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INTRODUCTION

It’s a sharp winter morning. We’re in the midst of a bitterly cold week and the fields that stretch across my window are gilded in silver frost. I can see the goats huddled in a patch of sun trying to absorb what little warmth the light has to offer, there’s not a breath of wind, just the brave sound of a robin piercing the quiet like shattered glass. My window looks out across the entrance to the farm, three field maples cluster around a cattle grid banked by a rickety fence entwined in a tangle of wild roses. There’s the usual mess of a farm, a dishevelled skip, a few rusty bikes and piles of fence posts leaning against an old pig ark now home to a wild cat. I can see my chickens scratching away at the frozen ground, with feathers fluffed up to protect against the cold. And looking through a network of branches, my sheep are grazing in the field ahead, their black woolly coats like coal smudges on the short green grass. There’s a busy day ahead, a goat with a limp to fix, hay racks to fill, a rabbit wreaking havoc in the polytunnel and seeds to order for the year ahead.

It all started with four pigs … Snap, Crackle, Pop and Alby. I’d been working at London restaurant Noble Rot for just under a year and was beginning to realise that restaurant life wasn’t quite what I was looking for. I loved the learning, the camaraderie and the excitement of it all, but the crushing hours, lack of sleep and stress just didn’t seem sustainable. Noble Rot is one of those great restaurants where at its core the cooking is simple and all about letting quality ingredients shine. I’d always been fascinated by our head chef’s constant search for new suppliers and the best produce: dayboat fish from Cornwall that would arrive taut with rigor, the veg supplier who maintained her fields and planted seeds using old machines pulled by powerful horses, and the poaching forager who always found the best mushrooms. Each morning twinkly-eyed and smiling growers would turn up with their boxes and crates of glistening produce. The juiciest tomatoes you’ve ever seen, trays of thorny artichokes, blue-skinned pumpkins sealed with red wax and whole lambs slowly reared on permanent organic pasture. It set a thought in motion: they’re outside all day, tanned and healthy, whereas I’m here, skin a shade somewhere between yellow and grey, living off coffee and spending my day stressed to the core in a windowless kitchen.

So I formed a plan to leave the city on a mission to grow my own food and reconnect with the natural world. I’d spent much of my childhood in the country exploring the woods, hunting rabbits and building bonfires. But initially I was scared to make the leap, and so after leaving the restaurant I lingered around London for a while, unable to leave my friends and the safety of the city I’d grown up in. Eventually, and after much encouragement, I packed my bag and off I went with my dog, Loki, in tow.

I moved into my parents’ cottage in Suffolk, east of London, and started private catering to make ends meet with the goal of turning our home into a smallholding. As I’d moved in the depths of January, the ground was frozen solid and too hard to begin digging or growing. Chickens don’t lay through winter and didn’t feel like enough of a commitment to this new way of life, but I’d heard pigs were a joy to look after. They seemed like a bold first step that would keep me rooted to this plan long enough that I wouldn’t bail without giving it a proper go. So I started searching online and went to meet a lady who kept Mangalitsas, a hairy rare-breed pig famed for its dark marbled meat, which was particularly good for curing. Convinced by their joyful pigginess, I put a deposit down on four piglets that would be ready to leave in a few weeks, giving me just enough time to build a pen in the woods and get ready for their arrival.

She turned up with no trailer, just the little pigs in dog crates crammed in the back of a bashed-up Subaru. I’ll never forget that piggy whiff as she opened the doors and her beaming smile when she saw the rickety home we’d built for them. We couldn’t get the car close enough to the pen, which was deep in woodland at the bottom of a steep brambly hill. She said not to worry, and one by one, grabbed the piglets by their back legs and wheelbarrowed them down the hill into the pen. They kicked up such a fuss screaming at the top of their lungs, so loud you wouldn’t believe it. But the second she let go and their noses realised where they’d landed, an instant calm came over them as if they’d come home. There was a smile in their eyes and a spring in their furry bottoms as strong noses dug deep into rich soil and came out black and crunching with acorns. They moved in a line ploughing through the knee-deep carpet of rusty fallen oak leaves, unearthing all manner of things.

