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Introduction

This very personal seafood handbook has been compiled from the notes I’ve kept daily over the last three decades. It contains what I consider to be the most important and most useful information about my favourite subject, and I’ve written it for everyone who wants to know more about seafood.

Over time, my thoughts on fish have altered due to changes in sustainability, tastes, better information or just what my tastebuds and my belly tell me. If you already have one of my previous books or you’ve heard me speak in the past, then you’ll maybe find some contradictions here, but that is what’s exciting about the life of a true seafood chef – every day is different. As nature moves forward and evolves, I have too.

My 30 years’ of knowledge is hard to fit into these limited pages, so I’ve tried to cover only the most useful, helpful, important and tasty parts, to help you improve your knowledge and skill with seafood cookery. It’s a handbook; treat it like one – add your own notes to the pages. I do that to all my books, jotting stuff down for future use when adapting or revisiting, as I cook each dish.

In the following chapters, I’ve written about my favourite seafood and created recipes for how I consider them best served right now – this is why it’s a handbook personal to me and not a general encyclopedia on the subject.

Apart from the fact that very fresh seafood tastes wonderful, there are many health benefits to eating it. Current UK health guidelines suggest we should eat at least two portions of fish a week – not enough, if you ask me! Fish is an excellent source of protein, vitamins and minerals. Oily fish has the significant added bonus of being rich in omega-3 fatty acids, which help keep our heart, joints, skin and eyes healthy. And some of the smaller oily fish can be eaten whole, so they provide a particularly rich source of calcium and phosphorus.

For those who need to follow a low-fat diet, the obvious choice is white fish, although not deep-fried. Shellfish is also low in fat and a good source of zinc, iodine, copper and selenium. Mussels, oysters and crab provide a fair amount of omega-3 fatty acids, too.

Over the last 30 years, I’ve prepared, cooked and eaten all the seafood species available to me where I live and work. Of course, I have experience of cooking species from other parts of the world, but in this handbook I’ve covered what I know best: seafood from the North Atlantic Ocean.

Availability of seafood species can vary according to both the time of year and your location, so I’ve given alternatives for some of the dishes, but feel free to swap in your own choices too. And for each species, I’ve tried to cover all I think it is worth knowing.

What do people want to know about seafood? What puts people off cooking fish at home? How can I explain about the convenience of seafood as a product? These are some of the questions I’ve tried to ask myself while writing. I want this to be a book you can grab to quickly find what you need to know and how to do it; straight to the point and with the information you need. On the way, I have added tips, a few memories and some general knowledge about this fascinating subject.

I hope this book inspires you, answers some questions, gives you some useful tips, persuades you to try something different and becomes a well-used and favourite cook’s handbook in your kitchen.

Best fishes, as always,

Nathan
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Fishing methods

The different methods used to catch fish and seafood are chosen according to species and where in the sea they swim.

Research is constantly ongoing to ensure that fishing methods become more effective and less damaging for the environment, yet it is naïve to think that enough seafood to satisfy the human appetite can be caught by using only entirely sustainable methods. What we do need to do is check that the fish we buy is as sustainably caught as possible.

The most sustainable method is using rod and reel, the traditional way of fishing, which only catches fish that are actively feeding. It’s selective, but time consuming. The chance of unwanted bycatch is rare; if some is caught alive, it can be put back for another day. Also, the likelihood of the fish being damaged is low, so it will always fetch the best price at market due to quality.

Shellfish such as mussels, cockles, clams, prawns, shore crabs, limpets, oysters and winkles, and also seaweeds, can be hand-collected, which is low impact. However, you need to know the area well, due to the chance of sewage outlets and other nasty stuff.

Diver-caught seafood is low risk regarding any damage to the seabed. However, large groups of divers picking a certain species from a small area can have a detrimental impact, especially when juvenile species are taken.

Lobsters and crabs are caught by potting, and there are specific pots for cuttlefish, velvet crabs, prawns and crawfish. ‘Disco’ scallop pots, so-called because the pot is fitted with a light that flashes and attracts the scallops, are starting to be used. This is an exciting development that could see a big move away from scallop dredging and all the negatives that come with it. However, greed has affected even pot fishing and some large vessels are shooting miles and miles of pots into the sea in certain areas. In my area, this has dramatically affected the edible brown crab population. It’s certainly something that needs addressing.

