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Cook, Eat, Repeat is a delicious and delightful combination of recipes intertwined with narrative essays about food, all written in Nigella’s engaging and insightful prose. Whether asking ‘What is a Recipe?’ or declaring death to the Guilty Pleasure, Nigella’s wisdom about food and life comes to the fore, with tasty new recipes that readers will want to return to again and again.

‘The recipes I write come from my life, my home’, says Nigella, and in this book she shares the rhythms and rituals of her kitchen through over 150 new recipes that make the most of her favourite ingredients. Dedicated chapters include ‘A is for Anchovy’ (a celebration of the bacon of the sea), ‘Rhubarb’, ‘A Loving Defence of Brown Food’, a suitably expansive chapter devoted to family dinners, plus inspiration for vegan feasts, solo suppers and new ideas for Christmas.

Within these chapters are recipes for all seasons and tastes: Burnt Onion and Aubergine Dip; Butternut with Beetroot, Chilli and Ginger Sauce; Brown Butter Colcannon; Spaghetti with Chard and Anchovies; Chicken with Garlic Cream Sauce; Beef Cheeks with Port and Chestnuts; and Wide Noodles with Lamb in Aromatic Broth, to name a few. Those with a sweet tooth will delight in Rhubarb and Custard Trifle; Chocolate Peanut Butter Cake; Rice Pudding Cake; and Cherry and Almond Crumble.




COOK, EAT, REPEAT: these words, the day-in, day-out, never-endingness of it all, no doubt sum up the Sisyphean drudgery of cooking for those who resent time spent at the stove. For those who, like me, find structure, meaning and an intense aliveness in the rhythms of the kitchen, they represent an essential liberating truth.

Cooking is not something you do, and then it’s finished with. It is a thread woven through our lives, encompassing memory, desire and sustenance, both physical and emotional. It can never be an end in itself. We return to dishes we love, not just because they mean something particular to us, but also because our hands feel comfortable preparing food that is familiar. Life is full of challenges – not a bad thing in itself, of course – and although there seems to be an ever-increasing amount of pressure to rise to the occasion of cooking something new and complex and unfamiliar (also, assuredly, not a bad thing), it becomes our food only when it eases its way into our repertoire, that list of dishes we return to and repeat, a list that grows and changes, to be sure, just as we grow and change.

But what seems essential to me, as a home cook, is that however many times we cook a recipe, and perhaps especially when we cook it so many times it ceases to feel like a recipe at all, we never exactly replicate it. In winter, pans will be colder than in summer, so cooking times will be different. That is, perhaps, a plodding example. But ingredients vary all the time, as do our moods, and if we’d expect the former to make a difference, I have found over the years that it is no less true of the latter. When I test recipes – and this is even the case with baking, where the precision required would seem to guarantee some degree of uniformity – I am freshly astonished how each time there will be some small variation in either cooking process or outcome. I find freedom in this, and feel grateful that we who cook in our homes, as distinct from those who cook professionally in restaurants, do not have to be shackled by the creativity-draining need for consistency. Quite apart from the variables I have no control over – a lesson in itself – cooking at home in the normal run of things simply allows for less freighted experimentation.

But if my defence of repetition seems at odds with my championing of a less confining or conformist approach, I can assure you that it is this dynamic relationship – between reliance on familiarity and curiosity about the as-yet-untried – that underpins, perhaps even defines, what cooking is all about. For cooking, like life, in order to be manageable, enjoyable even, relies on both structure and spontaneity. We all need a framework, but we also have to know when to break free and just go with the flow. And this is something you learn as you go along.

If repetition sounds boring to you, rest assured I don’t mean cooking the same recipes week in week out (although under the many pressures of everyday life, it is easy to fall into such a rut), but that cooking relies on many repeated actions that, added up, teach us ease in the kitchen, and help us acquire that instinct which too many perceive as being some innate gift.

