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SCALLOPS AND BACON

SCHOOL-DINNER LUNCH FOR 4–6

SEAWEED AND NOODLE SALAD

SERIOUS SATURDAY LUNCH FOR 8 – NO HOSTAGES

SEVEN-MINUTE STEAMED CHOCOLATE PUDDING

SEVILLE ORANGE CURD TART

SEVILLE ORANGES

SHORTBREAD

SHORTCRUST

SHREDDED BEETROOT SALAD WITH YOGHURT

SIX IDEAS FOR KITCHEN SUPPERS

SOLE WITH CHANTERELLES

SOLIDS

SOUP

SOUPS

SOUTH BEACH BLACK BEAN SOUP

SPAGHETTI CARBONARA

SPANISH STEW

SPINACH, BACON AND RAW MUSHROOM SALAD

SPRING-SCENTED LUNCH FOR 8

SPRING LUNCH FOR 8

SPRING LUNCH TO LIFT THE SPIRITS, FOR 6

SQUID WITH CHILLI AND CLAMS

STEAK AND KIDNEY PIE

STEAK AU POIVRE

STEAK MIRABEAU

STEM-GINGER GINGERBREAD

STEWS

STICKY CHOCOLATE PUDDING

STOCK

STORE CUPBOARD

STRAWBERRIES IN DARK SYRUP

SUMMER DINNER, WITH WINTER POSSIBILITIES, FOR 6

SUNDAY LUNCH

SUNDAY NIGHT CHICKEN NOODLE

SWEET AND SOUR CABBAGE

SWEET PASTRY

SWEETLY NOSTALGIC LUNCH FOR 6

TABBOULEH

TAGLIATELLE WITH CHICKEN FROM THE VENETIAN GHETTO

TARAMASALATA

TARRAGON FRENCH ROAST CHICKEN

TARTED-UP HOMEY DINNER FOR 6

TEMPLEFOOD

THAI CLAM POT

THAI-FLAVOURED MUSSELS

THE BISCUITS

THE CAKE

THE GRAVY

THE IRISH CLUB’S IRISH STEW

THE PERFECT PLAIN SUNDAY LUNCH FOR 3

THE ROAST BEEF

THE ROAST POTATOES

THE SLIGHTLY MORE THAN BASIC SATURDAY LUNCH FOR 6–8

THE SMALL BUT PERFECTLY FORMED LUNCH FOR 4

THE STATUTORY COOK-AND-FREEZE-AHEAD SECTION

THE TENDEREST CHICKEN

THE WORLD’S BEST CHOCOLATE ICE-CREAM

THE YORKSHIRE PUDDING

THICK MISO DRESSING FOR BEANS

TOMATO SALAD

TRANSLUCENT APPLE TART

TREACLE TART

TURKISH DELIGHT FIGS

VEAL, LIVER AND BACON MINCE PIE

VEGETABLE CURRY IN VEGETABLE SAUCE

VEGETABLE MISO BROTH

VEGETABLE SOUP

VEGETABLES

VENISON IN WHITE WINE

VICTORIA SPONGE

VINAIGRETTE

WARM CANNELLINI OR BORLOTTI BEANS WITH GARLIC AND SAGE

WELCOMING JANUARY LUNCH FOR 6

WHITE TIRAMISU

WHITE TRUFFLES

WHITE-TRASH LUNCH FOR 6

WINTER DINNER, WITH SUMMER POSSIBILITIES, FOR 6

YORKSHIRE PUDDING WITH SYRUP AND CREAM

YOUNG GROUSE WITH MASCARPONE AND THYME

ZABAIONE


about the book

‘Cooking is not just about joining the dots, following one recipe slavishly and then moving on to the next. In cooking, as in writing, you must please yourself to please others.’

Hailed by chefs, reviewers, cookery writers and millions of home cooks worldwide as one of the best cookery books ever written, How To Eat is more than just an imaginative collection of over 350 delicious, simple recipes. Combining Nigella’s down-to-earth, practical cookery advice with a passion for food and a friendly, chatty style, you will need two copies of this glorious classic: one for the kitchen, one for the bedside table.

This is Nigel Slater’s all-time favourite cookbook: “If I could only keep one cookbook, this would be it. How To Eat suits the way I cook. It is as if Nigella is sitting on a stool next to me in the kitchen as I’m cooking ... With every page you know she loves this stuff, and she wants you to love it too. It’s a very, very special book for me. My own copy is falling apart.”

With gloriously witty food writing, easy recipes, basic cooking tips and a beautiful hardback design, this is a book you will treasure for many years as well as a delicious gift for friends and family.

Basics – from easy bread recipes and basic roast chicken to sauce ingredients and seasonal foods

Cooking in advance – slow cooking, marinades and stress-free, easy recipes

One and two – cooking for one and meals for two people, from the practical to the romantic

Fast food – easy recipes and quick meal ideas

Weekend lunch – Saturday and Sunday lunch menus, for entertaining friends and family meals

Dinner – complete dinner menus for any occasion, from an elegant dinner party to a simple supper

Low Fat – healthy recipes and low-fat meals that still burst with flavour

Feeding babies and small children – weaning recipes, easy family meals and dishes to tempt that fussy eater


about the author

“I am unapologetic about being a home cook rather than a chef.

Real cooking, the sort that goes on in homes, does not have to be tricksy or difficult. A dish of chicken poached with leeks and carrots definitely isn’t fancy. But it tastes good, and feels essentially nourishing, to both body and soul, to cook and eat.
 