I spent that first month glued to those pigs – and would have camped down there with them if it hadn’t been so cold. They were like teenagers, bubbling with character and individuality. I often caught them fast asleep in the morning and they’d wake with a shocked grunt as I tipped a bucket of apples into their pen. They’d play with Loki, chasing him in circles round the enclosure, craved affection and would beg to be scratched, lying beside me for hours with their eyes closed and long black lashes fluttering with happiness.
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Something began to click right from the start with those wonderful pigs, a thought that had begun with the quest for great produce at the restaurant and the stories from those growers. Why are we so disconnected and distant from where our food comes from and the animals in our care? We’ve all grown up with nursery rhymes and a love for farm animals – they feel so familiar, but in truth their cleverness, sensitivity and character are completely glossed over. I was sitting in the pen with an overwhelming love for those pigs, awed by their individuality and intelligence, shocked at how similar they were to my dog and alarmed by the fact that one day I would have to take them to their death.

Wrestling with that knowledge was a very tricky thing. People always say, don’t name your pigs – you’ll get too attached, which will make it too hard at the end. But I think that’s absolute nonsense. Get attached, love them, appreciate them and give them the absolute best life they can live. I don’t disagree with eating meat, there is a food chain in life, but I do absolutely disagree with animals suffering so that we can eat meat. Terrified by the day to come, I delayed it for years. What really began to sadden me was the reality of now knowing just how brilliant these animals were and the misery in which most of them live. That became my mission, not to preach and shout from the rooftops, picking sides and getting into arguments online, but to show these animals for what they really are: sentient, intelligent and beautiful creatures. Documenting the love between a boy and his pigs in the hope that it would make people think twice about the way they shop and the impact that has. I think it’s hard to motivate someone to stop eating meat, but persuading them to think about the meat they do eat is easy. It’s all about quality, not quantity – eat less meat and with the money you save buy it from an animal that has lived a good life. If we all ate less, the impact on the planet would be significantly reduced, leaving more room for slower-growing holistic farms that exist in harmony with nature.

A love of these pigs and the lessons they were teaching me cemented the journey I was on, and four pigs quickly turned into chickens, growing veg, my first goats and a small flock of sheep. With each of these new additions came an endless string of hard knocks, mistakes and joyful learning. I assisted my first births, watched a beloved goat mourn her stillborn baby and made the mistake of buying cheap compost that had me pulling my hair out in frustration as a carpet of weeds took over the veg patch. While initially I was very much on my own out there, I think the connection to nature and these valuable lessons in the old ways of living started to rub off on my friends and family, and before long everyone was chipping in with the weeding, mucking out pigs and enjoying fresh eggs each morning. Soon, however, my flock had outgrown our little plot. We’d always had plans to move towards family in the much lusher and pastoral west of England, and this new way of life gave us the momentum that we needed.
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THE FARM

We sold the smallholding and bought a wild and dilapidated little farm in the west of England, near the coast. I moved there at the end of May, my favourite time of year, the fields an electric green with clouds of blossom billowing in every hedge. Throngs of grasshoppers leapt ahead of me as I walked through wildflower meadows alive with the hum of pollinators. I spent a month there, camping out with a few kid goats that needed bottle-feeding, exploring the land and working quickly to knock up electric fencing and plumb in water troughs so that the rest of our flock could arrive.

A hysterical palaver ensued as I moved three beehives, twelve chickens, twenty goats and thirty sheep eight hours across the country, with a few animal shelters, a little tractor and my two chicken coops in tow. After a long, bumpy journey we opened the gates of the trailer to the beehives, wrapped tightly in duvets and roaring with anger. The chickens exploded from their baskets in a flurry of feathers and immediately got to work scratching in the grasses. Then we drove the trailer up to the middle field and released the sheep and goats. I’ll never forget the look of disbelief in their eyes as they clambered down the ramp into a meadow at the height of its growth. Butterflies swarmed in circles around them as they walked through luscious meadows that swallowed them up to their chins, munching on brambles and dozing in the dappled light of vast oak trees in hedges thirty metres wide that hadn’t been touched for decades. And it was in this moment that I felt I’d really arrived home, sitting up on the hill watching them graze this wild new habitat with birds singing from every corner of the field and the smell of elderflower floating on the breeze. It was paradise.