It is precisely in those many mindless, mundane, repeated actions that cooking consists of, that allows it to be a means of decompression for so many of us. I have tried to meditate many times, and not always successfully; cooking might well be the nearest I can get to a meditative act. The routine busyness of all the peeling and chopping and stirring can be a balm for the buzzing brain. So many of the kitchen activities we might dread not because they are difficult but because they are monotonous – peeling two kilos of potatoes, say – are exactly what free us up, allowing us to relax or at least wind down a little. Of course, peeling a potato is not exactly mindless, but unless one has never peeled potatoes before, it is not something that requires hyper-vigilance. It’s quietly absorbing. And as someone who is terminally fidgety, I am gratefully soothed by the many necessary low-level kitchen rituals that constitute cooking. Just enough focus is required to silence that chattering monkey-mind. Because one is doing something so familiar, so unthinkingly rehearsed, one isn’t on high alert, but can let the senses – touch, smell, sight, sound – take over from intellect. Indeed, in all cooking one has to learn to let the senses take over: onions caramelising in a pan start sounding different as they cook; a cake in the oven smells suddenly more of itself when it’s ready. It takes practice to trust your senses, but essentially that’s what cooking is: a practice, like doing yoga is a practice, and not a performance. I’m not saying that the kitchen is always necessarily a zen place to be, but it can be a safe space for the frenetic soul.

Novice cooks shouldn’t be daunted by my emphasis on the lessons taught by experience; we all have to start somewhere, and even if you’re starting at the beginning, you soon learn how those small tasks and processes that you are obliged to do to get dinner on the table are transferable to the next, new recipes, as yet untried. For me, it is the essential repetitiveness of cooking that takes the pressure off. It’s not now-or-never: every day, every meal, is another opportunity. And herein lies the particular joy of leftovers, when ingredients are repeated, reworked, to make something new and different. This is very much the province of the home cook, and it gives me pleasure, with many of these recipes, to suggest how they might be repurposed on another day or in different circumstances.

Food, for me, is a constant pleasure: I like to think greedily about it, reflect deeply on it, learn from it; it provides comfort, inspiration, meaning and beauty as well as sustenance and structure. More than just a mantra, ‘cook, eat, repeat’ is the story of my life.
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WHAT IS A RECIPE?

In writing recipes, I have had to learn another language. Indeed, my initial interest in writing about food was a linguistic one: how could I use language to convey a realm that lay so far beyond it? Simile and metaphor can often evoke the flavours of a dish, the textures the cook must aim for, so much more directly than the most rigorously precise description. A recipe has to take root in the reader’s imagination. I learned this long before I started writing about food, at a time when I never considered it a possibility, or even knew to consider it a possibility. When I was in my teens and obsessed with Aldous Huxley, I was struck by an account of a young man’s first taste of champagne in Time Must Have a Stop, a book I haven’t read for over forty years, in case I find my youthful fervour be replaced with irritation. It tasted, the young man thought like ‘an apple peeled with a steel knife’. This is not a scientifically accurate description, but it speaks truly to the senses. It lets you feel that sharp effervescence, taste that sherbetty tang, and conveys the wincing abruptness of that first, unexpected sip.

Of course, a recipe cannot rest on evocative language at the cost of precision. However imaginatively written, a recipe is worthless if it is not reliable. It’s not a prose poem, after all: it has to convey information, and clearly. But clarity and precision are not quite the same thing. For precision has a way of tripping us up, and this is as true for the person writing a recipe as for the person following it. I struggle, as many food writers do, with just how precise to be, and my books reflect how I feel at any given time about what is helpful and what is confining. In some books, I have decided that stipulating ‘a large onion’ is advice enough; in others, I give an approximate weight, say 150g; sometimes, I have just called for an onion. And sometimes, I can vary the urgency of my commands within a single book. The truth is, the weight of an onion, or the size of it, is not always critical; perhaps – within normal parameters – rarely so. When I give weights and measurements for onions, carrots or leeks in a stew, it is because I feel it might be helpful to give an indication of what I tend to use, but in truth this is in itself a false accuracy, and is really mere happenstance. That’s to say, it may be based on nothing more than the onions, carrots or leeks I pulled out of the vegetable drawer. There is a part of me that feels it is only fair to record faithfully what I have done, but if that is then read as an absolute instruction, then I am misleading my readers; the word ‘approx.’ can often ease the anxious recipe-writer’s heart.

But nothing gives me more disproportionate angst than the question of serving sizes. I live in fear of not providing enough to eat or, conversely, inviting waste. And yet it is impossible to know exactly how many people any recipe definitively feeds. There are simply too many variables: the age and appetite of the eaters; what other food is served alongside the recipe in question; how much each person has had to eat previously; what time of day the meal is; even – as I’ve said before – the size of the plates and serving dishes. It all makes an unknowable, constantly shifting difference. And so I gently remind myself, and you, that the recipe-writer’s role is to be a guide in the kitchen, not its ruling monarch.