I want you to feel that I’m there with you, in the kitchen, as you cook. My books are the conversations we might be having.”

Nigella Lawson has written nine bestselling cookery books, including the classics How To Eat and How to Be A Domestic Goddess – the book that launched a thousand cupcakes. These books, her TV series and her Quick Collection apps, have made her a household name around the world. In 2013 she was one of the Observer Food Monthly’s ten Chefs of the Decade.
 
www.nigella.com

@Nigella_Lawson
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preface to the new edition

HOW TO EAT was born four years after my daughter, two years after my son: my third child. Although, the truth is the book had been gestating long before either of its elder siblings. It’s hard to believe now that this huge book was written in just six weeks. But it’s almost as if I had spent so long not writing it that the words were ready to rush out onto the page. And if I have had the opportunity now to revise some of the exuberant outpourings, I haven’t wished to. How to Eat is what it is: of a particular time and place in my life and, as I have learnt over the ensuing years, like a child, it has become its own thing, and for me to start revising and fiddling now would be a dishonest enterprise.

Nor do I want to change it. I stand by it and its manifesto, which is no less the manifesto that underpins all my consequent books – that cooking should not be considered the domain of the expert, that food is more than just fuel but says something unarguably authentic about the way we live and feel, and that perfectionism is the enemy of any kind of pleasure in the kitchen.

But still, How to Eat has a slightly different character than the books that have followed it. Many instructions are no more than enthusiastic suggestions, some of the recipes reveal themselves in the narrative, rather than in the more familiar form, and it is not illustrated. I don’t believe it would be possible for a first-time author, or any food writer, to have such a book published now. And yet – and I am prouder of this than almost anything else – it is still in print, and its readers seem to have the same close, protective relationship with it that I do. Whenever I have a new book out and am giving a book signing, I always feel a particular sense of connection with those who bring their old, battered, food-spattered copy of How to Eat to be signed alongside.

This renewed edition does not, I believe, betray the original. Anyone who bought How to Eat in 1998 and has been cooking from it ever since, might reasonably be feeling the need – at least in the kitchen – for a fresh copy (not that I would ever want anyone to put aside their old one) and there are now cookbook readers who were in the cradle when How to Eat was first published. This book is a compendium of my life in the kitchen, written from the vantage point of someone who loves eating but has no special skills. I thought it would be the only cookery book that I’d write, though that turned out not to be so. How to Eat made me love writing about food so much, I haven’t been able to stop. I know from letters I have received over nearly two decades that it has taught many to love cooking, and to feel safe in the kitchen, and to those people I remain profoundly grateful.

Of course the absence of photographs means that there is more room for recipes, for suggestions, for conversations about food. I hope I am not betraying any of my other titles when I say that this book would give anyone enough to cook for a lifetime. I still return to How to Eat when considering what to make for myself or others, and it remains a steadfast kitchen companion, written for those who want to read about food as well as cook it.

NL
London
February 2014


preface

COOKING IS NOT about just joining the dots, following one recipe slavishly and then moving on to the next. It’s about developing an understanding of food, a sense of assurance in the kitchen, about the simple desire to make yourself something to eat. And in cooking, as in writing, you must please yourself to please others. Strangely it can take enormous confidence to trust your own palate, follow your own instincts. Without habit, which itself is just trial and error, this can be harder than following the most elaborate of recipes. But it’s what works, what’s important.

There is a reason why this book is called How to Eat rather than How to Cook. It’s a simple one: although it’s possible to love eating without being able to cook, I don’t believe you can ever really cook unless you love eating. Such love, of course, is not something which can be taught, but it can be conveyed – and maybe that’s the point. In writing this book, I wanted to make food and my slavering passion for it the starting point; indeed for me it was the starting point. I have nothing to declare but my greed.

The French, who’ve lost something of their culinary confidence in recent years, remain solid on this front. Some years ago in France, in response to the gastronomic apathy and consequent lowering of standards nationally – what is known as la crise – Jack Lang, then Minister of Culture, initiated la semaine du goût. He set up a body expressly to go into schools and other institutions not to teach anyone how to cook, but how to eat. This group might take with it a perfect baguette, an exquisite cheese, some local speciality cooked comme il faut, some fruit and vegetables grown properly and picked when ripe, in the belief that if the pupils, if people generally, tasted what was good, what was right, they would respect these traditions; by eating good food, they would want to cook it. And so the cycle continues.

I suppose you could say that we, over here, have had our own unofficial version of this. Our gastronomic awakening – or however, and with whatever degree of irony, you want to describe it – has been to a huge extent restaurant-led. It is, you might argue, by tasting food that we have become interested in cooking it. I do not necessarily disparage the influence of the restaurant: I spent twelve years as a restaurant critic, after all. But restaurant food and home food are not the same thing. Or, more accurately, eating in restaurants is not the same thing as eating at home. Which is not to say, of course, that you can’t borrow from restaurant menus and adapt their chefs’ recipes – and I do. This leads me to the other reason this book is called How to Eat.