The hill we live on lies in a hidden valley shaped like a teardrop bowl. The farm is impossibly steep and wild at the edges, entangled in a patchwork of rambly hedgerows, thorny scrub and thick swathes of gorse. The house sits at the bottom of the hill, surrounded by a protective cluster of trees: a few mighty oaks, a weeping willow and a tousled orchard of gnarled, lichen-covered apple, plum and quince trees. A dishevelled ha-ha (a steep ditch that separates a garden lawn from grazing land), supposed to stop sheep jumping into the garden, now provides a rather useful home for great crested newts and a stepladder for the sheep, who climb the garden wall at dawn and nibble at the flowers. Beyond this is a cluster of small fields enclosed by a wonderful network of hedgerows and woodland. The lady who lived here before us was a fierce guardian of nature, enlisting the farm under a stewardship scheme with the local wildlife trust. No chemicals or artificial fertilisers have been used on the fields for over thirty years. There have been 160 species recorded, and the meadows provide vital habitat for an array of insects, birds, foxes, voles and much more. At night, owls hoot from every corner of the farm, where she planted 2,000 trees that have now matured into broadleaf woodland, home to woodcock, woodpeckers, hawks, buzzards, badgers and a nightjar. It is a special place, and from the higher fields you look across the vale, through a tapestry of farms, to where the sea can be glimpsed between the hills of the coast. We aim to build on her legacy.

The land around us is generally home to quite intensive dairy farming, which tends to squeeze nature right to the edges, leaving little habitat for much else. Here we aim to provide a sanctuary for nature, an oasis in the desert, while also growing food. We have seeded three further fields with diverse wildflower mixes in a meadow restoration project, and will plant more trees in a bid to create an increasingly rare dynamic habitat called woodland pasture. This will provide a home for many species as well as grazing for my animals and drought resistance. My flock are all rare primitive breeds that are much smaller and slower-growing than modern breeds. They have less impact on the land, as they need little to survive, and live in harmony with nature rather than competing with it. We keep them in small numbers, rotated carefully around the fields so that the wildflower can bloom for as long as possible and set its seeds. At which point my sheep and goats trample and spread those seeds into the ground, holding back the grass over winter so the wildflower has the best chance when it grows again in spring.

It might look a bit dreamy from afar, and a lot of the time it is. On a good day this is an extraordinary way of life, waking with the sun, your day dictated by the seasons, out there in the elements, at one with nature. Even on a bad day, there’s a real truth to it all, a beauty in the hard moments. Nature is tough and unforgiving. But it’s also me trimming hundreds of toenails in the mud and driving rain, delivering kid goats and lambs in spring, getting my hands in when they are breeched and need pulling out. It’s me on the sad days when births go wrong or an infection spreads its way through the flock or, even worse, betrayal day at the abattoir. This hasn’t all just puffed out of nowhere, it’s been a slow journey of eight years, building the farm and its elements little by little, learning on the fly through a series of setbacks and hard-won lessons. I’ve had some brilliant advice along the way and met some fantastic mentors, but really the most important things I’ve learnt have been through some pretty brutal mistakes.