Now I know I said in my introduction that however many times one cooks any particular dish, it is never replicated exactly; I also know that when writing a recipe (or following one, at least for the first time) I need to believe this is possible. Recipe writing can be a dangerous job for the control freak: I get inordinately exercised over every little detail, wanting to bring the reader with me into my kitchen, at the same time as my being in theirs as they cook. This kind of approach is no friend of minimalism or brevity: every instruction begs a yet-unanswered question, and I – perhaps foolishly – want to pre-empt every possible query. I see my job as part enthusiast, part troubleshooter. It is perhaps not the best recipe for serenity, but it’s the only way I know to make sure the recipe really works. Besides, the general assumption that a long recipe indicates a complicated dish is a misguided one. A short recipe that fits neatly onto one page of a book may indeed satisfactorily reflect that it is a simple one, but often it just means that details which could help the cook have been jettisoned. A case in point: I try to remember to give the diameter of any saucepan I am using for any particular recipe. I know, of course, that you have the saucepans you have, and will use them; I’m not expecting you to go out and buy a saucepan of the selfsame dimensions, but it may help you to know what my timings are based on. We are all cooking under different conditions, with different implements, on different stoves, after all. And further to that, timings alone will not always suffice: you need to know what you’re looking for. Sometimes this can be explained, but I admit, too, that in many cases a cooking process owes more to habit than anything else.

When I began writing about food, I defined a recipe as essentially an account of how I’d cooked something once. I saw it as a framework, to a certain degree a starting point. Some of this I still hold true. A recipe can indeed be, for any number of people who read it, no more than an encouraging suggestion of something good to eat. But before I’d even finished my first book, I realised that no recipe – or none that I wanted to write – could be an account of a dish I’d cooked just once. Recipe testing, while pleasurable, is arduous. Even one that comes out right the first time cannot be filed away as completed. It is only by cooking any recipe a number of times that I see how it could be simplified or improved. And it is not even enough that a recipe works: it needs to demand its way into my repertoire. If I don’t want to keep cooking it, I don’t want to waste your time with it. Along the way, many friends are given not-yet-recipes to cook in their kitchens. This isn’t because I distrust my own instincts, but I need to know they have been convincingly conveyed. Not that I have any time for the focus-group approach: while I always want to know how my food fares in other people’s kitchens, a recipe can reflect only one person’s palate. And here, much as I enjoy creative collaboration, I am an absolute dictator. But given this, it is to me something short of a miracle that a recipe can have such widespread currency: we all have different tastes, come from varied cultures, have our own particular prejudices and predilections. I sometimes feel that a successful recipe – by which I mean one that takes root in many kitchens, many lives – is not just a unit of shared enthusiasm so much as a magical undertaking, anchored in practicality, that is entered into with abandon. It is, thus, a hopeful act of communality.

A recipe can be many things: a practical document; a piece of social history; an anthropological record; a family legacy; an autobiographical statement; even a literary exercise. You don’t have to take your pick: the glory of food is that, beyond sustenance, it comprises a little of everything – aesthetics and manual labour, thrown in.

There is a particular immediacy about a recipe, in that it can never be written for posterity. Even if it endures long after its author, it is a message entirely in the present. There is often something unbearably poignant about old photographs – those hopeful faces, trapped in time, not knowing anything of the depredations of the future. Old recipes can seem similarly guileless, similarly vulnerable. It is not so much that the people for whom the recipes were written no longer exist, but that the food itself can often seem so unrecognisable, even alien, to us now: such urgent sustenance reduced to historical interest. Recipes from our recent past can seem yet more quaint: sometimes baffling; often risible. The decorative centrepiece (itself a somewhat dated concept) on both my grandmothers’ summer tables, and on my mother’s, too, for at least the first ten years of my life (resolutely not family food but when Entertaining-with-a-capital-E) was a whole poached salmon, covered with overlapping slices of cucumber to denote scales, laid out with ghoulish jauntiness. When I think of it now, I don’t so much get waylaid by the styling, but hear so clearly my paternal grandmother, her beringed fingers with their long red nails waggling in my face, while she gave me, as she saw them, eternal and essential directions for poaching a salmon: namely that the salmon must be covered with cold water, aromatics thrown in – an airy wave at this point – brought gradually to a simmer, allowed to bubble gently for 10 minutes, then – and here she gave an abrupt twist of the hand to indicate the switching off of the flame – left to get cold.