I am not a chef. I am not even a trained or professional cook. My qualification is as an eater. I cook what I want to eat – within limits. I have a job – another job, that is, as an ordinary working journalist – and two children, one of whom was born during the writing of this book. And during the book’s gestation, I would sometimes plan to cook some wonderful something or other, then work out a recipe, apply myself in anticipatory fantasy to it, write out the shopping list, plan the dinner – and then find that when it came down to it I just didn’t have the energy. Anything that was too hard, too fiddly, filled me with dread and panic or, even if attempted, didn’t work or was unreasonably demanding, has not found its way in here. And the recipes I do include have all been cooked in what television people call Real Time: menus have been made with all their component parts, together; that way, I know whether the oven settings correspond, whether you’ll have enough hob space, how to make the timings work and how not to have a nervous breakdown about it. I wanted food that can be made and eaten in a real life, not in perfect, isolated laboratory conditions.

Much of this is touched upon throughout the book, but I want to make it clear, here and now, that you need to acquire your own individual sense of what food is about, rather than just a vast collection of recipes.

What I am not talking about, however, is strenuous originality. The innovative in cooking all too often turns out to be inedible. The great Modernist dictum, Make It New, is not a helpful precept in the kitchen. ‘Too often,’ wrote the great society hostess and arch foodwriter Ruth Lowinsky, as early as 1935, ‘the inexperienced think that if food is odd it must be a success. An indifferently roasted leg of mutton is not transformed by a sauce of hot raspberry jam, nor a plate of watery consommé improved by the addition of three glacé cherries.’ With food, authenticity is not the same thing as originality; indeed they are often at odds. So while much is my own here – insofar as anything can be – many of the recipes included are derived from other writers. From the outset I wanted this book to be, in part, an anthology of the food I love eating and a way of paying my respects to the foodwriters I’ve loved reading. Throughout I’ve wanted, on principle as well as to show my gratitude, to credit honestly wherever appropriate, but I certainly wish to signal my thanks here as well. And if at any time a recipe has found its way onto these pages without having its source properly documented, I assure you and the putative unnamed originator that this is due to ignorance rather than villainy.

But if I question the tyranny of the recipe, that isn’t to say I take a cavalier attitude. A recipe has to work. Even the great abstract painters have first to learn figure drawing. If many of my recipes seem to stretch out for a daunting number of pages, it is because brevity is no guarantee of simplicity. The easiest way to learn how to cook is by watching; and bearing that in mind I have tried more to talk you through a recipe than bark out instructions. As much as possible, I have wanted to make you feel that I’m there with you, in the kitchen, as you cook. The book that follows is the conversation we might be having.
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THERE IS MORE than one way to skin a rabbit: you may well find that throughout this book instructions are given for cooking various meats in the oven at temperatures or for times which differ from those given above. There are many variables in roasting, as in cooking generally, but the chart here, drawn up with my butcher, David Lidgate, should provide a clear and reliable guide to roasting times. If it’s possible to switch off the fan on your oven, do so in order to reduce evaporation: 75 per cent of lean meat is water, so it’s no wonder that fan ovens can make even good joints dry and tough. The other important factor in following these timings is the temperature of the meat before it goes into the oven. If it’s fridge-cold the guidelines are irrelevant, inadequate, all bets are off. Let the meat stand, out of the fridge, to get to room temperature before you cook it as instructed. After the meat has had its advised cooking time, test it: either press it (if it feels soft it’s rare, bouncy it’s medium, hard it’s well-done) or pierce with a knife to see. With chicken, stick a knife in between the thigh and the body; if the juices run clear, it’s cooked. And always let meat rest out of the oven for at least 10 minutes before carving.

FISH

Go to a fishmonger while they still exist to get good advice and wise information, and to ensure, please, their continuing existence. Going to a fishmonger, like going to a butcher, makes life easier where it matters – in the kitchen. I go for good fish, good meat, no funny stuff. But once there I make the most of it: butchers and fishmongers have skills that we don’t. Don’t feel apologetic about asking a fishmonger to fillet or a butcher to bone. When I order fish or meat I practically hold a conference to discuss every possibility, every eventuality; I pick brains, ask for advice on cooking and relentlessly exploit the expertise on offer. So should you.

For those times you can’t get to a fishmonger I suggest you check the advice offered by the Canadian Department of Fisheries concerning cooking times: for every 1 inch of thickness, cook the fish, by whatever means – frying, grilling, poaching, baking – for 10 minutes; for a whole fish, measure at its thickest point and multiply accordingly. I heed this advice, but I alter it; I reckon that 8–9 minutes per inch will do, so I recommend translating the 1 inch as 3 centimetres, thus giving myself an extra ½ centimetre for the Canadians’ ten minutes. When baking fish, whether wrapped in buttered foil or not, I use a gas mark 5/190°C oven. Obviously there are exceptions. (See here for notes on cooking a whole salmon.) And there are times when I ignore these rules altogether.

CONVERSION TABLES

All recipes in this book are given in metric measurements and to tell the truth, it is much easier to try and get used to this without always translating back to or from pounds and ounces. It’s only if you use metric scales and make yourself think metrically that you can begin to get a sense of what 100g of something looks or feels like – which is important, imperative even, if you’re to feel comfortable while cooking. And really, I’m not sure the two systems easily and accurately translate; any recipe tends to work better in the system in which it was first cooked. Of course it’s also true that with most recipes the exact quantities, the odd few grams here or there, don’t really matter: the thing is to be consistent, but relaxed; only in baking do you need to worry about precise weights.
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WEIGHTS

Construed accurately, 1 ounce equals 28 grams: in practice, the convention is to express an ounce as 25 or 30 grams; either makes the sums easier and you can choose which you like. Because I have now trained myself to think metrically, and therefore have actually formulated recipes in grams and litres and so on, I cannot honestly say which is the convention you should apply here. It makes sense, then, to give all three – the two rough, the one precise – equivalents.
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VOLUME & LIQUID MEASUREMENTS

Because a standard tablespoon has a capacity of 15ml it makes more sense, although it’s not entirely accurate, to settle for the conversion of 1 fluid ounce as 30ml (in other words 2 tablespoons). Again, though, it will help if you start thinking in terms of metric units, and once manufacturers stop packaging their products in imperial units which have been translated into metric (e.g. a 284ml tub of cream) this will be easier. For the time being, if I do, for example, specify 300ml cream, you should use said 284ml container; I don’t mean for you to go out and buy another tub just for the extra 16 millilitres.

