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The Consolation of Food


 

 

Sasha, thank you for peeling the thorny artichoke instead of letting me try to swallow it whole. Thank you for cleverly handing me a blunt blade when I’m busy trying to saw through my own ropes. Thank you for lining my darkest period with blossoms and small feathers. You are wise. I’m fascinated at the direction from which you approach things. You might not think I listen, but I do.

Minnie and Louis, while your mountains are far away, you are with me every hour. We are connected by warm and delicious strings of melty cheese that will stretch and contract but never snap. I have sent out a little hawk, by the way, to keep an eye over you and guard you. When not with you, in my head I‘m always walking towards you.

I love you all. Let’s go for a swim in the sea.

Nature, by shape colour, design and reason, you are beyond beautiful. You amaze me continually. I am never bored, you are always near.


Valentine Warner

The Consolation of Food

Stories about life and death, seasoned with recipes
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The Peace of Wild Things

When despair for the world grows in me

and I wake in the night at the least sound

in fear of what my life and my children’s lives may be,

I go and lie down where the wood drake

rests in his beauty on the water, and the great heron feeds.

I come into the peace of wild things

who do not tax their lives with forethought

of grief. I come into the presence of still water.

And I feel above me the day-blind stars

waiting with their light. For a time

I rest in the grace of the world, and am free.

Wendell Berry
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Life, Death and Cooking

I wanted to call this book THIS IS NOT A COOKBOOK! but I have learnt to pick my battles.

It is not an autobiography. It’s not even a memoir. It’s the equivalent of a bag of groceries and household needs from different shops – leeks, light bulbs, socks, sticky moth traps, steaks and soap. What I mean is that, like its author, half magpie, half chameleon, it’s a jangle of odds and sods, a collection that represents the frustrations and the joys of my life thus far.

But God forbid anything in this day and age does not have a THEME! And as my life, generally speaking, does not have a theme and is devoid of any obvious routine – apart from brushing my teeth – I guess it really is food that has tied it all together.

In all my cookbooks, the point was never really the sum parts of a plate of food, but the events that led up to it, by which I do not mean the completion of a recipe. Recipes are a ball-ache to write. Although cooking is a happy action, an arrangement of shapes, colours and taste, I find measurements a hassle as they often don’t reflect the way I cook. No. The joy in the writing for me has always been the story before the recipe, the people I’ve come across, the surrounding and situation I find myself in. The recipes included in this book are close to my heart, certainly, just not a pedantically curated collection but more a case of this is what I cook, this is what you get.

Originally, I put forward that it should be a small book printed on psalm paper, Consolations in Food: A Cookbook for Divorcees and the Recently Bereaved. It was thought that this was perhaps a little grim, so it became a book about enjoyment, grief, restlessness, disasters and success. Bereavement and divorce nonetheless are still allowed to nestle among the strange fruit, smeared across these pages. But, really, I wrote it to entertain you, and in the hope it may stop you occasionally from simply ‘reading on’.

Ultimately, this is a story book with food in it; and, of course, that other essential embroidery for life, music. So integral to my own daily existence and always on in the kitchen.

No doubt with certain references it will soon date, but I’ve written it with an openness, hoping that by sharing my idiocies and sadness as much as my frivolity, we may all decide to share more, admit our faults, slow down, change our minds and say ‘this is too fast, slow down this mad carousel, and let me see what’s going on.’

Music, food and words. A consolation surely. Maybe not the words, but I just hope you find at least one thing, maybe two, that make the purchase worth it.


Music

Music is pretty integral to this book. It has played such a big part in my life. In my experience, we all want to inflict our music taste on others, and this is my opportunity to do so. If you dislike the stories or recipes then, hopefully, you can enjoy the music and benefit from one of the three constituents.

I set myself the task of matching a song to each story and recipe, but soon realized that links via obvious association (i.e. ‘I Don’t Want to Set the World on Fire’ partnered with my habit for burning tea towels in The Backgammon Board) meant a rather trite association between song and subject, culminating in a lot of songs I didn’t really care about.

Entering songs in accordance with periods of my life would mean a distressing amount of Roger Whittaker in the early years, some nosebleed punk from my art college years, followed by a lot of questionable bleeps. So I’ve cherry-picked what I consider the best from my mixed bag of 700 scratchy LPs, wallets of jumping CDs, and hours and hours of combing Spotify. Most of it, bar one or two, can be found there. Some of you may be aware of My Kitchen Beets, posted bi-weekly, accompanied by a picture of beetroots wearing earphones.