So many recipes are remembered in this way, passed down through families, a living legacy so precious that we often mistake it for a sacred authority that – my grandmother’s insistence notwithstanding – deeper scrutiny questions. My late mother-in-law, Carrie Diamond, once told me a story that she’d heard on a radio programme about how recipes are inherited. A home cook was discussing her family’s pot roast recipe, which began with the instruction to cut both ends off the piece of meat. The interviewer asked why. The woman didn’t know. She said she did it because her mother had always done it. They rang her mother and asked her. She, in turn, replied that she didn’t know, but her mother had always done it. The grandmother then came on the line. Oh, she said, I just didn’t have a casserole big enough. (Rest assured, though, this is no story about waste: it was understood that the offcuts were to be used for soup.) I smile every time I think of that, and I think of it often as I cook or write a recipe.

I fear that many times if I were asked by a reader why I do something the way I do, my answer would have to be either that it’s the way my mother always did, or that I had to make the recipe work with what I had in my kitchen and saw no reason to revise my method in future tests. It doesn’t mean there couldn’t be another way of cooking it. And if I do, later, find myself making an old, trusted, familiar dish in a different way – with a new piece of equipment or an ingredient I hadn’t cooked with before – it still doesn’t invalidate my earlier instructions. I am not good at authority, even my own, and I often make my recipes with a rebellious disregard for my directives or commands. Nor do I mind if you do the same. I admit, though, that it is disconcerting when, on their first attempt, someone chooses to change everything and then actually complains that the recipe hasn’t worked (a common gripe among food writers). But if you’ve made a recipe of mine and then want, reasonably enough, to play with it to suit yourself, or need even from the outset to make adjustments, you are right to do so. In fact, it is immensely rewarding, a real joy, to witness a monologue become a conversation. A recipe, much like a novel, is a living collaboration between writer and reader. And in both cases, it is the reader who keeps it alive.

When I started off, I assumed that readers would bring their own tastes and touches to my recipes, and was somewhat surprised by some of the questions raised by my excellent US editor when How to Eat was being translated into American. When I said ‘fresh parsley to sprinkle over at the end’, he asked, ‘How much parsley do you mean?’ Perhaps it is never a good idea to answer a question with a question, but my response, namely ‘What business is it of mine how much parsley people sprinkle over their food?’, certainly didn’t settle the issue. But if guidance is helpful, I am more than happy to give it. After all, even if parsley-sprinkle levels of precision are not needed when you cook, you do need to know how much to buy before you cook a recipe. And so I have grown accustomed to being a little more specific with my stipulations. But a strange thing has happened in recipeland in the past few years: a recipe now is required to be both utterly precise and yet shape-shiftingly flexible. As soon as a recipe goes out into the world, people will clamour to know how it can be made gluten-free or vegan; someone who doesn’t like chocolate (yes, those people exist) will ask how they can make my chocolate cake with something else; anchovy haters will request a substitute in a recipe for roast lamb with anchovies. I could give different answers to all these queries, with varying levels of helpfulness or politeness. To work backwards: it might seem rude to tell the haters of chocolate or anchovies to choose another recipe, and I don’t think I have yet done so; but if I suggest that the offending ingredients simply be left out, it necessarily follows that they will be making another recipe, and one that won’t perhaps taste as good as a recipe that wasn’t intended to include them in the first place. As much as I can, I do offer alternatives when asked for them – black olives or yeast extract such as Marmite, say – but they can be only suggestions: if I haven’t tested a recipe in a different incarnation, I can only guess at the result achieved, not be utterly confident in it. But cooking in real life necessarily involves compromise; a recipe has to be open to this, and to be able to bend to the needs of the cook. Those of us who write recipes know that, but many who follow them are hesitant to do so without utter obeisance, asking permission to substitute an ingredient or deviate from the sacred text.