For smaller amounts, then, I suggest using tablespoons for measuring. For larger amounts, jugs are calibrated in both metric and imperial, but it’s worth knowing that

[image: Image]

If it helps you when seeing stipulations of 1¼ litres, 1½ litres and so on, you should know that

1¼ litres is just over 2 pints

1½ litres is approximately 2½ pints

Throughout the book, there are references to tablespoons and teaspoons. A tablespoon indicates a specific 15ml measuring spoon (and see above); a teaspoon one of 5ml. These spoons are sold in sets comprising ¼ teaspoon, ½ teaspoon, teaspoon and tablespoon and are incredibly useful. I also find I use more and more my set of American measuring cups which come in sets of cup (250ml), ½ cup (125ml), ⅓ cup (80ml) and ¼ cup (60ml).

Americans tend to use their cups for dry ingredients and, bafflingly, for specifying quantities of chopped vegetables and the like (which must make shopping difficult sometimes) whereas I find them most useful (and consistent) for liquids – oil, wine, whatever. I never seem to come up with the same weight of flour per cup measurement twice, and since it is with baking that one reasonably desires consistency and precision, I prefer to weigh. Still, for making white sauce, for example, the slight differences in weight you might get here or there, depending on the airiness of the flour or how packed it is on the spoon, are easily accommodated. It is useful, therefore, to have some idea of how much a tablespoon of some common ingredients weighs.
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I give the weight of a level tablespoon of freshly-grated parmesan, but for large quantities I find it simplest to weigh the chunk of parmesan before grating, then plonk it back on the scales at regular intervals during grating.

It is also helpful to know that a cupful of sugar or rice comes in at 200g. Flour, as I said, can alter hugely: a cupful of plain flour, sifted is about 115g, unsifted but lightly spooned into the cup, is 120g and if you lower the cup into the bag of flour and dredge out said amount, it is likely to hit the 140g mark. As far as I can see from tables in my American books, 1 cup of their all-purpose flour is generally taken to mean 4oz, which I translate here as 120g. And while we’re on US terms, it should help you to know that a stick of butter weighs 4oz or 120g.
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Unless otherwise specified, throughout this book:

•  all eggs are large, free-range (and see below)

•  all milk is full-fat

•  all olive oil is extra virgin: if ‘best olive oil’ is itemised, that too indicates extra virgin

•  flour is usually Italian 00, and an explanation for this is generally given with the recipe; ordinary plain flour can easily be used in its place.

 

I never buy eggs from intensively farmed chickens and thus have no anxieties about raw eggs, but you should know that because of possible infection from salmonella, the old, the ill, the vulnerable, the pregnant, babies and children are advised not to eat anything with uncooked egg in it.

See here for a fuller discussion of beef regulations and safety, but as with the eggs, so with any foodstuff, especially meat: buy from shops where the produce is traceable; that’s to say, you can find out where it comes from and what’s happened to it along the way.
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Recipe list

BASIC ROAST CHICKEN

STOCK

MAYONNAISE

HOLLANDAISE

BÉCHAMEL

VEGETABLE SOUP

BREADCRUMBS

VINAIGRETTE

PLAIN SALAD DRESSING

BASIC FRENCH DRESSING

CAKES

VICTORIA SPONGE

BIRTHDAY CAKE

FANCY CAKE

BREAD

BASIC WHITE LOAF

LEMON CURD

CUSTARD

REAL CUSTARD

ICE-CREAM

BASIC VANILLA ICE-CREAM

THE WORLD’S BEST CHOCOLATE ICE-CREAM

PANCAKES

PASTRY

SHORTCRUST

RICH SHORTCRUST

SWEET PASTRY

CRUMBLE

FOODS IN SEASON

RHUBARB

SEVILLE ORANGES

PURPLE-SPROUTING BROCCOLI

ASPARAGUS

ELDER FLOWERS

GROUSE

DAMSONS

QUINCES

WHITE TRUFFLES

CHRISTMAS

CHRISTMAS EVE GOOSE

LIDGATE’S CHESTNUT STUFFING

LIDGATE’S CRANBERRY AND ORANGE STUFFING

GRAVY

POTATOES

BRUSSELS SPROUTS AND CHESTNUTS

BREAD SAUCE

CRANBERRY SAUCE

BRANDY BUTTER

ICED RUM SAUCE

MINCEMEAT

LEFT OVERS

ED VICTOR’S TURKEY HASH

PANCHPHORAN ALOO
(POTATOES IN WHOLE SPICES)

LENTIL AND CHESTNUT SOUP

CHRISTMAS QUEEN OF PUDDINGS

CLEMENTINE CAKE

FREEZER

STORE CUPBOARD

FRIDGE


basics etc.

THE GREAT CULINARY Renaissance we hear so much about has done many things – given us extra virgin olive oil, better restaurants and gastroporn – but it hasn’t taught us how to cook.

