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A Few Notes for the Fast Cook
Most of the recipes are enough for two. I know this is slightly unusual, but I am certain that more people eat this sort of food in twos than in fours. Although four is a popular number for dinner parties, it is less practical for everyday eating, with different members of the same family eating at different times. But it is easy to double the recipes in order to serve four. Those traditional complicators of recipe multiplication, such as gelatine and cornflour, have no place in this book. I also believe that many of us eat alone, particularly the young and elderly, and it is easier to halve a recipe successfully than to quarter it.
The dietary balance of the recipes in this book is based on the World Health Organisation’s recommendations; the bulk involve fresh vegetables and fruit, and most main dishes are accompanied by a salad (the WHO suggests we eat 400g [140z] of these per day). A good number of the recipes include starches in the form of bread, pasta and potatoes. (The WHO recommendation is that they should provide 50–70 per cent of our energy.) The remaining recipes using red meat, cream and high-fat cheeses should provide no more than 30 per cent of your daily food intake. Over two-thirds of the recipes are suitable for non-meat eaters, and the majority of them are distinctly frugal in meat quantities.
These recipes are not definitive. I should hate to think of anyone following them slavishly. I would prefer that they are used as a starting-point, a springboard if you like, for your own ideas. I cook in a relaxed way that would probably raise eyebrows with the house-proud or the more efficient of cooks. I believe that no recipe should appear in a book until it has been tested, but I should add that I rarely enjoy the triple-tried-and-tested style of cooking where recipes have been tested to death. They may be guaranteed to work but have more often than not lost their heart and soul along the way.

Timings

The majority of these recipes can be on the table within 30 minutes or less. If waiting even that long is beyond you there is a section of storecupboard Quick Fixes at the end of the book. It is difficult to give accurate timings for recipes. Everybody works at a different pace, cookers do not have identical thermostats, and one person’s idea of a minute can differ from the next’s (even with one eye on the clock). My timings therefore should be taken as approximate. All recipes point to a clue other than just time whether a dish is ready or not, that is, firm to the touch, tender to the point of a knife, black round the edges and so on, which is a more reliable guide than the clock.

Accompaniments

Many of the snacks in this book can become a complete meal by serving them with a salad and following with cheese and fruit. I cannot think of a fish or meat dish that I would not accompany with a salad of various green leaves.

Although most of the recipes will stand up for themselves as a light meal, I have included suggestions with some recipes for accompanying dishes should you wish to combine them in a more traditional fashion. This particularly applies to the meat sections where some hearty eaters may find my ubiquitous accompaniment, ‘a salad of baby green leaves’, insufficient.

Ingredients lists

The lists of ingredients that precede the method of each recipe are generally quite short. I have tried to include no more than one or two that you will need to go out and buy while the rest of the list is made up of things you will probably have hanging around anyway: lemons, mustard, spices, herbs and the like. Some recipes include nothing that is not in a reasonably well-stocked cupboard. And by that I mean an average household cupboard as opposed to a country house larder or a student’s windowsill.

When listing ingredients I have attempted to be as helpful as possible, that is, extra virgin olive oil or groundnut oil rather than just ‘oil’. Likewise I have stated waxy or floury, wholemeal or ciabatta, or cherry or plum rather than simply potatoes, bread or tomatoes. My suggestions, though, are probably the ideal rather than a necessity, for example, 4 medium cloves of garlic is not a world away from 2 plump cloves. I have put 2 large ones because they are easier to peel and sometimes both fresher and sweeter. Just use the best you can get hold of.

I have tried to find a balance between the practical and the absurdly pernickety. If, for instance, I have listed English or Dijon or tarragon mustard in the ingredients, then that is what I consider to be right for the recipe; if I have just said ‘mustard’ then the type is of less importance to the finished dish. Use what you have to hand.