At the time of writing, however, shopping is restricted and many ingredients are in short supply, during a lockdown that forces everyone into their kitchens if they are to feed themselves. No one has the stifling luxury of inflexibility. It is never a question of a recipe working or not with a substituted ingredient, but a matter of letting an idea find another expression. When you think about using a different ingredient from one specified in a recipe, you need to think of what that ingredient is offering. Is it sourness or fattiness? Is it crunch or sweetness? At this point, the reader has to let go of the words on the page, and think only in terms of taste and texture. I am always happy to make suggestions, give pointers, or say what I would do, and often this leads to a quite other but even more pleasing rendition. Cooking, like life, is an experimental art.

When it comes to baking – which is where the gluten-free concerns are raised – I am more hesitant to pronounce on substitutions and deviations. Baking is predicated on precision, and even a small change can alter the outcome. I take full responsibility for a recipe I’ve written, and therefore tested, but if I am asked by someone whether they can change the flour in a cake recipe, sometimes the only honest answer is ‘there’s only one way to find out …’, and it’s an answer I have had to give often. But the more people a recipe pleases, the happier I am, and so with each cake recipe in this book, I have offered a gluten-free version when the outcome is just as good. Interestingly, in some cases – for example the Lemon and Elderflower Drizzle Cake on p.75, I positively prefer it, and so have led with that version.

If cooking for vegan friends, sometimes changing a vegetarian recipe to a vegan one is as simple as suggesting oil in place of butter, no harm done. But if the recipe in question contains cheese, I am more hesitant to suggest vegan cheese as an alternative. No, I’d go further: I am disinclined to offer vegan cheese as an alternative, as I cannot make a recipe with vegan cheese taste the way I mean the recipe to taste. This doesn’t mean I am opposed to vegans using whatever alternatives they are happy with. Indeed, I would expect them to, and have faith that they are more conversant with appropriate substitutions than I am. As for changing a meat recipe to a vegan recipe, I am not sure that can be accommodated without starting again from scratch. But I regularly cook entirely vegan meals and feel that this has added to rather than taken away from my pleasure in cooking. Vegan baking is a technical challenge that I am always interested in exploring, but it could never feel right to me to give a recipe for a cake (or indeed, for anything) if the best that could be said for it was that it was ‘good for vegan’. It needs always to be an unqualified joy.

To some, these explanations may seem defensive. However, I am not trying to defend myself, but defend the recipe form itself. It is flexible, it is accommodating, and it is open to, if not infinite, then certainly multifarious interpretation. But all these possible or putative variations have to be tried in the kitchen, not posited on paper. I sense that there is a growing belief that all recipes should be able to cater for everyone, and that writing a recipe that excludes any eater is a wrong that could be righted with a little goodwill. Quite apart from the technical constraints that make this impossible, there simply could not be space or time enough to give each recipe its fullest, most universal expression, although the obsessive in me would certainly like to. I sometimes imagine writing a one-recipe book, but that one recipe expanded to a multiplicity of possibilities; I fear, though, it would be a life’s work even for someone who embarked on it when half my age. I used to think that some small concession to accessibility in this direction could be made by adding ‘optional’ to certain ingredients where possible. In the end, frazzled, I came to the conclusion that in a recipe you could argue both that all ingredients were optional and that none was.

But then this all becomes an abstract argument, and a recipe is the very antithesis of abstract. The recipes I write come from my life, my home. They tell a story, and that story is mine; I could not tell another’s. I sometimes think that the appetite for recipes, for reading and writing about food and how we cook it, says just as much about our hunger for stories – these little condensed chronicles that say so much – as about our hunger for pleasure and sustenance. In the recipe form, these hungers are fused.

Never have I felt that more, or as painfully, than in reading In Memory’s Kitchen: A Legacy from the Women of Terezín edited by Cara de Silva. This is a compilation of recipes from the inmates of the concentration camp of Theresienstadt who, imprisoned, starving and facing extinction, shared between them the recipes they’d grown up with, the recipes, as de Silva recounts, that said who they were, what was taken from them and what they longed to return to; recipes they argued over – whose version was the better one, why it should be cooked this way and not that way – and the recipes they hungered for. These women were telling stories to sustain themselves, stories that were about their identity, the identity that had put them in that concentration camp, an identity they clung to, as a way of clinging on to themselves and to life.

What makes these recipes so particularly, unbearably poignant is that they are written simply, practically. They are recipes to be followed, recipes they hoped to cook from again; they remain a living testimony.