So I decided to simply make a long list. To be played as and when, as it is hardly likely you will find the track to then snuggle down and read the recommended nonsense that goes with it. I mean, I certainly can’t read and listen to music at the same time. No. I keep it for sulking, driving (except when trying to park), easy Sundays and dancing in the kitchen. Later at night, it is a favourite pastime to climb on my sturdy marble table (podium) wearing my earphones and boxer shorts, and bop till 1 am. Instantly preferable to exercising in that most wretched of places, the gym.

Music has been so essential to my life because, being one of life’s fidgets, it fills the gaps between things. The gaps I’m not so good at knowing what to do with. My restlessness has seen me find and consume music with the same voracity I do food. A man of appetites, of which music is one. A life full of music and food … great!

Maybe it would have been better to understand the opportunities for silence in my life more deeply than I perhaps have, but the upshot is that music has taught me a lot. Whether the words, the melodic emotion, or the fact we chose that song at that time, it carries the lurching boat of my life along on its waves. In cold, stony times, it has allowed me to cry; in warm bright times, to feel a joy I can only associate with it.

Aged ten, in the Bridport record shop, I bought my three first cassettes: ‘One Step Beyond’ by Madness, ‘Stray Cat Strut’ by Stray Cats, and Debbie Harry’s KooKoo (because I had a huge crush in her that would see me put my arm around my pillow and ask her what she wanted for breakfast). My little cassette recorder played them again and again until each was either chewed or stretched.

(The inner leaf of KooKoo had a picture of Debbie with her cheeks skewered by long needles. It freaked the living hell out of me, almost as much as antlered Herne the Hunter’s hairy hand snatching me in the woods.)

I was cringingly uncool for school and its musical tribes. I was dressed primarily by the shop Fosters. (Thanks, Mum!) So I’d return to school with those nylon bar-chart jumpers, Second Image jeans, not Levis, and Go Flash trainers, not Adidas. Thankfully though, I had a very cool sister who’d pick me up from school occasionally and whizz me back to her flat in London. En route we’d listen to cassette after cassette of Sly and Robbie, Motown, The Eurythmics, Fela Kuti and Mantronix.

I owe a lot to my darling sister, far more than she thinks, thank you for the music, sis. And I must quickly thank my school dormitory captain, Vere, for obsessively playing Julian Cope. It seems to have stuck.

My mother was the lead singer of the family, the musical matriarch, a passionate jazz singer. High times and evenings, when guests were round, she’d stand, hitch up her skirt, stick a foot on a pulled-out chair, throw a glass over her shoulder (once through a painting), and off she’d go. She had a brilliant voice. My dad’s face would light up with his ‘that’s why I married her’ look, while my brother and I would flash each other an ‘oh no, please don’t’ glance and cringe with embarrassment. ‘Please, don’t …’ She’d dismiss us with the flick of the hand.

I will never forget Mum singing at a charity event to raise money so that the Electric Cinema on Portobello Road might not close down. In she sashayed, blue sequin gown and meringue hair. She looked the crowd over with that cheeky mocking look and belted out ‘Amen Corner’.

‘Hey brothers, hey sisters, we got hypocrites in this crowd.’

She brought the house down.

Mum owned a lot of music and played it most of the time. Marianne Faithfull, Grace Jones, The Beatles, Django Reinhardt. If the record player or radio wasn’t singing, she most certainly would be. She sang to her children regularly, often in a cockney accent, and to this day I sing those songs to my own children. ‘The Alphabet of Love’ and ‘Little Sammy Fiddlekins’.


Little Sammy Fiddlekins the fat boy,

one day called upon his uncle Brown

just before he left young Sammy was presented

with a brand new half a crown

(‘Diddlyanarna’)

Feeling rather thirsty he went into a shop

he drank ten lemonades a dozen ginger beers

And then there was a great big POP

More work for the undertaker, another little job for the tombstone maker

at the local cemetery they’ve been very, very busyyyyyyyyyy

[slowed down and sombre] On a brand new grave for Sammyyyyyyy



Fish with ’airs on brown bread!

The fish with hairs on always puzzled me deeply, but I understood marginally more when I attempted to make smoked mackerel pâté while wearing an angora jumper.

Mind you, my own occasional outpourings … now that was embarrassing. Nauseating little shit that I was, guests would be asked to turn their chairs and be politely forced to watch either a Warner Brothers performance or, worse still, a singular brother … normally me.