In protected areas where motorized boats are not permitted, sail and oar fishing is used to catch oysters. This type of fishing is seasonal and can only be done in good weather, making it very sustainable with little impact on the oyster stocks.

Net fishing

Gill nets are set on the seabed. They can’t be used during strong tidal flows or around spring tides, because the movement of the water is too strong and the nets’ anchors can’t handle the power of the tide. This is problematic, as they can become unattached and float around in the sea, entangling fish and mammals on their way. Other types of net fishing include: tangle nets which target turbot, crawfish, spider crabs and monkfish; wreck nets that are set over wrecks and reefs to catch cod, ling and pollack; deep-water hake nets and red mullet nets, which are species specific; and trammel nets, which are set in layers along the seabed. Most nets have mesh specific to the size of fish they are targeting. However, unintended loss of the nets is a big problem.

The large gill and trammel nets now incorporate what are known as ‘pingers’, little contraptions that give off a sonic noise to warn cetaceans and scare them off. They have been proven to work, but smaller, inshore gill netting fishermen are not yet required to use them. Netting, in general, is a selective way of catching certain species and, when done with care, is an okay fishing method, but like everything, there is bad practice too.

A very old, traditional method is beach seine netting which was used to catch salmon and trout in estuaries in the old days before they were overfished. This entails a long wall of mesh netting with a foot rope and buoyed head rope being taken out to sea in a semi-circle, with one end tethered on shore and the other brought back in when the net is full. The nets are large and are used to catch species like grey mullet and bass. When a shoal is seen offshore, one end of the net is taken out around the shoal, then brought back to shore and hauled in by hand. The problem is that if the catch is large (it could be several tonnes), manpower isn’t strong enough to haul the net in and deal with the fish, so they have to be let go. For this reason, and because of the precise conditions needed, beach seine fishing isn’t popular, but it is a method that doesn’t impact upon the environment and there is little chance of unwanted catch like dolphins or seals being caught up.

Ring netting targets sardines, herrings, anchovies and sprats. In Cornwall, where I live, this method is well managed and usually happens within a six-mile limit from the shore. Due to the nature and importance of the oily fish caught, ring netting is a real skill and the skippers catching the best fish are extremely gifted at it. It is illegal to catch certain species this way and if there is evidence of other species in the net, the whole catch must be released.

Trawling

Demersal trawls are large nets that are dragged through the water with the bottom of the net touching the seabed. The mesh is spaced to a large size to let juvenile fish swim through, catching only the targeted size of the species. It does impact the seabed. However, many of the sandy areas have already been fished and scientists have shown that habitats regenerate faster than the fishermen can fish those environments again in certain cases.

On the other hand, beam trawl nets are dragged along the seabed, scooping up different species and leaving very little behind, including juvenile species, which are disturbed or destroyed. The flat fish species are generally caught this way; to use any other method would simply not keep up with demand. Technology is being developed and scientific research is being undertaken to find ways of improving this method, but there is no getting away from the destructive nature of it.



Shopping & storing

It goes without saying that you should buy the freshest fish available to you.

You may be lucky enough to have a good fishmonger on your doorstep, or even access to the fishermen themselves if you live near the coast. If not, some of the better supermarkets now employ trained staff on their fish counters, but I recommend online fishmongers like Rockfish and The Cornish Fishmonger which are both great for landlocked fish lovers.

Remember to take a cool bag with you to bring the fish home in, it will stay much fresher. And always check the cleanliness of wherever you’re buying from. Is the fish displayed well? Check out the staff behind the counter; are they confident and do they handle their seafood cleanly and carefully? Ask questions. Staff should be able to answer any questions you have. If they can’t, give the place a wide berth.

No fish or seafood should smell ‘fishy’ – if it smells at all unpleasant, don’t buy it! Make sure the whole fish looks good. It should be intact with no visible damage to any part. Eyes should be bright and clear, gills should be vivid red, and any scales that you’d expect should be in place. Flat fish should be firm with some sea slime on their surface. Always check the underside of flat fish, as this is where they will show any signs of red bruising. Oily fish should have retained their natural, vibrant colours and be firm to the touch.