I used to do this all by myself with occasional help from family and friends catching this or weeding that, roping in my brothers in exchange for chicken pies and ham hock stews. But things have now grown to a point where I need an extra pair of hands, and my brother Joss works with me on the farm as my right-hand man. He does much of the vegetable growing and hay-rack filling and is a master at catching lusty billy goats at all hours when they lock on to the smell of the girls in autumn. The ten goats I started with are now forty, a rare breed called the British primitive goat that I keep for conservation purposes and a love for this brilliantly curious and characterful animal. My flock of eleven Hebridean sheep is now one hundred … with thirty breeding ewes that give birth to about fifty lambs each year, and this will be the main source of income for our small farm. As I said, they are a slow-growing heritage breed, so I keep these lambs for about fifteen months (compared to the four-to-six-month life of commercially reared lambs), rotating them through our permanent pasture before they get sold directly to friends, family and local butchers as hogget. The abattoir always says it’ll get easier, you’ll get used to it … but I never will and never want to. I have a deep connection and love for my animals, and that day, taking them in, weighs on me for weeks before and after. It feels the utmost betrayal and I often teeter on the edge. But it is also a great privilege to know where your food comes from and the true price of it: the hours of care and careful husbandry, the relationship with the land from whence they came and the moral cost of death and what that really means.

My plan on the farm initially was to see if I could get somewhere close to self-sufficiency. While this is a nice idea, I think what I’m really doing is just trying to learn and see where it takes me. I’ve never had cows, and dream of making my own cheese. I’d love to have pigs again, clearing some of the bramble in the woods and creating opportunities for dynamic biodiversity and habitat-building with an animal that would once have been an intrinsic part of the environment. I often dream of planting a little patch of wheat, just to see what it really means to grow, mill, bake and eat a loaf of bread. Nothing is certain in life, but the one thing I know is that I love being rooted to the seasons and feeling connected to nature. This way of life and the learning it brings is such a privilege, and my dream would be to build a place of my own and make a home where people could come and stay and experience it for themselves, really feel like they lived there, helping with the animals, cooking together, gardening and beekeeping.
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THE FOOD

All this farming is, of course, underpinned by a great love of food. Throughout my journey, cooking has been at the core of it all; it is how I interact with the world, my way of sharing and giving. The kitchen has always been the heart of our home, where we talk, argue, discuss and deliberate. Home to dogs, sickly chickens, endless washing drying by the stove, goats that need bottle-feeding and wet lambs in need of warmth. Every corner is piled high with books, plants and an ever-growing collection of plates. It’s where I spend my days and nights, pots bubbling away and pans sizzling, leaving behind a trail of mess and destruction that often has me in trouble. But … is there a better way to show your love for someone? The simple act of bringing a steaming pot to the table that you’ve poured your heart into. Bowls passed round, bread torn and buttered. The collective pleasure after that first mouthful and the hum of conversation spurred on by good, simple food. Cooking is what makes us human.

There are about 100 recipes to follow – some are more ‘ways’ than recipes – ideas to inspire rather than rules to follow, organised by the seasons, as that’s how I believe we should be eating. While I’ve got a little restaurant experience under my belt, deep down I am just a home cook who loves his food, and the recipes that follow are wonderfully simple. Eating seasonally means you are eating produce at its prime and bursting with flavour. So as a cook there’s not much you have to do other than keep it simple and let the flavours shine. Generally the recipes celebrate just a few good things on the plate, with a little clever seasoning.

Each season has a mix of smaller plates, veg dishes, fish and meat, with a few epic yet easy puddings to finish. But, crucially, these recipes don’t have to be tied to the season that they are in. If you like something, I implore you to play with it and adapt it to the produce available around you. Spring on a plate – a delicious medley of braised spring vegetables on a bed of whipped ricotta – is one of my favourite recipes in the book (see page 118). While, yes, it is great in spring, you can absolutely change the mix of vegetables on top, adapting the recipe to the season that you are in. Try courgettes and tomatoes in summer, charred sweetcorn or roasted squash in autumn and an earthy mix of Swiss chard and cavolo nero in winter. Similarly, if something has meat in it, but you are vegetarian, just take it out. Cooking should be playful, instinctive and freeing!
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If recipes are stories, this book is a collection of moments from my first three years on our little farm. It has been a time of rich exploration and inspiration, learning to really connect with the place I now call home. I hope the recipes that follow provide a window into my life here and inspire a new connection to the seasons. This is simple home cooking, made from a place of love, not only for the people eating it, but for the land it came from. Quick dishes made in an instant while kid goats climb the kitchen table and nibble at the wallpaper. Steaming bowls of soup and broth brought out to the garden while we dig the veg patch and discover the richness of the soil that feeds us through the year. It is a collection of recipes made with muddy fingernails and much to do. But also food made on slower days after long walks, really relishing the grounding act of cooking, enjoying the methodical process and the joyful dance of ingredients into the pan.
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SEASONALITY AND SEASONING

