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WELCOME TO WOJTEK’S BISTRO

I have a memory of being in rural Poland, years ago, in my grandmother’s vegetable garden on a hot August day. The air was tomato-scented, and all around there was bounty: purple plums hung heavy on the trees, pumpkins were turning orange and cucumbers were waiting to be pickled. I didn’t know it at the time, but that garden, her home and her kitchen was to shape my culinary education. Recipes were rarely written down and there were certainly no photographs, so watching her cook, and later listening to her relaying her recipes to me over the phone as I struggled to recreate her ‘feeling’ in my London kitchen, was the best cookery school I could ask for. What I learned went beyond how to cook. Her examples showed me generosity and resourcefulness; she gave me courage to be daring and inventive, but most of all she showed me that good food isn’t about fancy ingredients. This was her culinary heritage, and I took it upon myself to keep it alive.

When I moved to London for my MA, I came armed with jars of her homemade passata and preserves. Eating well and cheaply wasn’t as straightforward as it had been back home. The multicultural food scene was mind-boggling, yet what I really craved were the straightforward, familiar flavours of my grandmother’s kitchen that I’d taken for granted my whole life. And so, a cook was born.

Solo dinners evolved into my version of fine dining on a fashion worker’s salary. Phone calls home helped me create simple but sublime meals, which I served on flea-market plates mixed with my grandmother’s inherited crockery.

When my grandmother died, the void was immeasurable. Worse than the sadness was the silence. There were no more calls to check a recipe, no more discussions about secret ingredients. I clung to the jars of rose petal jam she’d made, as if they somehow embodied her. But then I remembered all that she had taught me, the legacy that has shaped how I cook now.

From her, I learned that cooking is about sharing. I learned to work with what I had and to respect the rhythm of the seasons. Measurements were not always required; what mattered was flavour and abundance on every plate. I realized that the knowledge had transferred, and I could cook, even in London, even without her.

What began as ‘Wojtek’s Bistro for one’ grew when friends started begging me for invites. Then Instagram took notice. Before long, people were asking me to cater for their business lunches and marriage proposals.

This book bridges two worlds: honouring my grandmother’s Polish flavours while embracing London’s vibrant food culture. It’s about my journey from a bountiful kitchen garden in Poland to a small East London kitchen, where pierogi meet British ingredients, and where my grandmother’s spirit lives on in every recipe. Whether traditional or updated with new flavours, I know she would approve.



[image: The author in a white shirt and black trousers, setting a table with a colourful arrangements. A gallery wall is behind him.]

KEY INGREDIENTS

When you grow up around your grandmother’s cooking, what makes it all so wonderful is not always evident. Living in another country, however, has made it blindingly obvious to me, and I now know that certain ingredients aren’t just pantry staples – they form the soul of Polish flavours.

Allspice – If a dish was cooked in Poland and savoury, there’s a high probability it contains one of these little brown berries. The spiciness is similar to black pepper but with more warmth.

Bay leaves – Possibly the national herb of Poland, usually used fresh. One is rarely enough and many recipes call for several.

Butter – Alongside sunflower oil, butter is the main cooking fat in Poland. Always unsalted, often clarified, like ghee.

Dill – This herb grew like a weed in my grandmother’s garden. If there were boiled potatoes, there was dill on top, no exceptions.

Dried mushrooms – Wild mushroom flavour is essential in Poland. With an abundance of forests, mushroom foraging is a favourite pastime.

Pickled cucumbers – Crunchy, tangy ogórki appear at most Polish meals. There are three main kinds: sour brine fermented (kiszone); half-sour lightly fermented (malosolne), and vinegar pickles (konserwowe), which are mainly used in this book. French cornichons would generally be a good substitute for vinegar pickles if necessary.

[image: Three photographs: a bundle of fresh bay leaves, a block of butter on a floral plate, and dried prunes on a patterned plate.]
Pistachios – I cannot help but think of my grandmother when I see pistachios, because she passed her love of them on to me. This ingredient is not particular to Poland, but they are significant in my cooking.

Polish bacon – Sold as thick, very fatty slabs that are almost always smoked. The rendered fat is used for everything from frying onions to making pierogi.

Prunes – These wrinkly gems pop up everywhere, and in Poland you can also find smoked prunes. I always have at least one bag of these in my pantry.

Sauerkraut – I can still picture massive jars fermenting in my grandmother’s cellar, the smell somehow both off-putting and delightful at the same time. If you want to cook Polish cuisine, you must have jars of this tangy cabbage for soups, stews and salads.

Sweet paprika – This is not the spicy kind – Polish cooks prefer a gentle, sweet flavour, and this spice provides great colour in cooking, too.