Of course standards have improved. Better ingredients are available to us now, and more people know about them. Food and cookery have become more than respectable: they are fashionable. But the renaissance of British cookery, as it was relentlessly tagged in the late 1980s, started in the restaurant and filtered its way into the home. This is the wrong way round. Cooking is best learned at your own stove: you learn by watching and by doing. Chefs themselves know this. The great chefs of France and Italy learn about food at home: what they do later, in the restaurants that make them famous, is use what they have learnt. They build on it, they start elaborating. They take home cooking to the restaurant, not the restaurant school of cookery to the home. Inverting the process is like learning a vocabulary without any grammar. The analogy is pertinent. In years as a restaurant critic, I couldn’t help noticing that however fine the menu, some chefs, for all that they seem to have mastered the idiom, have no authentic language of their own. We are at risk, here, of becoming a land of culinary mimics. There are some things you just cannot learn from a professional chef. I am not talking of home economics – the rules that govern what food does when you apply heat or introduce air or whatever – but of home cooking, and of how experience builds organically. For there is more to cooking than being able to put on a good show. Of course there are advantages in an increased awareness of and enthusiasm for food, but the danger is that it excites an appetite for new recipes, new ingredients: follow a recipe once and then – on to the next. Cooking isn’t like that. The point about real-life cooking is that your proficiency grows exponentially. You cook something once, then again, and again. Each time you add something different (leftovers from the fridge, whatever might be in the kitchen or in season) and what you end up with differs also.

You can learn how to cook fancy food from the colour supplements, but you need the basics. And anyway, it is better to be able to roast a chicken than to be a dab hand with focaccia. I would be exhausted if the cooking I did every day was recipe-index food. I don’t want to cook like that all the time, and I certainly don’t want to eat like that.

Nor do I want to go back to some notional golden age of nursery food. I wasn’t brought up on shepherd’s pie and bread-and-butter pudding and I’m not going to start living on them now. It is interesting though, that these homely foods have not been revived in our homes – they have been rediscovered by restaurants. And, even if I don’t wish to eat this sort of thing all the time, isn’t it more appropriate to learn how to cook it at home than to have to go to a restaurant to eat it?

By invoking the basics I certainly don’t mean to evoke a grim, puritanical self-sufficiency, with austere recipes for home-made bread and stern admonishments against buying any form of food ready cooked. I have no wish to go on a crusade. I doubt I will ever become someone who habitually bakes her own bread – after all, shopping for good food is just as much of a pleasure as cooking it can be. But there is something between grinding your own flour and cooking only for special occasions. Cooking has become too much of a device by which to impress people rather than simply to feed them pleasurably.

In literature, teachers talk about key texts: they exist, too, in cooking. That’s what I mean by basics.

Everyone’s list of basics is, of course, different. Your idea of home cooking, your whole experience of eating, colours your sense of what foods should be included in the culinary canon. Cooking, indeed, is not so very different from literature: what you have read previously shapes how you read now. And so we eat; and so we cook.

If I don’t include your nostalgic favourite in this chapter, you may find a recipe for it elsewhere in the book (see Index). And it is impossible to write a list without being painfully aware of what has been missed out: cooking is not an exclusive art, whatever its grander exponents might lead you to think. Being familiar with making certain dishes – so familiar that you don’t need to look in a book to make them (and much of this chapter should eventually make itself redundant) – doesn’t preclude you from cooking other things.

So what are basic dishes? Everyone has to know how to roast chicken, pork, beef, game, lamb: what to do with slabs of meat (and turn to the roasting chart here). This is not abstruse knowledge, but general information so basic that many books don’t bother to mention it. I am often telephoned by friends at whose houses I have eaten something more elaborate than I would ever cook, to be asked how long their leg of lamb needs to be in the oven and at what temperature.

The key texts constitute the framework of your repertoire: stews, roasts, white sauce, mayonnaise, stocks, soups. You might also think of tackling pastry.

Because the English don’t any longer have a firmly based culinary tradition – and even at its solid best English cookery never had anything like the range and variation of, say, regional French cooking – we tend to lack an enduring respect for particular dishes. It’s not so much that we hunger to eat whatever is fashionable as that we drop anything that is no longer of the moment. The tendency is not exclusively English – if you were to go to a grand dinner party in France or Italy, you might be served whatever was considered the culinary dernier cri – but what makes our behaviour more emphatic, more ultimately sterile, is that we don’t seem to cook any food other than style-conscious dinner-party food.

I think it is true, too, that we are quick to despise what once we looked at so breathlessly in colour supplement and delicatessen. Just because a food is no longer flavour of the month, it shouldn’t follow that it is evermore to be spoken of as a shameful aberration. It is important always to judge honestly and independently. This can be harder than it sounds. Fashion has a curious but compelling urgency. Even those of us who feel we are free of fashion’s diktats are, despite ourselves, influenced by them. As what is seemingly desirable changes, so our eye changes. It doesn’t have to be wholesale conversion for this effect to take place: we just begin to look at things differently.

Of course, fashion may lead us to excesses. It is easy to ascribe the onetime popularity of nouvelle cuisine – which fashion decrees we must now treat as hootingly risible – to just such an excess. And to some extent that would be correct. But what some people forget is that the most ludicrous excesses of nouvelle cuisine were not follies committed by its most talented exponents but by the second and third rank. It is important to distinguish between what is fashionable and good and what is fashionable and bad.