Working in the restaurant world was a deeply formative experience. I had a fascinating time, learning all sorts of technical skills, the true meaning of hard work and how to work as a team. The camaraderie of those kitchens will stay with me forever, and a little part of me has always wished I had stayed longer. It’s incredible the speed of learning in a kitchen environment and I just wanted to talk about two vital lessons I took away from that world which will always be at the heart of my food: cooking seasonally and the art of seasoning.

Seasonality

Seasonality is the principle of being guided by the seasons in the way you shop and eat. Enjoying asparagus in spring, making the most of the short season by eating it almost every day, until you’ve had your yearly fill and are desperate for the arrival of tomatoes and courgettes in summer. Then patiently waiting, not touching a spear grown abroad until the cycle repeats and the season comes round again so you can feast on it once more. What a joy it is to miss something, anticipation building as you wait for its return. It makes veg exciting. I look forward to my first pumpkin of the year, snapping my first sweetcorn off the stalk and picking wild cherries with juice bleeding down my arm. Cooking seasonally ensures you are eating produce in its prime, when it will be at its most nutritious and most flavourful, and as a cook that makes a huge difference! In the kitchen all you can do is enhance flavour; you cannot create flavour that wasn’t there in the first place. If you start with produce at its peak, half the work is already done for you and all you need to do is keep it simple to create exceptionally delicious food.

Think of a tomato at its best, a big fat bull’s-heart tomato, perfectly grown and bursting with juice. It’s almost a crime to do anything other than eat it with good olive oil, flaky salt and a leaf of basil or two. How sad it is to eat a flavourless tomato in the midst of winter, grown under artificial lighting, in a heated greenhouse and flown in from miles away. There’s no amount of olive oil or salt that will save that, so I’d rather wait and eat something in season like cavolo nero, grown outside as nature intended and bursting with flavour.

Eating seasonally will transform your cooking, but importantly you will also be protecting our planet by buying local produce with significantly fewer (if any) air miles; it uses far less carbon, fewer chemicals and causes less damage to the environment. It’s also cheaper! When things are in season they are easy to grow and therefore abundant.

Lastly, the seasons also vary greatly depending on where you are, so please don’t feel you have to stick to a certain chapter, and instead feel free to adapt these recipes according to what you have around you. In our cooler climate for instance, I see tomatoes as a mid-to-late summer ingredient that we enjoy right through autumn, until the first frosts appear. But if you’re somewhere warmer, you might be eating them much earlier in (what I would consider as) Spring. Because I live in England, my general rule is to live by the European seasons. If some early Italian broad beans appear in the farm shop, I’m not against starting the season before our own local produce begins to appear. Equally so, when they’re in season, I make the most of beautiful ingredients like blood oranges and apricots that grow bountifully in Europe but struggle on our shores. It’s the ingredients grown in heated greenhouses in the midst of winter or flown across the world that are out of bounds for me. Buying produce with thousands of air miles behind it feels like madness when the natural world is in crisis. Look at the labels in your shops to find out what is reasonably local and be as sustainably-minded as you can.

Seasoning

When I trained at the restaurant, our head chef, Paul, would stand at the pass, tasting and plating everything that went to the tables. Every single thing I cooked, whether it was a pan of lentils, some Swiss chard, romesco or aïoli, would first go to him to try before it went to anyone else. On the good days, he would kindly encourage a touch more mustard in the lentils, more lemon on the Swiss chard or salt in the aïoli. On the bad ones, I would be chastised for not grinding up my pinches of sea salt finely enough, not caramelising the pumpkins adequately or forgetting that crucial touch of lemon juice on the burrata. And through his constant assessment, critique and encouragement I learnt what seasoning really means.