I recall with embarrassment my rendition of ‘Oh for the Wings of a Dove’ while simultaneously doing bad robotic manoeuvres. Christ! I can just see me doing those awful jerky moves, my chubby flushed face squeaking ‘Far awaaay far away wou-ould I roam …’

Choral body popping makes for a dismal combination. I can only imagine guests driving home, one turning to the other to say, ‘Darling, that Warner boy is a tragic little oaf, isn’t he?’

But it was my father who was the biggest surprise. One day, I discovered nearly every seven- and twelve-inch record by Led Zeppelin and Pink Floyd. I assumed they belonged to my mother; my father was most indignant. ‘They’re mine,’ he growled. ‘You simply don’t know the half of it.’

I should not have been surprised, for despite being born in 1918, my father was a most modern man. One foot in cosmopolitan life, the other in a cowpat, his interests were beyond wide ranging, which is what made him such wonderful company. There was nothing obvious about him.

Guaranteed to sob during a certain opera, he was very knowledgeable about classical music. But there was another side to him. Once, when just the two of us went to Paris, I was around thirteen at the time, he said, ‘We’ll just pop in to IRCAM.’ A French institute for the science of music, sound and avant-garde electro-acoustic art music, he was in some curious capacity working for.

Here I sat on a stool and listened to electronic pan pipes, played from the first studio mixing desk I’d ever seen.

Simulated ‘60 foot long pan pipes as if blown by lungs belonging to a man 120 foot tall.’

We heard squeaks, plinks, bloobs and scratches, and I sat there wide-eyed as sounds I’d never heard or imagined oozed, squelched and boomed from that table of dials and huge speakers, accompanied by another English fellow. Named Birtwhistle. Anyway.

Ethnicity, food and music are intertwined. Music and food feed the free parts of our spirit as do art and drink. All important. Stick another sausage on, stick another record on, open the wine and I’ll make you a small snake from the foil.

I sincerely hope you like Radio Val.
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Curtsey

I have never fitted in. A lone operator, I have made efforts to, but I am nonetheless what I would describe as an outsider. This is not a bad thing.

Last to be chosen for school sports’ teams, first to be caught poaching at the local trout farm, I certainly found it as hard to ‘follow the rules’ as a boy or to ‘play the game’ in my adult clothes.

Nature or nurture? I’m not sure. The tracks to some extent seem laid from the very moment my parents chose each other (or I chose them perhaps. Oh the arrogance!).

When my father was the British Ambassador to Japan between 1972 and 1975, the Queen came to stay, and a hurry-scurry of preparation threw the embassy into a countdown of rehearsals and ‘just so’ preparation.

My father took efforts to teach me to bow and introduce myself properly and, when my moment came to welcome the Queen and pay my respects, key wound, I was pointed in the right direction and sent forward.

Few might be surprised to know I confidently walked before Her Majesty and curtsied.

There you have it. An oddity.

Baked Mackerel with Miso


Serves 2

1½ tbsp groundnut (peanut) or sunflower oil

2 medium mackerel, head and tail removed, body cut into 4 barrels

1 medium sweet onion, neatly cut to medium dice

50 ml/12/3 fl oz/2¾ tbsp Japanese sake or white sweet vermouth

100 ml/3½ fl oz/½ cup Japanese soy sauce

2 tbsp dark brown sugar

1 tbsp honey (do not use heather honey)

2 tbsp red miso paste

1 large thumb of ginger, peeled and finely grated

2 tsp brown rice vinegar or malt vinegar

2 finger-sized strips of satsuma or orange rind

2 spring onions (scallions), chopped

Freshly ground black pepper



Heat the oil in a very small casserole or non-stick heavy-based saucepan (that owns a lid). Fry the mackerel pieces on their open flesh sides, over a medium heat, until well browned and crisp. Turn once to do the other side. Be careful not to let the oil smoke.

Remove the mackerel to a plate, add the onion to the pan and sauté. This will take 12 or so minutes as the onion needs to be lightly browned, totally soft and sweet. Add the sake or vermouth and allow to almost entirely evaporate.

In a bowl mix together the soy sauce, sugar, honey, miso, ginger, vinegar and some pepper before pouring it into the pan. Add the mackerel to the pan. Bring it all to a bubble. Add the rind and 100 ml/3½ fl oz/½ cup water. Put the lid on and simmer very gently for 1 hour, turning the pieces halfway through.

Remove the mackerel very carefully to a plate and spoon over the sauce. Scatter with some spring onion and serve with steamed Japanese, basmati or pudding rice.