Vanilla pods in vodka – My grandmother always had vanilla bean pods steeping in vodka and I have maintained this tradition. The pods become plumper, and the vanilla-infused vodka is a lovely bonus.

[image: Three photos: dried prunes, allspice berries, sweet paprika and pistachios; a bowl of sauerkraut; and six glass tubes holding vanilla pods in vodka.]

SERVING IN STYLE

My philosophy is this: every day deserves to be a celebration, and the way a table looks is every bit as important as the food you serve. I have noticed that something remarkable happens when you sit down at a beautifully dressed table, and it is this: a meal transforms from simple necessity into full-blown enjoyment. This transformation is at the heart of what I try to achieve at my supper club, Wojtek’s Bistro, and I hope you will try creating this in your own home, not just for special occasions, but every single day. Here are my key principles:

Abundance over perfection – have confidence to mix things rather than worry about absolute symmetry. I’ve never believed that everything must coordinate exactly. Real beauty has an element of imperfection, and the unexpected. Once you accept this, you’ll never look at your dining table the same way again.

Every day deserves celebration – A Tuesday night supper deserves just as much attention as a birthday celebration. Both are worthy of thoughtfully chosen table linen, your nicest plates and fresh flowers. This isn’t about being formal or fussy. Why save your beautiful things for company? Enjoy them daily – that’s what they’re for.

Transform the ordinary – A simple bowl of soup, when lovingly prepared, doesn’t deserve to be gulped down in front of the TV. Take the time to set a place for yourself at a table, fold a proper napkin and choose a beautiful bowl to serve it in. These small acts of attention will elevate the entire experience. You’re not just eating, you’re dining, and there’s a huge difference.

Ambience matters – Once I began setting the table regularly, even when alone, I realized I was on to something. Just a napkin and a proper glass made me feel like I was in an elegant restaurant. You don’t need a reason to create an ambience, you just need intention, a good eye and a collection of pretty plates and glasses.

[image: An arrangement of six mismatched hand-painted serving plates with floral and foliate patterns on a white marble surface.]


[image: A round dining table set for four with mismatched vintage plates, cutlery with bamboo handles, scalloped placemats, and a large floral centrepiece.]


[image: Four images: author pouring wine into glasses, wrapped flower market bouquets, a centrepiece of flowers, and teapots with flowers.]
Clockwise from top left, 1: Once you start collecting mismatched crystal, there is no going back. 2: A return from the flower market sets up expectations of the bouquets for the week ahead. 3: When flowers fade, shortened stems become an attractive centrepiece. 4: Teapots and flowers at Wojtek’s Bistro.



[image: Four photos: crystal glasses and flowers; hand-painted plates and cutlery; Wojtek van Portek at a French flea market; and pink blossoms in crystal.]
Clockwise from top left, 1: Antique glassware is always in use on my table. 2: Hand-painted serving plates and vintage glasses and cutlery are both beautiful and functional. 3: Single blossoms past their best are still radiant in old crystal. 4: In my element at a French flea market, demonstrating the art of mismatching.


TABLE-SETTING TIPS

My work has taken me around the world, and I’ve collected pieces everywhere I’ve travelled. Not necessarily from expensive boutiques, but from antique markets and wonderful little shops tucked away in unexpected places. When I see a beautiful plate or an interesting glass, I am captivated by the object itself. I have no desire to find matching items or complete a set number.

Avoid coordinating items – I’m completely opposed to what I call rigid, matchymatchy table settings. When everything is too coordinated, too perfect, it feels contrived and frankly, uninviting. True style comes from thoughtful combinations of colours, textures and forms. When you are arranging a table setting, consider all the senses: think about its visual appeal, but also texture, fragrance and how things feel in your hand. Elements that might seem to clash individually can create something genuinely beautiful when brought together. This unique sense of style results in beautiful, interesting pieces that look wonderful together precisely because you chose them, not because they were designed to match.

Choose flowers to suit your mood – As well as fresh ingredients on a plate, fresh flowers on the table are a must for me. They connect the natural world to your carefully crafted indoor environment, which is especially important during a meal. I love all flowers, but when choosing, I like to consider the mood I want to convey. For big and bold I like to choose sunflowers, hydrangeas, dahlias and peonies. For something more subtle and subdued, I would choose zinnias, spray roses, sweet peas or a tulip or two. Always trim stems before arranging, change the water regularly and keep flowers out of direct sunlight.