In the recipes that follow you’ll often see the phrase, ‘taste and adjust the seasoning as necessary’. But I wanted to explain what that really means. Seasoning is the art of bringing the best out of the ingredients in your dish, so that it bursts with flavour. It is about finding balance and harmony, and generally revolves around salt, fat and acid. Cooking without tasting is like painting blindfolded and expecting to produce a masterpiece. Watch a great chef at work and they cannot help but taste as they go, dipping fingers and spoons, constantly adjusting and taking part in the entire journey of the dish, whether it be marmalade, cake batter or a slow-cooked stew. So many of us cooks at home will technically follow a recipe to the letter, but make the crucial mistake of not tasting or seasoning right until the end.

Salt works to enhance flavour by heightening natural sugars and aromas while suppressing excessive bitterness. Take a spear of purple sprouting broccoli, boil it in water and eat it. As I explained above, the better an ingredient, the better the starting point. If it’s a well-grown spear of broccoli, you’re off to a good start. But add some salt to the water while the broccoli is cooking, enough that you can actually taste a slight saltiness (a teeny pinch is utterly pointless), and your broccoli will come to life. There is a great difference in having salt on top of your food at the end and salting your food as you cook. You want the salt to be inside what you’re eating for maximum flavour, and a big pinch of salt at the end is only going to make the dish salty, not enhance the flavour.

Salt is also an ingredient in itself, and the quality of salt you use will have a drastic effect on the final flavour of the dish. I use flaky sea salt for my main seasoning, but would never waste such good salt in a pot of pasta water for instance – for that I use a decent, but cheaper, grey or rock salt. Also, by always using the same salt, I find my fingers have learnt the weight of the pinch I need to add. Because seasoning is a muscle that you need to train, it takes practice. If you always use the same tools, it well help build that instinct. Often if I’m away and use a salt that I’m not used to, I can find myself over-seasoning a dish.

The final thing to understand about salt is that it not only helps with flavour, but also plays a crucial part in the cooking process. Fry courgettes or onions in olive oil without salt and they burn easily and take longer to cook. Whereas adding a decent pinch of salt as you cook them not only enhances flavour, but also draws out moisture and helps them to break down so they cook in their own concentrated juices. Season a steak liberally and leave the salt to work its way into the meat before you start cooking, which will not only help tenderise, but also hold on to moisture from within as the meat cooks, resulting in a juicier and more flavourful steak.

Fat is another essential part of seasoning and is a carrier for flavour, helping to round out a dish. It also helps with the absorption of key vitamins and minerals. Imagine it as an enabler that comes in many different forms: olive oil, burrata, yoghurt, butter, pancetta, lard and guanciale. You’ve also got crème fraîche, coconut milk, rapeseed oil and ghee. Fat creates mouthfeel and unctuousness while also being incredibly helpful in certain cooking processes, allowing flavours to come together and keeping things juicy.

Lastly, you have acidity, which is so important in tandem with salt to help brighten and round out flavour. It cuts through fat, providing a vital foil to the richness while also having great flavour itself, which can be very complementary when cooking. But acids are strong and need to be used carefully, as it’s very easy to overwhelm a dish. Think of a bolognese, which uses the gentle acidity of tomato to brighten the rich fatty ragù – a squeeze of lemon on top would utterly overwhelm that subtle marriage of flavour. Whereas a squeeze of lemon on a buttery head of broccoli or fillet of fish is sheer joy. Think of fat and acidity as the yin and yang of cooking, and salt as the constant to bring out flavour. You do not always need to use all three. A carbonara is a great example, where you have a few different fats and salts working together to create a rich silky sauce that doesn’t need acidity anywhere near it.