Tip If you feel so inclined, very finely slice half a medium cucumber. Toss with a teaspoon of sea salt and allow to drain in a sieve (strainer) while the mackerel cooks. Squeeze out the excess water.

Mix together rice or white wine vinegar and sugar to an equal balance of sweet and sour. Add a good piece of peeled and finely grated ginger into the mix and add the cucumber to it. This works well with the sweet fattiness of the mackerel. Enjoy with Seaweed and Cucumber Salad.

Nasu Dengaku – a Variation

Normally, you will see this served as a whole half an aubergine (eggplant), but sometimes not. I replaced some of the sugar or honey with maple syrup, given that varieties of acer (maple) tree are so common across Japan. I used the tangerine in this simply because it was there – citrus also plays a significant role in Japanese cuisine. This was once served to me with the burnt sticker still on the skin. Remember to remove it.

 


Serves 2

1 large aubergine, washed and stalk removed

1 tbsp sunflower oil

50 ml/12/3 fl oz/2¾ tbsp mirin or sake

2 tbsp red miso paste

1½ tangerines, juiced, plus a grating of tangerine zest (optional)

1 tbsp maple syrup

1 tsp soft brown sugar

1 large thumb of fresh ginger root, peeled finely grated

1 tsp fresh Japanese soy sauce

1 tbsp sesame seeds, toasted

1 spring onion (scallion), finely sliced



Halve the aubergine lengthways, then cut each half 4 times lengthways and then ‘cube’. Fry in a dry pan until well charred but not black. There will be smoke, so turn on the extraction. Add the oil and continue frying until all is pathetically tender, about 7–8 minutes.

While the aubergine cooks, reduce the mirin to a syrup, then stir in the miso paste, tangerine juice, maple syrup and sugar. Reduce at a simmer until the thickness of tahini. Take off the heat and stir in the ginger and soy sauce. Tip into the tender aubergines and fry for 30 seconds or so or until all is absorbed and the sugars are just beginning to catch and caramelize.

Spoon on to plates and scatter with the toasted sesame seeds and chopped spring onion. Finish with a little grated zest from the tangerine if inclined.

Lovely with sips from little cup of hot sake and with a seaweed salad (below).

Seaweed and Cucumber Salad with Soy Orange Dressing

Serves 2

Half a cucumber, peeled and very thinly sliced

1 tbsp sea salt

15 g/½ oz mixed dried seaweed

1 medium carrot, peeled and very finely julienned (optional)

2 tsp toasted sesame seeds or toasted buckwheat, to serve

For the dressing

1 tbsp Japanese soy sauce

½ tsp Dijon mustard

½ tsp wholegrain mustard

1½ tsp caster (superfine) sugar

1½ tsp white or brown rice vinegar

Juice of a quarter of a small sweet, tart orange

Half thumb of ginger, peeled and very finely grated

Mix the cucumber with the salt in a colander placed over a bowl. Let it drip for 30–60 minutes. When done, wring out any remaining juice and discard.

Cook, or soak the seaweed in boiled water as per the package instructions. Drain. Mix all ingredients for the dressing together thoroughly.

In a bowl, toss together the cucumber, seaweed and carrot, if using, and mix gently. Place in 2 serving bowls and pour over the dressing. Scatter with sesame seeds or buckwheat.

Rabbit Droppings

No surprises maybe, but it is thought that my surname Warner stems from ‘warrener’, a keeper of rabbits. They were once most prized at high table (the rabbits, not the Warners), a delicacy no less for they were initially scarce, and they were primarily farmed in artificial warrens.

Introduced by the Romans1, it took time for rabbits to adapt from the sandy Spanish soil (Hispania translated from its origins is ‘land of rabbits’), and dig their way into the roll call of perceived indigenous British wildlife.

As a boy I hunted them hard. Lying in the grass with my air rifle as the sun dipped behind the nettles, the wheat dust and midges like sparks in the evening light, I’d not stir a muscle and move with cat-like slowness as the less cautious rabbits hopped out into the clover.

There were lots of them, and long before I understood their seasons and when best to eat them, I was never prouder as a boy than when making rabbit stews for my parents or eating my mum’s rabbit pie, which she always put hard-boiled eggs in, glorious as it was.

I once tried to make a wallet from rabbit fur but was forced to throw away my grisly purse as it stank. I drew them on everything, all my school books, slowly abbreviating them over time until they became a pictorial signature that I can now draw in about four seconds.