The vase matters – When it comes to arranging flowers for a table, think about the container as carefully as the flowers themselves. Whether it’s a vintage vessel or a simple copper pot, it’s important to get the height and volume right for your arrangement. A wide, shallow vase is perfect for several loud and blousy blooms, other times you may prefer a single stem in a small, short vessel, just below eye level. And to keep the party going, when blooms are past their prime, trim the best stems and arrange them in wine glasses or float flower heads in small bowls scattered around the table – these miniature arrangements can still bring tremendous joy.



[image: A marble table is set for two with vintage plates featuring a blue bird design, mismatched glasses, bamboo-handled cutlery, and a vase of dahlias.]

[image: An a table setting featuring an empty, patterned vintage plate on a scalloped placemat, surrounded by glasses, cutlery, and sunflowers.]


CHAPTER 1

SMALL PLATES

[image: A set dining table with patterned vintage plates, bamboo-handled cutlery, mismatched crystal glassware, and a vase of pale pink roses.]


Mini Steak Tartare

Cannellini Bean Toasts

Smoked Mackerel Spread

Burrata With Vermouth Cherries

Baked Pear With Roquefort & Bacon

Roasted Apricots With Feta

Cheese Soufflé

Egg Mayo 3 Ways

Red Pepper & Buckwheat Parcels

Potato Pancakes Placki Ziemniaczne

Potato Pesto Babka

Leeks With Beetroot Horseradish



MINI STEAK TARTARE

This is undeniably French, but it’s a staple of Polish tables, too. I wasn’t a big fan of homemade tartare until two people changed my mind: my paternal grandmother’s cook, and my friend Jan, who finally convinced me to try making it myself. The golden rule? Always mince the beef yourself because it’s about freshness and quality. Use the best beef from a reliable source, keep everything cold and mince it just before serving. Once you taste this done properly, there’s no going back.

SERVES 4

350g (12oz) top-quality beef fillet or sirloin, preferably frozen for 30 minutes (see Note)

1 tablespoon finely chopped shallot

1 tablespoon capers, finely chopped

1 Polish gherkin, finely chopped, plus extra to serve

1–3 anchovy fillets, finely chopped

1–2 sun-dried tomatoes in oil, drained and finely chopped

½ teaspoon Dijon mustard

1 egg yolk

¼ teaspoon salt

Worcestershire sauce, to taste

freshly ground black pepper

TO GARNISH

whole caperberries

pickled red onion (for homemade)

Tabasco sauce

Cut the beef into 4 pieces; smaller pieces make hand-mincing easier. Start with one piece and, using a sharp knife, cut into matchsticks, then slice across the matchsticks to obtain a fine mince. Repeat with the remaining beef pieces.

Put the minced beef with all the remaining ingredients into a mixing bowl and mix together well. Taste and adjust the seasoning, adding more salt or Worcestershire sauce as desired. Shape into 4 patties and refrigerate until well chilled and ready to serve.

Serve with the garnishes in pretty bowls and a bottle of Tabasco on the table.

NOTE: Buy the best whole cut of meat you can, preferably from a butcher. Putting it in the freezer about 30 minutes before you are ready to mince keeps it cold and helps with the chopping.



[image: Mini Steak Tartare on a vintage, floral-patterned plate, garnished with pickled red onion and a caperberry.]


CANNELLINI BEAN TOASTS

A vaguely Polish version of hummus, this is also a reflection of my grandmother’s love of beans in every way. Serve this spread on toasts or mound in a bowl surrounded by crackers and offer with an aperitif along with olives and nuts. The pickles add the perfect Polish touch.

SERVES 2–4

1 head of garlic, halved horizontally

400g (14oz) can cannellini beans, drained

½ teaspoon extra virgin olive oil, plus extra (optional) to serve

½ teaspoon cider vinegar or freshly squeezed lemon juice

pinch of smoked salt

2–3 Polish pickled cucumbers in vinegar (konserwowe), finely chopped (for homemade)

a few dill sprigs, finely chopped

freshly ground black pepper

toasted bread slices, to serve

Preheat the oven to 200°C, 180°C fan (400°F), Gas Mark 6.

Wrap the garlic in foil and roast on the oven shelf for about 30 minutes until tender. Remove from the oven and leave to cool.

When cool enough to handle, squeeze the roasted garlic cloves from their skins into a mixing bowl, add the beans and mash well with a fork until blended. Alternatively, for a smooth purée, use a food processor or blender. Add the oil and vinegar or lemon juice and mix or blitz to combine. Season with the smoked salt and pepper to taste.

Mix the pickled cucumbers and dill together in a small bowl.

Spread the bean mixture on toasted bread slices and top with spoonfuls of the chopped pickle and dill. Drizzle with more olive oil, if desired, and serve.



[image: Cannellini bean toasts on a patterned vintage plate, topped with chopped pickled cucumbers, fresh dill and olive oil.]


