until the potatoes are nicely browned and the filling is bubbling. Let the casserole rest for 15 minutes; serve with piccalilli on the side if you’d like.
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Steak and Kidney Pie

Steak and Kidney Pie

When my mother makes steak and kidney pie, she puts an upside-down cup in the dish of stew to support the pastry in the center, kind of like a circus tent. It keeps the pastry from sinking into the stew. Then she rolls the pastry scraps into a long snake with the palms of her hands, coils it up, and sticks it in the middle of the crust. It gets brown and crunchy on the outside and doughy on the inside during baking and so was the best part to us kids. We used to fight over who got the snake.

This recipe calls for stew meat, but rib eye also works quite well, as do veal kidneys instead of lamb kidneys. We never used veal kidneys or demi-glace at home, as these were not readily available items. Mam used wine in her stew, which she thickened with a little butter. I use demi-glace instead. It has a slightly syrupy, rich texture and imparts a touch of refinement.

The stew part of the dish can be made 2 days ahead of time. (See About Stews.) The pastry can be made 3 months in advance and frozen.

{ SERVES 8 }


1½ pounds stew beef, such as shoulder or chuck, cut into 1-inch cubes

Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

2 tablespoons canola oil

½ pound lamb kidneys, cleaned, trimmed, and cut into 1-inch cubes (see About Kidneys)

1 yellow onion, cut into ½-inch dice

4 carrots, peeled and cut into ½-inch dice

4 celery stalks, cut into ½-inch dice

2 tablespoons all-purpose flour

½ cup dry red wine

3 cups veal demi-glace or store-bought beef stock

2 large fresh bay leaves

1 tablespoon chopped fresh thyme leaves

¼ batch Mam’s Quick Puff Pastry Dough or 1 (14-ounce) package prepared all-butter puff pastry

1 large egg beaten with 1 tablespoon water, for egg wash (optional)



Brown the meats: Pat the beef cubes dry on all sides with paper towels and season well with salt and pepper. In a large slope-sided sauté pan over medium-high heat, heat the oil until it shimmers. Distribute the beef evenly in the bottom of the pan without crowding it and don’t disturb it for several minutes. If you stir the pieces too soon, they will release water and the meat will boil instead of browning. After 3 or 4 minutes, turn the cubes over and brown them on the other side for another 3 or 4 minutes. Add the kidneys and cook for 2 or 3 minutes, until they are lightly browned on both sides. Using a slotted spoon, transfer the meats to a bowl and return the pan to the heat.

Sweat the vegetables: Add the onion, carrots, and celery to the pan, stirring them with a flat-edged wooden spatula. As the vegetables cook, water will release and deglaze the pan. Use the spatula to scrape up any brown bits from the bottom of the pan. Sweat the vegetables for 4 to 5 minutes, until translucent but still a bit firm.

Cook the stew: Stir in the flour and allow it to brown lightly for about 2 minutes. Stir in the red wine and let the alcohol evaporate, about 1 minute. Stir in the demi-glace. Return the meat and its collected juices to the pan. Add the bay leaves. Bring the liquid to a boil, then turn down the heat to low and let the stew simmer uncovered for 2 hours, until the meat is very tender. Remove the pan from the heat. Adjust the salt and pepper seasoning to taste and stir in the chopped thyme. Discard the bay leaves and let the stew cool to room temperature.

Fill the baking dish: Place an ovenproof ramekin or coffee mug upside down in the middle of a 2½-quart (12-inch) round casserole or deep-dish pie pan. (The idea is to create a pedestal to drape the pastry over so it doesn’t sink into the meat during baking.) Spoon the stew into the casserole and check to make sure the mug extends about an inch above the meat.

Top the pie with pastry: On a lightly floured surface, roll the pastry into a ¼-inch-thick, 15-inch-diameter circle. Make a template by cutting a 13-inch-diameter circle from a piece of cardboard and place it in the center of the 15-inch pastry circle. Use a paring knife to cut around it. Lift away the perimeter ring of pastry and, using half of it, roll a ½-inch-thick strip of dough long enough to fit around the inside edge of the casserole. Place the strip directly onto the stew and press it into the side of the pan lightly with your fingertips. Moisten it with water. Now roll the pastry circle lightly onto your rolling pin, then unroll it over the casserole and mug. Trim the edge even with the rim of the casserole. Crimp the edge of the crust with the tines of a fork.