They ran across my dreams and became my talismans. People started to give me things with rabbits on them.

Among the high hedges of west Dorset, in small dark pubs, I still hear the word ‘coney’ used today – the old term for a rabbit. Pockets of an old world, still in existence. I like this. It makes me smile and I use it myself.

Bunnies I call kittens, which certainly foxes my kids.

The farmed rabbit is a different thing altogether and the distinctions between it and it’s wild cousin considerable. While delicious, wild rabbit during the warmer months can taste rather unpleasant, because primarily they’re doing what rabbits do best. ‘At it like rabbits’. Loving in the grass, sexed up and funky, their bodies fizzing with amorous chemicals that taint the meat. It can be tasted. It’s unpleasant and they should be avoided. Have a sausage instead.

Secondly, with barely any fat on them, adult rabbits can be very stringy – a muscular requirement from having to leg it so frequently from stoats, weasels, cats, foxes, dogs, owls, buzzards, farmers … and me. This means that their meat is easily dried out, so using a pressure cooker would be a wise move.

Most you will find in a butcher’s shop are arguably too large, and often there at the wrong time of year. This is simply because there are a lot around and the butcher pays very little for them. So, even if inspired by River Cottage (or maybe even me), don’t be too hasty. A big summer rabbit is best avoided – more sustenance for a wandering traveller, shivering in his cloak and turning his coney over a hissing fire, an unlikely sight these days, but who knows how our future will unravel?

Soaking adult rabbits in milk can mellow the grassy flavour. Mature rabbits, best bought in winter, are better when paired with strong flavours such as bacon, anchovies, vinegar, wine, tomato, preserved lemons, green olives and turmeric. Mincing them can be a good trick; the minced rabbit can then be incorporated into ragùs or lasagnes.

If you know someone who shoots, as cold-hearted as it may sound, ask them for small rabbits. They are tender and indeed lovely, deep fried in breadcrumbs, with a little fresh lavender, and eaten with aioli and lemon or salsa verde.

The farmed rabbit on the other hand owns plump white meat, is easy to cook and quite fatty. However, there are pitfalls here, too. European practices when it comes to animals are significantly behind our own, and still leave a lot to be desired. And it’s Europeans like the French and Spanish who have a voracious appetite for farmed rabbits. Sourcing good farmed rabbits is essential and not easy. So, if you’re inclined to try this recipe, please really look into it.

All this writing just for one recipe. I love farmed rabbit.

Not so long ago some silly butcher tried to hoodwink me into believing the wild rabbit he was trying to sell me was a farmed one. Give over, he picked the wrong guy. Famous butcher’s shop, too. So for your information, it should be a very pale pink, chicken-like colour and still have the head attached with the pink eyes glaring. You may find this disturbing, but see past that as, ultimately, it’s delicious.

My Favourite Dish – Roast Rabbit


Serves 3–4

1 fat farmed rabbit, jointed (each back leg cut into 2, saddle into 3, plus the rib section and 2 front legs – 10 parts in all. Liver and kidneys and heart reserved)

25-g/1-oz bunch of sage

6 x 5-cm/2-in lengths of fresh rosemary

4 sprigs of fresh thyme

1 large head of garlic, unpeeled and split horizontally

Rind from 1 small unwaxed lemon, removed in strips with potato peeler

½ tbsp fennel seeds

1 tsp coriander seeds

2 small red (bell) peppers, deseeded and sliced lengthways, then across

75 ml/2 fl oz/¼ cup olive oil

2 tbsp capers, rinsed, drained and dried on paper

1 tbsp red wine vinegar

Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

Lemon wedges, to serve

For the offal (optional)

Butter, for frying (optional)

Olive oil

Fresh thyme

Red wine vinegar

Sea salt



In a large bowl, place the jointed rabbit and its offal. If there is no chance of you eating the offal, then at least pass down to the dog.

Mix ¾ tablespoon of sea salt with the rabbit, then add the sage, rosemary, thyme, garlic, lemon peel and fennel and coriander seeds, and toss to coat. Cover with clingfilm (plastic wrap) and leave for 2 hours.

Preheat the oven to 180°C fan/200°C/400°F/gas mark 6.

Place the rabbit on a baking tray. Let anything stuck to it come to the tray with it. Lift out the garlic, herbs and lemon from the bowl and dump them on the rabbit. Leave as much remaining salt in the bowl as possible. Add the peppers to the tray. Pour over 3 tablespoons of olive oil and mix everything together well. Let it fall loosely back into the tray but don’t cram it all in.