Lobster & crabs

When buying lobsters and crabs, again, they should be alive. Check for bubbles coming from their mouths – this is a sign that they have become stressed and will affect the quality of their meat. Lobsters should have long antennae; short ones suggest the lobster has been stored for a long while and has either begun to eat itself or been eaten by others!

Molluscs

Molluscs need to be alive when you buy them, so check their status. If clams, cockles, mussels or oysters have open shells, tap them firmly; if they don’t close readily, don’t buy them, as this indicates the shellfish have died.

One exception to the ‘live’ rule is scallops, which often come to the market ready prepared and cut from the shell. However, they should still smell sweet, and not ‘fishy’. Also, make sure they feel firm and haven’t been left to soak. If any of these criteria aren’t met, leave them in the shop.

Cephalopods

Finally, the cephalopods – squid, octopus and cuttlefish – really need to be eaten within a couple of days of being caught. Eyes should be bright and skin should be intact with no signs of the colour changing to pink, as this suggests they’ve seen better days.

Storage

If you’ve found a fresh bargain or someone has brought you lots of freshly caught fish, don’t turn it away – most fish freezes well. Store on a tray on a dry cloth, uncovered, in the coldest area of the refrigerator. Don’t let it sit in water or ice, as sea fish don’t live in fresh water and contact with ice or water increases the speed of decomposition of their flesh. The refrigerator needs to be between 0–2°C (32–36°F). Stored carefully, dry and on the bone, most fish will be fine for several days. The same applies to filleted fish.

If you won’t be eating the fish within a few days, take it off the bone, make sure it’s completely dry, then wrap tightly in clingfilm and put it in the freezer as soon as you can. It will keep quite happily for up to two months. In the case of lobster and crab, cook before freezing, pick or crack the meat from the shells, cool, then wrap securely before putting into the freezer. Freeze the shells too (for use in sauces and stocks). Always allow fish and seafood to defrost slowly in the refrigerator on a tray lined with kitchen paper or – even better – a perforated tray with another tray underneath to catch the water.

I can’t stress enough the importance of keeping your fish dry while storing. It will last longer and cook better.



Fish preparation tools & equipment

Buying equipment for cooking can be daunting, as there’s so much out there to choose from. I’ve put together a list of items I would recommend if you’re going to get seriously into fish cookery. Always buy the best-quality products you can afford. Trust me, skimp and you’ll be buying again soon, so it will end up costing you more in the long run.

Knives

I strongly recommend investing in a selection of good knives for your kitchen. They may seem expensive at the outset, but most will last you a lifetime and serve you well. I currently use TOG knives and I’ve also used Robert Welch and Victorinox which are my preferred brands. I also have some unique knives made by Fingal Ferguson, an Irish knifemaker, too. Whatever you choose, handle them before buying to make sure the balance is right for you.

Filleting knife – There are many types of filleting knife on the market, with various uses. I use a thin, 17.5cm (7-inch) long, semi-flexible bladed one, which I designed with TOG, called ‘Sakana’. You can get some filleting knives that are very flexible, but they are not easy to sharpen.

Carving or slicing knife – I use a 26cm (10½-inch) long TOG ‘Sujihiki’ carving knife, which is very sharp, for all my raw preparation and for slicing cured fish.

Cook’s knife – I have two in constant use: a 21cm (8¼-inch) long TOG ‘Gyuto’ which is a multipurpose cook’s knife for most jobs, and a heavier 25cm (10-inch) Victorinox knife which I use for bashing lobsters and crabs and for steaking fish. It’s much safer to use a heavy knife for jobs like this, so it doesn’t bounce off and injure you.

Paring knife – An essential. Don’t be tempted to buy one that’s too big, as it will be clumsy when peeling small items. Keep it nice and sharp.

Serrated knife – A strong serrated knife is useful for cutting off fish heads. When I’m dealing with bigger fish, I always cut the head off first, as I find it allows more control when filleting.