A recipe should not have to bear this weight, or tell this story. I am glad and grateful we can quibble over ingredients, or look forward hopefully to lunch, choose which recipe we will cook for dinner, and then again the next day do the same.
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A IS FOR ANCHOVY

For cooks, and certainly – if not emphatically – for this cook, anchovies are of the essence. Few other ingredients arrive in the kitchen with such confrontational pungency, and yet manage to imbue so many dishes with transformational subtlety. The bacon of the sea (and how I wish I could claim this coinage as my own, or even remember whom to credit for it), the anchovy’s initial attack lies in its fierce and uncompromising saltiness, it’s true, but it packs a double punch: after that first hit of saline intensity comes richness and depth, that resounding, flavour-enhancing savouriness we have learned to call umami. Meat has it, Parmesan has it, as do – inter alia – mushrooms, tomatoes, Marmite or Vegemite. It’s a good word, but can be bandied about so excitably and so often, it begins to distract rather than elucidate. For that reason, I sometimes hesitate to use it, although I do gain a shy pleasure from saying it out loud: the reverberation it makes in your jaw as you utter the word agreeably echoes the deep rumbling of the taste it denotes. But for all that umami is indeed generally understood to be the fifth taste – after salty, sweet, bitter and sour – it is more than that alone; I think of it rather as oomph, another word that is deliciously satisfying to pronounce.

The oomph of anchovies is undeniable. I am talking here not of fresh anchovies, the marinated alici of Italy or boquerones of Spain, silvery and soft (fine enough, but often served a little too vinegary for my taste), but rather the salted or cured version, those mink-brown strips of almost caramelly saltiness that come chiefly in tins, and such beautiful tins, too, if you get the good ones. We have come to use ‘processed’, in relation to food, as a byword for all manner of iniquities, shorthand for newfangled dietary debasement; the anchovy provides the ancient, eloquent case for the defence.

Not for everyone, though: the anchovy is a divisive ingredient. Much as I feel there is scarcely a savoury dish that couldn’t be improved by them, I am aware that anchovies instil disgust in many. The criticism generally levelled against them is that they are too fishy, which seems to me a slightly unfair way to criticise a fish. To what estate should they – those innocent, elemental anchovies – then aspire? It’s true, undeniably so, that the pungency of anchovies can alarm many people, but melt them in olive oil at the start of making a stew, and when you, hours later, eat it, neither pungency nor fishiness is the quality you’d detect. Rather, they dissolve into the dish, bringing a rounded, almost oaky saltiness. I have made the beef stew with anchovies and thyme from How to Eat for self-professed anchovy-phobes for over twenty years now, and – with the exception of my children, naturally – there has been no dissent. It is annoying, I know, to tell people who protest that they don’t like a particular foodstuff that they’re wrong. I concede that there are those whose antagonism to the anchovy is insurmountable. This chapter is not for them. Food should never be a battleground. (Though I will just say that if your idea of an anchovy is that bristly, rusting shred of corrosive supersalinity that is left to curl up and die on top of an undistinguished pizza, you have been most lamentably misled. Also: Worcestershire sauce contains anchovies. But we move on.)

There are many ways for those who love anchovies to celebrate them, and I start with the simplest: take a slice of good bread, spread it thickly with sweet, unsalted butter, and drape some excellent Spanish anchovies on top. The butter should be neither so hard that it tears the bread, nor so soft that it greases rather than tops it. And by thickly, I mean to invoke that wonderful Danish term tandsmør, which translated literally means ‘tooth butter’, and is used to describe butter spread thickly enough on a slice of bread that when you bite into it you leave tooth marks. This for me is the perfect canapé – better than the fanciest, most curlicued cocktail-party offering. When I ate this once, at the Ristorante Ratanà in Milan, it came with some sweet, roasted and skinned peppers on the side (just hold a red pepper, with tongs, over a gas hob to char the skin, which you can then rub away, until the pepper is a tender silky rag, and continue with as many peppers as you’d like – or see p.204 for the hands-free oven method). The contrast was so good, I had to close my eyes, in concentrated rapture, as I ate.