Put into the oven and roast for 45 minutes –1 hour, turning once or twice. The rabbit should be well browned, the herbs and peppers beginning to char.

For offal lovers, divide the heart in 2. Melt some butter in a small frying pan (skillet) and fry the liver, heart and kidneys with a little oil and butter, thyme salt and pepper. Deglaze the pan with a splash of red wine vinegar. Push on to bread, or better still some fried bread, and enjoy with a glass of cold sherry.

With 10 minutes before the rabbit leaps from the oven, pour 2 tablespoons of the olive oil into a small saucepan and over a medium heat fry the capers until they become crispy and split. Just before removing them splash the rabbit meat all over with red wine vinegar and return to the oven for 2 minutes. Note: don’t overcook the rabbit meat as the pieces are small, and will dry out.

Take to a plate and serve with the pepper, leaving most of the herb branches behind. Spoon the crispy capers over, and garnish with a wedge of lemon.

Eat with the Anchovy Salad below.

Anchovy Salad

Simple but delicious. This will make enough dressing for two salads.


Serves 4

300 ml/10 fl oz/1¼ cups whole milk

1 x 4-cm/1½-in sprig of fresh rosemary

3 fat garlic cloves

8 good-quality salted anchovies in oil, drained (I like Ortiz brand)

125 ml/4 fl oz/½ cup olive oil

1 large endive and equal parts treviso, radicchio, watercress, dandelion, rocket (arugula) – whatever you like – enough to make a medium helping of salad

Juice of half a small lemon

Fresh chilli, finely sliced



Pour the milk into a small non-stick pan and pop in the rosemary and garlic.

Over a low heat, slowly reduce the milk, taking great care not to burn, until reduced by three-quarters and both faintly creamy and a fraction ivory coloured, too.

Meanwhile, put the anchovies in a steep-sided, medium-sized bowl. Remove the rosemary stalk from the milk, leaving any detached leaves and the garlic. Pour the milk over the anchovies. With a stick blender, purée the mixture, then very slowly trickle in the oil. The mixture will gradually start to thicken.

Once the oil is used up, set the dressing to one side. It will keep well covered and in the fridge for 2 or 3 days but seldom lasts that long.

Take the endive and cut off the base in a thin sliver. Divide it lengthways, then break up all the leaves into a bowl. Add 2 handfuls of whichever other salad leaves you have.

Take 2 big serving spoons of the dressing and blob it over the salad. Mix together the lemon juice and chilli and pour over. Mix gently until combined. Kapow! This is my favourite salad.

Feel free to serve with a couple of soft-boiled eggs, or scatter with toasted pine nuts or fennel seeds.

Cut Down in Their Prime

My view is that little boys break things for two reasons: to find the boundaries and limits of others and themselves and, in a perverse sort of way, to break the world around them to understand how the sum parts come apart, how they were put together. A kind of textural experience.

My brother and I were pretty naughty growing up on the farm. There was a lot of mischief to be made. Raiding the fruit nets was not too bad, I guess, but for the fact we could do the work of a hundred blackbirds in five minutes; throwing apples at windows a little worse, but poking holes in multiple fertilizer bags just to watch the mesmerizing cascades of white beads fall out reduced even the toughest farm manager to watery-eyed frustration. The discovery of a petrol can and an uncontrolled explosion in the bonfire tip was a lucky escape that could have seen me blown into Devon. We thoroughly tested our surroundings.

Around the age of eight, I was outside with my father, watching him plant trees, tiddling around as kids do once bored with the initial keenness to help. He was planting an avenue of apple saplings, carefully spaced out on each side of the road leading up a hill to the farm cottage. It had taken him most of the day. A lot had been planted. Twenty trees or so. He needed something or other, and headed back to the garden shed to get it.

There I was alone, when I saw a pair of grass shears in the wheelbarrow and so quietly got on with methodically chopping every single tree in half. Even now I remember surveying my handiwork, tree heads lying at the roots, my blank feeling overlaid with at least some idea that what I’d done was perhaps not such a great idea. A kind of ‘fine for now, but this is not going to end well’ notion.

My father returned and came across the fallen. Shocked, there were no words, there was no furious explosion. It was not necessary. He just looked me straight in the eyes. Deadpan on the outside, raging within, purse-lipped but barely contained. It was the deafening quiet between us that saw me drop the shears and run.