Add the pastry “snake”: Use the palms of your hands to roll the remaining dough scraps into a long cylinder about 1 inch in diameter. Roll the cylinder into a pinwheel roughly the size of the mug, or tie it into a loose knot, and place it on the center of the pastry where the mug is protruding. Use a paring knife to cut 1-inch vents into the top of the crust, spaced about 2 inches apart. Refrigerate the pie for 30 minutes so the pastry can rest; after 10 minutes, preheat the oven to 400°F.

Bake the pie: If you want your pastry to have a shiny, finished look, brush it with the egg wash. Bake the pie for 10 minutes, then lower the temperature to 350°F and bake for another 50 minutes, until the pastry is golden brown and you can see the stew bubbling around the edges. Allow the pie to rest for 10 minutes before serving.


ABOUT KIDNEYS


Ask your butcher if you can smell the kidneys before you buy them; if they are fresh they should have no odor at all. If they smell at all ammoniated, do not buy them; they will be bitter. To clean the kidneys, slice them in half lengthwise and use a paring knife to cut away and discard the thick white vein from the center.
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Beef Stew

Beef stew is such a hearty, warm, soul-nourishing dish that you can’t go wrong with it. That’s why it is one of the greatest winter dishes in Ireland. The first time I brought Meshelle to Ireland, my Da made this stew, making it slightly spicy to give it some kick and a little edge. After that, Meshelle was hooked. Even Eve, who doesn’t like red meat, loves beef stew. Keep in mind that the spiciness of chiles varies from pepper to pepper, so vary the amount you use to suit your taste. Serve over Mashed Potatoes.

{ SERVES 6 }


1½ pounds stew beef, such as shoulder or chuck, cut into 1-inch cubes

Kosher salt and freshly ground pepper

2 tablespoons canola oil

1 yellow onion, diced

4 carrots, peeled and diced

4 celery stalks, diced

8 cloves garlic, roughly chopped

2 tablespoons all-purpose flour

3 cups veal demi-glace or store-bought beef broth

1 serrano chile, coarsely chopped, with seeds

3 large fresh bay leaves

2 tablespoons chopped fresh thyme leaves

1 tablespoon chopped fresh rosemary leaves (see Notes on Herbs)



Brown the beef: Pat the beef cubes dry on all sides with paper towels and season well with salt and pepper. In a large slope-sided sauté pan over medium-high heat, heat the oil until it shimmers. Distribute the beef evenly in the bottom of the pan without crowding it and don’t disturb it for several minutes. If you stir the pieces too soon, they will release water and the meat will boil instead of browning. After 3 or 4 minutes, turn the cubes over and brown them on the other side for another 3 or 4 minutes. Using a slotted spoon, transfer the meat to a flameproof casserole and return the pan to the heat.

Sweat the vegetables: Add the onion, carrots, and celery, stirring them with a flat-edged wooden spatula. As the vegetables cook, water will release and deglaze the pan. Use the spatula to scrape up brown bits from the bottom of the pan. Sweat the vegetables for 4 to 5 minutes, until translucent but still a bit firm. Stir in the garlic and cook for 1 minute.

Cook the stew: Stir in the flour and allow it to brown lightly for about 2 minutes. Add the demi-glace, scraping up any brown bits from the bottom of the pan. Stir in the serrano chile, bay leaves, thyme, and rosemary. Transfer the vegetables to the casserole and bring it to a boil over medium-high heat. Lower the heat to medium, cover the pot, and braise the meat slowly for 2 hours, until it is very tender. Adjust the salt and pepper seasoning to taste. Serve hot. The stew can be made 2 days ahead and reheated gently on the stove or in the oven at 300°F for 30 to 40 minutes (see About Stews).


ABOUT STEWS


In general, when you apply heat to food, you’re actually applying pressure. In stew making, that pressure makes the meat contract, forcing its flavor into its surrounding liquid. As the meat cools, it relaxes and absorbs that flavor from the surrounding liquid. So you actually achieve an optimal result by preparing stew a day ahead, cooling it completely in its liquid, and gently reheating it the next day. The fact that stews are best made well in advance makes them perfect dishes for parties or family events.
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