But then, peppers and anchovies have had a long-standing and successful relationship. I sometimes make the recipe on p.202, but instead of dressing them with pomegranate molasses, I warm a little extra-virgin olive oil in a small pan, melt some anchovies in it – by melting, I mean add anchovy fillets and stir them around in the warm (not hot) oil until they dissolve into it – mince or grate in a clove or two of garlic, and continue stirring for a scant minute, making sure that the garlic doesn’t colour. Take the pan off the heat and add some more olive oil, and a drop of vinegar – Moscatel, red wine, sherry, whichever vinegar you prefer, or indeed lemon juice – and pour this warm dressing, murky yes, but full of flavour, over the waiting peppers. If I feel like sprinkling capers over it all, then I might forgo vinegar or lemon juice. Or you can just pour the olive oil over the peppers, lattice with anchovies, and dot with capers. When time is short, you can do exactly the same with a jar or two of those Italian chargrilled peppers sott’olio.

There is a good argument, too, for crisp buttered toast with anchovies on top, but here I favour sliced white plastic bread, the butter softly melting to a yellow pool: a home-grown take on Italian bruschetta or crostini. Indeed, when I lived in Italy in my late teens, and couldn’t often afford to go to restaurants, I’d go to a bar, order a Campari soda and anchovy crostini. Three to a plate, the warm lozenge-shaped toasts were wiped with garlic and topped – in ascending order of deliciousness as well as expense – either with mozzarella, burrata or dribbly stracciatella, the creaminess (more properly, milkiness in the case of mozzarella) simply and perfectly offset by the singular anchovy fillet that made a salty stripe over each one.

I thought of these as I came across, only recently, a recipe for Canapés à la Crème in Savouries à la Mode by Mrs de Salis, published at the end of the nineteenth century, which instructs the cook to ‘cut little rounds of bread, fry them a pale colour, curl some washed and boned anchovies and place on them, and pour over either Devonshire or whipped cream’. And you know what? These are rather good. Just cut out some rounds of bread with a glass or cookie cutter and fry them in butter and, if you take my advice rather than Mrs de Salis’s, transpose the order and spread with clotted cream, and top with anchovies. I fear we are going into scone territory now, and I certainly do not wish to reignite the most tiresome debate in the land, namely whether the cream comes first or last. It may well be that I have, sadly, failed to convince you that these are worth trying, though they very much are; and best savoured with a glass of dry sherry. But I quite understand if you wish to take the crème out of these canapés and stick to the simple pairing of butter and anchovy.

Still, cream and anchovies always sing wonderfully together and, inspired by a recipe of Carla Lalli Music’s, I make an intense and, yes, creamy anchovy and garlic dressing which is best suited to robust or bitter leaves: the crunch of cos; the red curl of radicchio; and certainly all chicories or endive. And I love it, too, on that much maligned lettuce, the iceberg. Whichever salad leaf you use, it is essential, I feel, to add toasted walnut pieces once the dressing’s been tossed through.

Chop 4 anchovy fillets. Pour 5 tablespoons – or use an American ⅓ cup – of double cream into the sort of small pan that is intended as a butter-melter, if you have one. Add the chopped anchovies and the smallest pinch of ground mace along with a fat pinch (or ⅛ teaspoon) of sweet smoked paprika, or otherwise a go-for-it generous grinding of pepper. Mince or grate in 2 cloves of garlic or 1 very fat one. Heat as gently as you can, stirring with a little wooden spoon to mix everything and break up the anchovy fillets; most will seem to melt away as you stir and press the spoon against them, and almost instantly you will have the palest buff-coloured cream, flecked with paprika or pepper and the small dark dots of anchovy that haven’t quite dissolved. When the anchovies have merged with the cream, simmer for 30 seconds, still stirring, just to thicken it a little, before taking it off the heat. Cover (my pixie pan doesn’t have a lid, so I put a side plate on top of it) and leave to cool. If you don’t have such a teeny-tiny saucepan, move faster and stir everything together just to warm it, without giving it the half-a-minute simmer.

I often do all this hours ahead, by the way, and feel it helps the flavours to mellow. Depending on how much in advance I do this and, indeed, the time of year, I decant it once cold to a baby bowl, and stash it covered in the fridge. I have to say, I always prefer to leave food I’ve cooked ahead in a cool place rather than the fridge, but in high summer, even I follow the health and safety instructions I’m encouraged to give.

Anyway, make sure the cream is not too chilly once you actually want to dress your salad, first beat vigorously and then more gently as you stir in 1 teaspoon of extra-virgin olive oil and a drop of vinegar (I like Moscatel vinegar here) or lemon juice and a few tablespoons of chopped chives. These
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