I ran and ran to my secret place by the stream where I wept for my crime, for upsetting my father, for the utter confusion of it all.

It was not discussed. It didn’t need to be. No spanking the world over could have had a effect of that stare, that look of ‘Are you really my son?’ or ‘What are you in fact?’

It’s all as crystal clear as I write it today. So why is it in here? Simply a weird device for an apple recipe?

No, I think I just needed to say sorry for the last time. Even though he’s up there and laughing kindly at the irrelevance of my earthly apology.

Chicken and Apples

My girlfriend Sasha’s recipe, this is always a fine welcome home. Bags dropped at the door and, like the Bisto Kid, I follow my nose to the kitchen in the happy knowledge that chicken and apples is what I’m going to get.


Serves 2

2 large chicken leg and thigh portions, divided

1 tbsp flour or rice flour (optional, see Tip)

50 g/2 oz/4 tbsp butter

Dash of sunflower oil

2 large onions, chopped to a medium dice

2 sprigs of fresh thyme

3 large garlic cloves, halved lengthways

1 tbsp cider vinegar or apple balsamic vinegar

1 large Bramley apple, peeled, cored and chopped in 12 segments

500 ml/17 fl oz/2 cups medium (hard) cider

300 ml/10 fl oz/1¼ cups chicken stock

1 tsp mustard

Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper



Season the chicken pieces generously with salt and pepper.

In a heavy casserole (that owns a lid) over a medium heat, fry the chicken legs in the butter and oils. Do not hurry this on a high heat, as the butter and chicken will burn. You want to achieve a deep golden brown on both sides.

Remove the chicken legs onto a plate to rest. Add the onions to the fat with the thyme and season with pepper. Sauté gently until the onions are soft and deep golden. This should take 12–15 minutes.

Add the garlic, then the vinegar, stir, and let it evaporate. Reintroduce the chicken with the apples and pour in the cider, followed by the stock. Simmer gently for 1 hour.

Remove the lid, stir in the mustard and continue to reduce at a rapid simmer until reduced by half. Check seasoning and serve with mash.

Tip In order to get a creamier, more wintery sauce, dredge the chicken legs in generously seasoned flour. Pat off the excess.

Hares

My mother’s jugged hare was a legendary dish in the Warner family, and we ate it regularly through the autumn and winter due to the voracity with which I hunted the poor things. A rich, glistening mahogany colour, it was a luscious, dark pool of jointed hare meat, red wine, lemon zest, bay leaf, ginger, garlic, brown sugar, rowan jelly, butter, bacon, onions, celery and carrots, all thickened with cocoa powder and the hare’s blood mixed with vinegar. It did not smell nice during the cook, but it was unctuous and eye-rollingly delicious by completion. Always served on Sunday, it featured regularly in thank-you letters from guests.

I knew our fifteen acres like the back of my hand – those ash branches on which wood pigeons would pause, a preferred holly the pheasants would roost in, where the rabbits emerged at dusk, that patch of clover wandering ducks went to, where a covey of partridge was sure to play King of the Castle on a rotting haystack, and the favoured places of the mysterious hare, an animal now most dear to me.

I will not lie: when these creatures were hard to find, young and bloodthirsty and with my heart thumping in my ears, I’d crawl under the barbed wire or cross the road that separated our three fields from the land that was not ours, but where hares could be found in greater numbers. The jacket I used to wear was a testament to my forbidden inclinations. The torn back and liner around the shoulders told the tale. With the intent of a hungry Inuit, I was also armed with an early understanding of perspective and foreshortening that would see me use even a fence post as cover for a stooping approach. I was a deadly little bugger.

I remember the smell of the gloomy apple shed where my quarry would dangle, one leg pushed through an incision in the other leg to make a fur fastening to hook over a nail. Apples, damp, musty newspaper and dust mixed with the gamey smell of pelt, feathers and blood fills my nose as I write this. It shapes a memory so clear I could be standing there right now.

My father knew, I think, of my poaching, not least because he worked in his beloved garden as often as I’d slip out with my gun. And so it seems most likely that he saw me slip beneath the fence or slowly disappear through a hole in the hedge. But he said little on it and, in hindsight, allowed me to shoot far too much. I patrolled those grounds like the most fervent, ruthless sentry. I would not allow my own son to do so with the same appetite, if indeed that time should ever come. And I have never understood why I was allowed to shoot so much, for my mother certainly disapproved.