With food it should be easier to maintain your integrity: you must, after all, always know whether you enjoy the taste of something or not. And in cooking as in eating, you just have to let your real likes and desires guide you.

My list of basics – and the recipes that constitute it – are dotted throughout this book. The list is eclectic. And in this chapter I have tried, in the main, to stay with the sort of food most of us anyway presume we can cook; it’s only when we get started that we realise we need to look something up, check times, remind ourselves of the quantities. I want to satisfy those very basic demands without in any way wishing to make you feel as if there were some actual list of recipes which you needed to master before acquiring some notional and wholly goal-oriented culinary expertise. My aim is not to promote notions of uniformity or consistency – or even to imply that either might be desirable – but to suggest a way of cooking which isn’t simply notching up recipes. In short, cooking in context.

First, you have to know how to do certain things, things that years ago it was taken for granted would be learned at home. These are ordinary kitchen skills, such as how to make pastry or a white sauce.

I learned some of these things with my mother in the kitchen when I was a child, but not all of them. So I understand the fearfulness that grips you just as you anticipate rolling out some shortcrust, say. We ate no puddings at home, my mother didn’t bake and nor did my grandmothers. I didn’t acquire early in life that lazy confidence, that instinct. When I cook a stew I have a sense, automatically, of whether I want to use red or white wine, of what will happen if I add anchovies or bacon. But when I bake I feel I lack that instinct, though I hope I am beginning to acquire it.

And of course I have faltered, made mistakes, cooked disasters. I know what it’s like to panic in the kitchen, to feel flustered by a recipe which lists too many ingredients or takes for granted too much expertise or dexterity.

I don’t think the answer, though, is to avoid anything that seems, on first view, complicated or involves elaborate procedures. That just makes you feel more fearful. But what is extraordinarily liberating is trying something – say, pastry – and finding out that, left quietly to your own devices, you can actually do it. What once seemed an arcane skill become second nature. It does happen.

And how it happens is by repetition. If you haven’t made pastry before, follow the recipe for shortcrust here. Make a flan. Don’t leave it too long to make another one. Or a pie or a savoury tart. The point is to get used gradually to cooking something in the ordinary run of things. I concede that it might mean having to make more of a conscious effort in the beginning, but the time and concentration needed will recede naturally, and the effort will soon cease altogether to be conscious. It will just become part of what you do.

You could probably get through life without knowing how to roast a chicken, but the question is, would you want to?

BASIC ROAST CHICKEN

When I was a child we had roast chicken at Saturday lunch, and probably one evening a week, too. Even when there were only a few of us, my mother never roasted just one chicken; she cooked two, one to keep in the fridge, cold and whole, for picking at during the week. It’s partly for that reason that a roast chicken, to me, smells of home, of family, of food that carries some important, extra-culinary weight.

My basic roast chicken is the same as my mother’s: I stick half a lemon up its bottom, smear some oil or butter on its breast, sprinkle it with a little salt, and put it in a gas mark 6/200°C oven for about 20 minutes per 500g plus 30 minutes.

My mother could make the stringiest, toughest flesh – a bird that had been intensively farmed and frozen since the last Ice Age – taste as if it were a lovingly reared poulet de Bresse. She, you see, was a product of her age, which believed that cooking lay in what you did to inferior products (and I expect she did no more in this case than use much more butter than anyone would now); I, however, am a product of mine, which believes that you always use the best, the freshest produce of the highest quality you can afford – and then do as little as possible to it. So I buy organic free-range chickens and anoint them with the tiniest amount of extra virgin olive oil or butter – as if I were putting on very expensive handcream – before putting them in the oven. I retain the lemon out of habit – and to make my kitchen smell like my mother’s, with its aromatic, oily-sharp fug.

I can’t honestly say that my roast chicken tastes better than hers, but I don’t like eating intensively farmed, battery-reared meat. However, if you know you’ve got an inferior bird in front of you, cook it for the first hour breast side down. This means you don’t, at the end, have quite that glorious effect of the swelling, burnished breast – the chicken will have more of a flapper’s bosom, flat but fleshy – but the white meat will be more tender because all the fats and juices will have oozed their way into it.

If you want to make a good gravy – and I use the term to indicate a meat-thick golden juice or, risking pretentiousness here, jus – then put 1 tablespoon of olive oil in the roasting dish when you anoint the bird before putting it in the oven, and about half an hour before the end add another tablespoon of oil and a spritz from the lemon half that isn’t stuffed up the chicken. By all means use butter if you prefer, but make sure there’s some oil in the pan, too, to stop the butter from burning.

When you remove the chicken, let it stand for 5 or 10 minutes before carving it, and make gravy by putting the roasting dish on the hob (remove, if you want, any excess fat with a spoon, though I tend to leave it as it is). Add a little white wine and boiling water or chicken stock, letting it all bubble away till it’s syrupy and chickeny. If you don’t have to hand any home-made stock a stock cube, or portion thereof, would be fine. In fact, Italians sometimes put a stock cube inside the chicken along with or instead of the lemon half before roasting it.