Oyster knife – It took me years to find an oyster knife that I like to use. The one I own, and love, has a wooden handle and a firm but short blade. I always keep it sharpened so it slices through the muscle cleanly, leaving a presentable oyster.

Boning knife – I use a firm-bladed boning knife for opening scallops. This is not technically the correct use of this knife, but I find it is the best knife for this job. If you’re planning to open lots of scallops, I’d suggest investing in one.

Knife sharpener

I’ve always been terrible at keeping my knives sharp, it’s just not an interesting job. However, the discovery of a sharpener with a guided sharpening wheel on it has been a revelation. A great investment!

Kitchen scissors

I use the shape of scissor that is traditionally used for cutting fabric! I find the flat-bottomed blade easier to handle when, for example, cutting off the fins of a Dover sole. I can also sharpen them if they get blunt.

Microplane grater

For zesting citrus fruit and grating cheese, garlic and chocolate, the Microplane grater is one of the most frequently used pieces of kit in my kitchen and worth every penny. One word of warning: they are very sharp, so mind your fingers!

Mandoline

A mandoline is a real time-saver for finely slicing vegetables, such as fennel, for salads and pickles, and I use a Japanese-made one. Note: fingers and mandolines don’t mix – take care and always use the safety guard provided.

Pin-boning tweezers

An essential item for your fish prepping kit. Make sure you buy a pair that have no flex to them; flexible ones seem to struggle to grab smaller bones. I use the same type of tweezers that fishermen use to get hooks out when they catch a fish.

Chopping boards

It’s worth investing in a good-quality, blue plastic chopping board if you plan to do lots of fish prep, as it is easy to clean when you’ve finished using it. My tip is to always wash it with cold water first rather than hot, as hot water will ‘cook’ any fish debris and make the board smell. For all other food prep, I love using a large, wooden chopping board.

Digital scales

Try to get scales that have a decent-sized platform and weigh in metric and imperial for both dry goods and liquids. Take care, though, they are delicate and easy to break.

Sieves

A fine-mesh sieve is best for straining stocks, purées and sauces.

Pans

For a good investment, choose saucepans and frying pans with heavy bases and tight-fitting lids. If they’re ovenproof, even better. A thicker-based pan helps cook food more evenly and gives you lots of residual heat when you take it off the heat source. They are also good to braise in, hence the need for a tight-fitting lid. For pan-frying fish, a good-quality nonstick frying pan is essential. Look after it and don’t leave it on the heat if you’re not cooking with it – if you do, the coating will eventually burn off and leave bits of nonstick coating in your food.

Baking trays & grill trays

Whether you are grilling or baking, you need to invest in good-quality trays. Too thin and they will buckle under the heat and the food won’t cook evenly. Buy a range of sizes, from trays big enough to hold a couple of fish fillets up to one big enough to take a whole fish. A little tip: to avoid rusty trays, put the cleaned tray in a warm oven to thoroughly dry out before storing.

Steamer

Steaming fish shows off its freshness and the purity of its flavour. I prefer to use a simple Chinese bamboo steamer – you can’t go wrong with them.



Finishing & cooking techniques

Having sourced the best seafood available, now you need to decide what to do with it. It’s important to consider the finishing and cooking techniques – these form the basis to my cooking and how I devise dishes and my menus. Here are the techniques I use at my restaurants and at home.

Raw

Although nearly all seafood is edible, not all is edible raw. For me, the best species for raw preparation are scallops, tuna, bass and bream. However, they need to be super-fresh when purchased, with the quality of the fish of utmost importance. Good hygiene is also paramount. I always buy fish that has been line-caught and killed swiftly, or in the case of scallops, diver-caught and looked after carefully afterwards.

Bleeding the fish is important, otherwise the bitterness from the blood will transfer to the flesh and remove the actual character of any given species. I believe that raw seafood dishes, more than any other preparation with fish, need to be kept simple. A powerful sauce or dressing will overpower that subtle flavour and beauty of raw fish. Seasoning with salt is also important – and fascinates me, because fish live in saltwater, so you would think that salt wouldn’t be an issue. In fact, given a few grains of sea salt, raw slices of fish will sing.