SMOKED MACKEREL SPREAD

This is a wonderfully nostalgic old-school Polish classic slightly updated. Back in the day, this would have been drowning in mayo with chopped egg mixed throughout, but here I’ve kept it pure and rich, then crowned it with a jammy oeuf mayo for a gorgeous garnish. The result? Perfect balance, beautiful presentation and a dish that my grandmother would have loved.

SERVES 4

300g (10½oz) smoked mackerel fillets

80g (3oz) Polish pickled cucumbers in vinegar (konserwowe), finely chopped, (for homemade)

50g (1¾oz) shallot, finely chopped

½ apple, cored and grated

1 teaspoon fine salt

1 teaspoon coarsely ground black pepper, plus extra to serve

2 tablespoons good-quality mayonnaise (for homemade), plus extra to serve

lemon juice, to taste (optional)

curly parsley sprigs, to garnish

TO SERVE

4 toasted bread slices

2 hard-boiled eggs, shelled and halved

Shred the mackerel into small pieces, discarding the skin. Put into a mixing bowl, add all the remaining ingredients except the lemon juice and mix together well, then leave to stand for 15 minutes. Taste and adjust the seasoning, adding lemon juice to taste if desired.

Spread on the toasted bread slices. Place a hard-boiled egg half in the centre of each toast and top with an extra blob of mayonnaise, then add a good grinding of pepper. Garnish with curly parsley sprigs and serve.



[image: Three plates, each holding a slice of toasted bread topped with smoked mackerel spread, a hard-boiled egg half, mayonnaise, and parsley.]


BURRATA WITH VERMOUTH CHERRIES

Cherries macerated in alcohol are a staple in Poland, and I have a memory of my grandmother sitting around with her girlfriends enjoying each other’s company and eating ice cream doused in her boozy cherries. In London, I replace the ice cream with a mound of burrata, and I like to use vermouth, as its colour and flavour go remarkably well with cherries. Although simple, you need top-quality ingredients to make this shine: ripe cherries, the best burrata and good vermouth. Any leftover cherry-macerating liquor makes a wonderful spritz with soda water, or use it for cocktails.

SERVES 2–4 AS A STARTER

250g (9oz) cherries, halved and pitted

100ml (3½fl oz) good-quality red vermouth

2 tablespoons sugar

1–2 tablespoons rice vinegar, to taste

2 x 125g (4½oz) balls of burrata cheeses

2 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil

40g (1½oz) shelled pistachio nuts, crushed

salt and freshly ground black pepper

2 basil leaves, to garnish

Put the cherries, vermouth and sugar into a small saucepan and bring just to a simmer over a low heat, stirring gently to dissolve the sugar. Do not boil.

Remove from the heat, stir in the vinegar and leave to cool. (You can prepare the cherries up to 5 days in advance, cover and refrigerate until needed, then bring to room temperature to serve.)



[image: Burrata with vermouth cherries on a patterned plate, topped with crushed pistachio nuts and a basil leaf.]

BAKED PEAR WITH ROQUEFORT & BACON
















[image: A baked pear wrapped in bacon sits on a stack of patterned plates. It is topped with parsley and flanked by two vases of pink and yellow dahlias.]

ROASTED APRICOTS WITH FETA
















[image: Four servings of Roasted Apricots With Feta on blue and white patterned plates, set on a striped tablecloth.]

CHEESE SOUFFLÉ





















[image: A Cheese Soufflé baked in a white bowl, puffed and golden, sitting on white cloth below hanging copper pots.]

EGG MAYO 3 WAYS



















[image: Three mismatched patterned plates on a white marble table, each holding a different egg mayo dish. Red napkins and vintage cutlery sit alongside.]

RED PEPPER & BUCKWHEAT PARCELS

















[image: Four Red Pepper and Buckwheat Parcels tied with string on a vintage floral plate, alongside cutlery and glasses.]

POTATO PANCAKES
PLACKI ZIEMNIACZNE























[image: Three plates of potato pancakes topped with smoked salmon, soured cream, capers, chives, thinly sliced onion and dill sprigs on a marble surface.]

POTATO PESTO BABKA



























[image: Slices of Potato Pesto Babka on a green leaf-patterned plate, garnished with spring onion and chives, alongside a cup of tea and a bowl of dip.]

LEEKS WITH BEETROOT HORSERADISH















[image: A slice of toasted bread topped with bright pink beetroot horseradish, long strips of cooked leek and half a hard-boiled egg on a patterned plate.]

[image: A platter of sliced leeks arranged on bright pink beetroot horseradish, drizzled with oil and scattered with sliced spring onion.]
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