Seasoning is an incredibly complex world to explain, but practice makes perfect and I think it is something you can quite easily learn. The key is to use your instincts, tasting constantly, and making small adjustments, little and often. And as I said earlier, while seasoning is absolutely key, it can only enhance flavour. If you combine careful seasoning with seasonal produce, you will transform the quality of your cooking.
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A NOTE ON FOLLOWING A RECIPE

To me the act of cooking is creative, playful and instinctual. Even if I cook the same dish twice, it’s rare for it to turn out exactly the same each time. Cooking is about adapting to what you have in front of you. So, while I have tested and tested these recipes, honing them to give you the best chance of replicating them, it is important to remember that ingredients vary, your pans are different, as is your olive oil, your oven, your pinch of salt and, most importantly, your tastebuds! Use these recipes as a guide, but I urge you not to follow them blindly. You need to cook with your senses and intuition. Knowing that so much variability exists when writing and following a recipe, there are a few things I wanted to mention:


FIRST, to avoid mistakes it helps to read a recipe through before you start cooking. Ensure you understand the steps before you begin.

OLIVE OIL. I have never and will never use a tablespoon to measure olive oil. I pour it into my pan or over my dish with joyful abundance, instinctively looking for the right amount to help whatever it is I’m cooking. In this book, however, I have given a rough guide in places that I thought you might need it, other times I’ve left it up to you. Please only take these as a guide, if you feel your dish needs a glug more, go ahead! Secondly, I always buy my olive oil in large 5-litre tins, which means I get quality oil at a fair price, I recommend you do the same. Odysea is a particular favourite.

CHILLI. I love chilli and use a lot of it. The key with chilli in this kind of cooking is that you are adding flavour first with gentle heat second. Please don’t overwhelm your dish with an overgenerous handful of taste-numbing fire. Know your chilli flakes well, add them little by little to get the balance right for you, and be careful when cooking, they burn easily.

PRODUCE. As with chilli, produce varies greatly in flavour and strength depending on the quality, the variety and the season in which it was grown. The same weight of ginger can vary massively in strength, as can the acidity of lemons and the heat of garlic etc. Remember we are cooking with different ingredients, so you need to adapt to what you have in front of you. Don’t go squeezing over a whole half of lemon because I said so and end up finding your dish too lemony. Add little by little and get the balance right for your palate.

OVENS VARY GREATLY. You have hot spots, cold spots, your temperature gauge may be slightly off, your oven bigger or smaller and therefore your cake closer to the hot roof or fan. You know your oven better than I do, so if you see your cake browning or your meat burning just turn the temperature down slightly. Adapt to your oven and keep an eye no matter what time I’ve instructed. Just be careful when baking not to open the oven door too early.

MEAT. Your chicken might be bigger or smaller, your lamb fattier, your steak thicker, your pan thinner or your heat hotter. It is so hard to give exact times for cooking meat or fish because there is so much variability. The key is to learn what you’re looking for. Meat probes are a very helpful tool, and I recommend you get one. But also use your instincts, you can always take something out of the oven early and have a test. Give your meat time to rest for it to reabsorb its juices and remember that it will continue to cook when out of the oven. The ideal is to take your meat out just before it is ready and allow the resting time for it to finish cooking. If you can achieve this, you will be eating very well indeed.

ONIONS. I generally always use decent size brown onions, if you only have those small ones, use two to my one in the recipe.

BEANS. While tins are brilliant and cheap as chips, I prefer using jarred beans, which are softer and have a superior flavour. Tinned beans are often much harder. So, if using tins, use two per one large jar, pour them into a pan, season with a pinch of salt and pour in just enough water so that they’re completely submerged. Simmer with the lid on for about 15-20 minutes until you can squish a bean between two fingers.

HERBS. I use them by the handful and in great abundance. They’re my favourite thing to grow at home and I highly recommend you plant some in your garden or on your windowsill. Particularly the hardy varieties as, once established, they come back year after year.



Lastly, but perhaps most important of all. I have designed these recipes for my tastes. These are the dishes I love and cook often, I hope they become staples for you at home too. But please play with them and adapt them to your liking. Work with the seasons and use the ideas that follow throughout the year by varying the produce according to what you have around you. Recipes are not rules to be followed, they are guides to be enjoyed.
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