Cured

The term ‘cured’ is generally applied to fish that has been fermented, pickled or smoked to preserve it. In my kitchen, it describes fish that has been cured in a wet or dry salt-cure mixture. (We think of fermenting, pickling and smoking as processes that we can apply to our cured fish.) Our aim isn’t for an extended shelf life, although that is an advantage. For me, it’s the magical change in texture that makes our cured dishes unique.

An effective way of preserving food, salting draws out moisture and inhibits the action of bacteria and other potentially harmful microorganisms which are unable to function in a salty environment. Table salt is commonly employed for curing, but I use Cornish sea salt, as I think you can taste the anti-caking agents in table salt in the finished cured product.

Curing allows us to make some of the less flavoursome species taste special. Currently, my favourite fish to cure are bream, mackerel and brill, but we are constantly developing new cured dishes so this could change tomorrow! That’s why I love curing; the adventure is endless.

There are a few traditionally cured fish that I buy already prepared, notably salt cod, salt herring and canned anchovies, which are convenient standby ingredients.

Pickled & soused

Fish is well suited to pickling and sousing, and for centuries these methods have been used for preserving fish. Probably the oldest and most common preparation is found in classic soused herring, which dates back to the Middle Ages, specifically in Dutch, German, Swedish and British culinary traditions.

So, how do pickling and sousing differ? In pickling, the fish is immersed in a cold, acidic liquid (usually wine vinegar), with spices and/or other aromatics added. Sousing is similar, but vegetables are included in the pickling liquor, then it’s added hot to the fish. The acidity works well with fish, and shellfish, particularly scallops, oysters and lobster, can also be enhanced beautifully with a light pickling liquor. It goes without saying, but I will say it: always use the freshest fish and shellfish for these techniques. What I like most about pickling and sousing is the scope they offer for experimentation. By using different vinegars (or other acidic liquids) and varying the herbs, spices and vegetables, you can create your own unique take on pickled fish.

My favourite fish to pickle are sardines, pilchards (large sardines) and mackerel; favourites to souse are Dover sole and ray.

Smoking

Smoking is a traditional and ancient method of preservation applied to many foods, but throughout history it has been particularly useful for fish, which goes off relatively quickly. In times past, most fishermen had a smokehouse attached to their cottage. Typically, they would salt the fish for storage, then dry it and smoke it with heat for eating. With refrigeration and freezers, smoking is no longer necessary for preserving, but the technique is still used for the wonderful flavours it lends to the fish.

Over time, the smoking process has been adapted and refined. Nowadays there are basically two types of smoking: cold and hot. Cold smoking takes place between 20–24°C (68–75°F), which isn't hot enough to cook the fish or eliminate pathogens, so it is essential to refrigerate it. Smoked salmon is the most popular cold-smoked fish. Hot smoking, which is carried out between 70–80°C (158–176°F), cooks the fish and changes the texture. The best example of hot-smoked fish is smoked mackerel, which is a particular favourite of mine.

There are two methods of smoking: traditional and mechanical. For the former, the fish is suspended in smokehouses over smouldering wood, usually overnight, slowly taking on smokiness. With mechanical smoking, smoke is distilled and used in liquid or solid form, so the process is akin to painting on the flavour. It’s a quick, cheap way to produce smoked fish for supermarkets, but it’s not great in my opinion.

Traditionally smoked seafood is far superior to its commercial counterpart, so buy this, unless, of course, you are going to smoke the fish yourself, which I would definitely recommend trying. Smoking fish is an adventure. You will, of course, need something to smoke it in. That can be an actual smoker (either a Bradley smoker – my choice, or if you know a good carpenter, he could make you one, like a shed). If you don’t want to go to that expense, you can simply use a large bucket or metal box with holes drilled into it. You will also need untreated wood shavings.

For hot smoking, you can get good-quality, inexpensive stovetop smokers and I recommend buying one of these. You put wood shavings in the bottom and get these smoking over a flame, then place your fish on the rack, put it inside the smoker and slide on the lid – it’s as simple as that. If you’re indoors, make sure you have your extractor on full – you’ll need it! Hot smoking can also be done on your barbecue.