My basic chicken recipe also includes garlic and shallots; this is the easy way to have dinner on the table without doing much. About 50 minutes before the end of the cooking time, pour 2 tablespoons olive oil either into the same pan or another one and add, per 2kg chicken (which is for 4 people), the unpeeled cloves of 2 heads of garlic and about 20 unpeeled shallots. They don’t roast, really, but steam inside their skins, which on the garlic are like boiled-sweet wrappers, on the shallots like twists of brown paper. Eat them by pressing on them with a fork, and letting the soft, mild – that’s to say intensely flavoured and yet wholly without pungency – creamy interior squeeze out on to your plate. Put some plates on the table for the discarded skins, and if not finger bowls then napkins or a roll of paper towel. My children adore garlic and shallots cooked like this, and sometimes, when I don’t want to cook a whole chicken for them, I roast a poussin instead and put the shallots and garlic and poussin in all at the same time. And if you want to make this basic recipe feel a little less basic, then you can sprinkle some toasted pine nuts and flat-leaf parsley, chopped at the last minute, over the food before serving.

If you’ve managed to fit the garlic and shallots in the tray with the chicken, you can roast a tray of potatoes in the same oven at the same time. Dice the potatoes, also unpeeled, into approximately 1cm cubes, or just cut new potatoes in half lengthways, and anoint them with oil (or melted lard, which fries them fabulously crisp). Sprinkle them with a little dried thyme (or freshly chopped rosemary) before cooking them for 1 hour to 1 hour 10 minutes.

All of which leads us to the next basic recipe:

STOCK

Do not throw away the chicken carcass after eating the chicken. Go so far, I’d say, as to scavenge from everyone’s plate, picking up the bones they’ve left. I’m afraid I even do this in other people’s houses. You don’t need to make stock now – and indeed you couldn’t make anything very useful from the amount of bones from one bird – but freeze them. Indeed freeze whatever bones you can, whenever you can, in order to make stock at some later date (see here for further, passionate, adumbration of this thesis).

An actual recipe for stock would be hard to give with a straight face; boiling remains up to make stock is as far from being a precise art as you can get. Look at the recipes for broth and consommé (see here) if you want something highfalutin’, but if you’re looking for what I call chicken stock (but which classically trained French chefs, who would use fresh meat and raw bones, boiled up specifically to make stock, would most definitely not), then follow my general instructions. At home, I would use the carcasses of 3 medium, cooked chickens.

Break the bones up roughly and put them in a big pan. Add a stick of celery broken in two or a few lovage leaves, 1 or 2 carrots, depending on size, peeled and halved, 1 onion stuck with a clove, 5 peppercorns, a bouquet garni, some parsley stalks and the white of a leek. Often I have more or less everything to hand without trying, except for that leek; in which case I just leave it out. (At the time of writing, it is still permitted to buy veal shin, and I sometimes add a couple of discs if I want a deeper-toned broth of almost unctuous mellowness.) Cover with cold water, add 1 teaspoon of salt and bring to the boil, skimming off the froth and scum that rises to the surface. Lower the heat and let the stock bubble very, very gently, uncovered, for about 3 hours. Allow to cool a little, then strain into a wide, large bowl or another pan. When cold, put in the fridge without decanting yet. I like to let it chill in the fridge so that I can remove any fat that rises to the surface, and the wider that surface is, the easier.

When I’ve removed the fat, I taste the stock and consider whether I’d prefer it stronger flavoured. If so, I put it back in a pan on the hob and boil it down till I’ve got a smaller amount of rich, intensely flavoured stock.

I then store it in differing quantities in the freezer. On the whole, the amount of stock I find most useful is in packages of 150ml and 300ml. For the smaller amount, I just ladle ten tablespoons into a freezer bag or small tub with a lid; for the larger, I line a measuring jug with a freezer bag and pour it in till I’ve got, give or take, 300ml (it’s difficult, because of the baggy lining, to judge with super-calibrated accuracy). I then twist on the tie-up and put the whole thing, jug and all, into the freezer. This is why I own so many plastic measuring jugs. I am constantly forgetting about them once they’re buried in the freezer. But, in principle, what you should do is leave the stock till solid, then whisk away the jug, leaving the jug-shaped cylinder of frozen liquid, which you slot back into the deep-freeze. You may need to run hot water over the jug for a minute in order to let the stock in its bag just slip out. This is a useful way to freeze any liquid. Although it’s a bore, it pays to measure accurately and to label clearly at the time of freezing. Later you can take out exactly the quantity you need.

Poussins make wonderful, strong, easily jellied stock; it must be the amount of zip and gelatin in their poor young bones. So if ever you need to make a stock from scratch, with fresh meat, not cooked bones (in other words the way you’re supposed to), and you can’t find a boiling fowl, then buy some poussins, about 4, cut each in half, use vegetables as above, cover with cold water and proceed as normal.

I do not disapprove of stock cubes, if they’re good.

One of the most useful things an Italian friend once showed me was how important even half a stick of celery is in providing base-note flavour, not just to stocks, but to tomato and meat sauces, to pies, in fact to almost anything savoury. The taste is not boorishly celery-like; it just provides an essential floor of flavour.

In Italy, when you buy vegetables from the greengrocer you can ask for a bunch of odori, which is a bunch of those herbs which breathe their essential scent into sauces and is given, gratis. Included in it will be one stick of celery. And I wish we could buy, let alone get for free, celery by the single stick in Britain. You need so little of it when cooking, and most of what’s on sale anyway – white, limp and waterlogged – scarcely repays the eating. If I can get huge, leafy, green Spanish or Italian celery, I mind less about having to buy a whole bunch; apart from anything else it looks beautiful in a vase in the kitchen. But those leaf-stripped, bendy-stalked clumps of waxy-white celery that are normally on sale, especially in the supermarkets, are the saddest of dismal forced-hand purchases.