If my father were alive today, he’d now be 101. He fought in the navy during the Second World War and had, no doubt, seen a lot of death. He disliked killing, adored plants and birds … all nature … and had himself stopped shooting shortly after the war. I’ve come to think that, as a lonely child growing up in rural Dorset, he’d learnt to depend on his own company, and had thrown himself into learning as much as he could from books and fields or wherever learning could be found. For the same reasons, I think he was loath to separate me from something I loved, perhaps amplified by feelings of guilt at being absent for a large part of his sons’ lives. It was his old gun I used, an implement that belonged to us both, part of a wild world we both loved, and a rawness that we both found so essential and that could only be found outdoors.

There was an unbroken understanding between us which was, quite simply, if you kill it you eat it. There were a few exceptions, of which the less said the better. I think it is particular to growing boys to try to break with the world, almost as if it’s a requirement to understanding how it’s put together. But nonetheless, boys can be horrors, and I have since been stung by regret.

If he did indeed know of my offences, to my luck I don’t think it was by way of the two keepers who did catch me. One simply caught me up under his arm and gave me a thorough thrashing I can still feel the vibrations of today. The other took my brand-new game bag and said, ‘Let’s be having an exchange then, and let it also be a lesson, you silly boy.’ I was so upset to lose my Christmas present, and pretended I had mislaid it in forgetfulness.

I have stopped shooting hares now, and for good. Though I nearly wavered this last year. There had been a lot of talk of cooking on a rough shoot in Scotland and, taken by an urge to cook hare, I asked my host if I could kill one. They were more plentiful than I have seen in a long time, yet even as I asked I was wrestling internally with my request to break my promise to myself. But permission was granted, and the moment soon arose when one broke from the grass and out over
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Roast Cauliflower























Baked Celeriac with Romesco Sauce
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Hedge-stuffed Mackerel



















La Strega – a Witch Song
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Dry Hot Prawn Curry

































OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml

 
Contents



		Title


		Contents


		The Peace of Wild Things


		Life, Death and Cooking


		Music


		Youth and Young Manhood

		Curtsey


		Rabbit Droppings


		Cut Down in Their Prime


		Hares


		If You Haven’t Tried It, Then How Do You Know You Don’t Like It?


		Coconut


		Christmouse


		Lance


		Rebel Pizza


		Fired


		Cut from the Same Napkin


		For What We Are About to Receive


		Sink a Pint


		La Strega – a Witch Song


		An Aside


		Last Suppers








		An Adult

		A Peculiar Stance in Underpants


		Taking the Paper


		Phone Manner


		Shoal


		Oop North


		Part Two


		Lady Tacos


		Happy Valley


		Anonymous


		The Smoken Word


		Greece, 23 April 2017


		Fish Eggs


		Enri Eurice


		Catsuit (feat. Pat Llewellen)


		Part One – Big Chub and Head Hunters


		Part Two – Nagaland


		Auberge de la Mole


		Advice on the Common Cold


		The Pig


		Outside


		The Cake Story


		Foxes








		The Trouble with Adulthood

		Room Ten


		A View to a Kill


		How Did You Get Here?


		Short-term View


		Clarissa


		Mustard


		Fingerbobs


		Heather


		Only Five Things about Social Media


		Hold Fire


		Taken Under


		A Buffet for My Lawyer, a Sandwich for Me


		Lucky Seven – Some Advice about Lawyers


		An Absolute


		My Beautiful Launderette


		Not Ideal Home Show


		Termites


		The Best Compliment Ever!


		The Backgammon Board


		Steer Clear … or … On PR and Marketing


		The Cost of Food


		Islands of the Gods








		Growing Up

		Remercier Harry Mathews


		The Hut


		Growing Up to Goat Bells


		The Edge of Reason


		Visitor


		Sámi


		Yukon Gold


		Yukon Silver


		Two Good Folk


		Seeds of Change


		The Mulberry Tree


		Brave New Weird


		Distillery Ceps … and the Martini


		On Shooting


		Monkey Puzzle


		Long in the Tooth


		The Hart of the Woods


		Out of Stock








		Val’s Restaurant


		Acknowledgements

		Kay’s Pad Krapow








		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Contents


		Start








OEBPS/Images/f0005-01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/f0012-01.jpg
Youth and
Young Manhood






OEBPS/Fonts/Georgia-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
Valentine





OEBPS/Fonts/Georgia-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/Georgia.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/Georgia-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/Verdana.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/Verdan-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/VerdanaItalic.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/VerdanaBold.ttf


OEBPS/Images/pub.jpg
| PAVILIONl