My favourite fish for cold smoking are bream and bass; favourites for hot smoking are grey mullet, bass and mackerel.

Steamed

In recent years, I’ve come to appreciate how a fish that has been steamed has the purest flavour of all. If you want to know what a particular fish or shellfish really tastes like, the answer is to steam it. You’ll have a wonderful clean flavour and succulent flesh, as long as it’s been cooked correctly. I would go so far as to say my favourite way of cooking fish now is steaming. The purity it gives you when the dish is perfect is sublime.

It is imperative to use super-fresh fish for steaming. Techniques like roasting and pan-frying can hide slightly older fish, as the caramelized flavours produced can mask the pure taste of the fish. Steaming, however, is one technique that will tell you if your fish is old – not only in taste, but also in appearance. If, once steamed, your fish is off-white, even slightly yellow, rather than pearly white, it is not spanking fresh.

Such a gentle heat works like magic, especially with delicately textured fish, like brill and plaice. It’s also the healthiest way to cook fish and shellfish, as it locks in the nutrients as well as the flavour – and you can avoid adding any oil or butter, if you wish.

You will need a steamer of some sort to cook your fish. I’ve found that a Chinese bamboo steamer works a treat. You can steam small to medium whole fish, such as bream or bass, but I usually steam fillets, as they cook more evenly.

Steaming is also the technique for opening bivalves, mainly mussels, cockles and clams. Typically, a little wine or cider is heated in a large pan, then the shellfish is added and the lid fitted tightly. The shells open in the steam created by the liquor in minutes, ready to be picked or eaten straight from the shell.

My favourite fish to steam are turbot or brill, and for shellfish, it’s cockles and mussels.

Poached

Poaching can be one of the most flexible and adventurous of cooking techniques for fish and shellfish, which can be poached in a variety of different liquids, from a classic court bouillon, fish or shellfish stock to salted butter, various oils, milk or cream. Poaching is like cooking and marinating at the same time. It’s also a technique that gives you a little leeway when you are cooking. Fish can overcook and become dry quickly under a grill or in a hot frying pan, but poaching is a little more forgiving because the seafood is immersed in liquid.

You can poach seafood either on the hob or in the oven. Poaching on the hob calls for a large, deep pan that can hold all the liquid and the fish comfortably. The heat that you poach at is slightly under a simmer (90–95°C/194–203°F). At this temperature, the liquor should not be bubbling but you should see steam rising from the surface.

For oven-poaching, preheat the oven to about 140°C Fan (325°F), Gas Mark 3 and put the fish into a suitable oven dish. Warm the poaching liquor in a pan until hot but not scalding, then pour it over the fish to two-thirds cover it. Put the lid on or cover the dish with greaseproof paper and foil. At this temperature, you will get perfectly cooked, succulent fish and a lovely, tasty stock to use as a base for a sauce or dressing.

I prefer to use either a salted butter or a highly flavoured court bouillon for poaching – both bring something special to the fish. My favourite seafood for poaching are turbot, bass, scallops and brill.

Boiled & braised

Boiling and braising both involve cooking in liquid. Boiling entails immersing the seafood in a pan

of fast-boiling water and is only used to cook crustaceans, such as lobster, crab and langoustines, in my kitchen – to boil a piece of fish in liquid would be to ruin it! Braising is a gentler method of cooking by partially or totally immersing the fish in liquid and can be done in the oven or on the hob in a covered dish.

Boiling is straightforward. The water needs to be bubbling away rapidly before you add the shellfish and you need to add plenty of salt (around 30g/1oz salt per 1 litre/1¾ pints of water). If there is not enough salt in the boiling water, the crustacean(s) will become waterlogged and their flavour will leach out and become lost. Also, you need to time the cooking carefully. The great thing about this technique is that it is consistent. Once you’ve boiled a crab or a lobster correctly, you’ve cracked it. You really cannot beat a freshly boiled crab served with a homemade mayonnaise and some good bread.