In summer or even from spring onwards, if you’ve got a garden or bit of yard, you can grow some lovage, the leaves and stalks of which fabulously impart the scent of a grassy, slightly more aromatic celery. You just pick a bit as you need it. I often use lovage as a replacement for celery; if I’m chopping some onion, carrot and garlic to make a base for a shepherd’s pie or a thick soup, I chop in some lovage leaves at the same time.

Naturally, you can use more if you want the lovage to be the subject, the actual focus. To make a lettuce and lovage soup, soften a handful of finely chopped lovage leaves along with 4 finely chopped spring onions in about 30g of butter, then add 2 shredded cos lettuces and let them wilt in the buttery heat. Stir in ½ teaspoon sugar and some salt if the stock you’re using is not very salty itself. Add about 1 litre of stock – a light chicken stock, possibly from your freezer, or vegetable stock made with Marigold granules – or ½–¾ stock and the rest milk. Gently simmer, uncovered, for about 10 to 15 minutes, then either blend in a machine, or push through a sieve or a mouli. Taste again for seasoning. Add a good grating of fresh nutmeg. If you want a velvety cream rather than a light, pale broth, stir an egg yolk beaten with 100ml cream, double or single, into the soup over the heat, but make sure it doesn’t boil. Remove and serve, sprinkling over some more choppped lovage leaves.

You can grow lovage from seed, but I bought a little pot from a garden centre some years back and planted it out; now each spring it grows back huge, its bushy, long-stalked arms outstretched, magnificently architectural.

[image: Image]

You should grow your own herbs if you can and want to, but don’t spread yourself, or your plants, too thinly. It is counter-productive if you have so little of each herb that you never pick much of it for fear of totally denuding your stock. In my own garden, I stick to rosemary, flat-leaf parsley, rocket and sorrel. I like to grow lots of parsley – at least two rows, the length of the whole bed – and even more rocket. Some years I’ve planted garlic so that I can use the gloriously infused leaves, as they grow, cut up freshly in a salad. In pots I keep bay, marjoram and mint. This year I’m going to try some angelica – to flavour custards – and Thai basil, so that I don’t have to go to the Thai shop to buy huge bunches of the stuff, wonderfully aromatic though it is, only to see it go off before I’ve had a chance to use it all. I have never had any success with coriander (from seed). I can manage basil easily, but then I suddenly feel overrun. And I have to say, I find watering pots excruciatingly effortful.

As with so much to do with food, a lot of a little rather than a little of a lot is the best, most comforting and most useful rule. You can always buy herbs growing in pots, in season, at good supermarkets and garden centres, and herbs cut in big bunches in specialist shops and good greengrocers.

MAYONNAISE

Stock is what you may make out of the bones of your roasted chicken, but mayonnaise, real mayonnaise, is what you might make to eat with the cold, leftover meat. There is one drawback: when you actually make mayonnaise you realise, beyond the point of insistent denial, how much oil goes into it. But since even the best bottled mayonnaise – and I don’t mean the one you think I mean, but one manufactured by a company called Cottage Delight – bears little or no relation to real mayonnaise, you may as well know how to make it. And it really isn’t difficult.

When I was in my teens, I loved Henry James. I read him with uncorrupted pleasure. Then, when I was eighteen or so, and had just started The Golden Bowl, someone – older, cleverer, whose opinions were offered gravely – asked me whether I didn’t find James very difficult, as she always did. Until then, I had no idea that I might, and I didn’t. From that moment, I couldn’t read him but self-consciously; from then on, I did find him difficult. I do not wish to insult by the comparison, but I had a similar, Jamesian mayonnaise experience. My mother used to make mayonnaise weekly, twice weekly; we children would help. I had no idea it was meant to be difficult, or that it was thought to be such a nerve-racking ordeal. Then someone asked how I managed to be so breezy about it, how I stopped it from curdling. From then on, I scarcely made a mayonnaise which didn’t split. It’s not surprising: when confidence is undermined or ruptured, it can be difficult to do the simplest things, or to take any enjoyment even in trying.

I don’t deny that mayonnaises can split, but please don’t jinx yourself. Anyway, it’s not a catastrophe if it does. A small drop of boiling water can fix things, and if it doesn’t, you can start again with an egg yolk in a bowl. Beat it and slowly beat in the curdled mess of mayo you were previously working on. Later add
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SOME OTHER USEFUL WEIGHTS AND MEASURES

garlic
onion

citrus fruits

nuts

peas and beans

shellfish

rhubarb

1 finely chopped clove = 1 teaspoon
1 average onion = 130g

Using a zester and an electric juicer you should find, give or take, that

you get the following amounts:
1 lime 1 teaspoon zest
2 tablespoons juice (30ml)

1 lemon 2 teaspoons zest

8 tablespoons juice (120ml)
1 orange 1 tablespoon zest

10 tablespoons juice (150ml)

Reckon on nuts weighing twice as much in their shells as shelled, and

adapt recipes and shopping lists accordingly.

Peasinthe-pod weigh about three times as much as they do podded;
the weight of shelled broad beans is about a third of the weight in the
pod. Again, adapt shopping lists and recipes accordingly.

10 palourdes clams = 154g (i.e. 67 palourdes per 100g)
30 mussels = 500g

There are a lot of rhubarb recipes in this book, so it may be useful to
know that when cooked in the oven with sugar as on page 122, but
with no liquid added, 800g untrimmed = 475g timmed = 275g
puréed

li.e. cooked and drained of excess juice), producing, on average,

225ml juice.
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