Braising is an excellent technique for cooking cuttlefish and big squid. Immersed in their braising liquor, these cephalopods tenderize as they cook slowly and gently for around an hour. Chunky fish steaks also respond well to braising, but they cook much more quickly. Braised with a few shallots softened in butter and a glug of wine in a suitable pan covered with a tight-fitting lid, a thick piece of fish should emerge beautifully succulent and flavoursome. There’s also the added advantage of a lovely braising liquor to use as the base of a sauce. Just add a splash of cream and some freshly chopped herbs or some olive oil and fresh tomato and you have a delicious sauce to accompany your fish. With your ingredients prepared, that should take you around about 8 minutes to cook. That’s convenience food for you!

My favourite fish to braise are chunky turbot, brill, plaice or sea bass; all shellfish boiled is utterly delicious.

Grilled

Other than pan-frying, grilling is probably the most popular way to cook fish. It takes little effort, after all, to pop a fish under the grill and there’s nothing wrong with an easy option. Some of the best seafood I’ve eaten and cooked has been grilled.

Before you start, it’s important to heat the grill to the correct temperature for cooking. If you don’t, the skin won’t colour and lightly crisp before the fish is cooked through and you’ll be disappointed with the result. Generally, a medium to medium-high heat is used, depending on the thickness and density of the fish you’re cooking. Mackerel, for example, can handle a fairly high heat, whereas bass needs a medium heat to ensure that it cooks through to the middle before overcooking on the outside.

Size is an important consideration when you’re grilling fish. A large fish will dry out on the outside before it’s cooked through, so I rarely grill a whole fish that weighs more than 1kg (2lb 4oz). Filleted portions can be grilled successfully provided they are of a reasonably even thickness. For me, it’s essential to grill fish with the skin on. It protects the delicate flesh from the intense heat and is delicious to eat, as it acquires a delicate crispness and slightly caramelized favour under the grill.

Use a really strong grill tray that won’t buckle under the heat and oil it lightly before you add the fish. I always oil and season the fish too before putting it under the grill – this helps to prevent it sticking to the tray. Always remember that the tray remains very hot when you remove it from the heat and the residual heat will continue to cook the fish.

My favourite fish to grill are bream, sea bass and mackerel.

Barbecued

Before you start barbecuing, you need to make sure your barbecue is hot enough, especially if you’re cooking fish or shellfish. Personally, I don’t think gas barbecues cut the mustard for seafood – they just don’t get hot enough and the fish sticks. For me, barbecuing is all about cooking over coals. And the coals need to be white hot, so hot that you can’t hold your hand anywhere near the rack. It’s this intense heat that stops the seafood from sticking and ensures it cooks quickly and remains succulent. The coals also give seafood an incomparable flavour.

Generally, I only ever barbecue whole fish on the bone; without the protection of the skin, the flesh can dry out very quickly over the intense heat. Butterflied fish can work well, too, but I’d never cook fillets on a barbecue. Similarly, crustaceans need to be in their shells; the flesh effectively steams within the shells and takes on the flavour from the coals without drying out.

My golden rules are: Get the coals white hot and be patient, it takes at least 45 minutes to 1 hour to get to that stage. Cook fish on the bone and with the skin on. Cook crustaceans, scallops and oysters in their shells. Only ever barbecue fish and shellfish that is spanking fresh. Stick to these golden rules, and you will be cooking some of the tastiest seafood ever!

My favourite seafood to cook over coals are mackerel, turbot, lobsters and gilt-head bream.

Baked

From simply baking whole fish on the bone dotted with butter and herbs, to cooking it in a tart or pie, baking fish in the oven is incredibly versatile. It’s important to protect the fish from the dry heat of the oven and there are several ways of doing this. If you’re baking a whole fish, leave it on the bone with the skin on and baste it with melted butter or oil a few times during cooking, to keep it moist. In a pie, the fish is kept succulent within a sauce under the pastry or mashed potato crust.

Baking in a salt crust is a great way to cook whole bass or bream. Simply enclose the fish in a thick layer of wet salt before it goes into the oven. This forms a crust, which seals in the fish, keeping in its flavour and moisture; the crust is broken and removed before serving. Cooking fish such as bass and sea trout en croute (in pastry) also works well.

One of the simplest ways to protect fish in the oven – whole or fillets – is to wrap them in
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