When I say butter, I mean unsalted. When I say flour I mean plain, and when I say salt I mean sea salt. By butter I do not mean margarine or a low-fat spread. And stock comes fresh in cartons from the supermarket or from a wine bottle or, if there is no other aromatic liquid around, the tap. Never a cube. If you will not take my advice, then at least try Marigold Swiss Vegetable Stock Powder, to my taste the least offensive.

Herbs

When I list herbs in the recipes you can take it I mean fresh ones. Dried herbs, with the possible exception of oregano, are of little use to the quick cook as they need slow cooking in order to give up their flavour to the dish. Many dried herbs, in particular parsley, chervil and basil, are a complete waste of time and money, though I will concede that thyme and rosemary have their uses – but not here.

Measurements

I have to admit to rarely measuring anything. My cooking is not so finely tuned that a soupçon more or less of anything will cause much grief. If I am cooking for myself I forget all about scales and tablespoons and just go with whatever tastes and looks right. If you were to use this book as a stepping-stone to adopting the same method I would be a very happy man.

In measuring ingredients I have tried to be accurate; generally speaking, tablespoons are lightly heaped unless it says otherwise, and are proper measuring spoons. A glass of wine means a normal Paris goblet, about 100ml/4fl oz. ‘A small bunch of’ means the size of a child’s posy, and ‘a handful’ refers to the amount that can comfortably be held in the palm and fingers of the average hand. Where I feel scrupulously accurate measurements are essential to the balance of flavours then I have said so; if not, then a gram or an ounce either way is unlikely to end in tears. But I wouldn’t take any of it as gospel. I have given both Imperial and metric measurements, so choose whichever you prefer, but stick to one or other throughout the recipe as they are not interchangeable.

Shopping

Be prepared

I have mentioned before that many of the ingredients listed in each recipe are probably to be found in a reasonably stocked kitchen cupboard. It is worth spending a little time every now and again to stock up on oils, spices, dried pasta, rice and condiments such as soy and chilli sauces.

Daily food shopping can then be cut to a minimum; a few fish fillets, a green vegetable or some fruit. Shopping, however limited your time, becomes less of a hassle if most of the heavy stuff is already at home, giving you time to find the ripest fruit and the pick of the vegetables.

A word about prepared food. Supermarkets stock an increasing number of prepacked labour-saving ingredients. Some of these I approve of: fillets of fish (though I wish they would put a few bones into the pack for stock) and washed potatoes, for instance. Bags of ready-washed spinach and salad leaves save time, and despite the fact they appear expensive, I find them cheaper than keeping several different types of leaves and herbs in the fridge or rinsing spinach fifty times. I draw the line at sliced vegetables, though. Can anyone really be too busy to slice a courgette?

Organic foods

I want food that is as fresh and as pure as possible. My first stop in any supermarket is the organic section. Food labelled ‘organic’ has been produced without the use of chemical pesticides, herbicides and fungicides normally used in today’s intensive farming methods. These chemicals can leave residues in the food about which the long-term effects on the body are not known. Some of the big food chains are taking the organic movement seriously and there are often available potatoes, tomatoes, mushrooms and wonderful green-topped carrots.

Food grown in this natural way is more expensive because the farmers’ yields are lower and less reliable. Organic farming is a massive growth area and given encouragement from the consumer it will go from strength to strength.

Quality

The better quality an ingredient the more use it is to the cook whose time is short. By quality, I mean flavour and freshness. After a couple of decades when food quality seemed to be on a downward spiral, I think it is safe to say that the choice has never been better. Where some greengrocers, grocers and fishmongers are still reluctant to offer us anything new, there are many who set a shining example, stocking all manner of interesting things. I look to these people first, before I tackle the supermarkets as I think it would be sad to see our local foodshops (or bookshops and stationers for that matter) disappear in favour of the big chains.

The supermarkets, though, are responding quickly to consumer interest in good food. Among buyers, flavour, rather than yield, reliability and shelflife, is the buzzword. Some chains work directly with the growers and farmers to produce a better product; for instance, one chain has been rekindling interest in old English apple varieties, and done sterling work to find a tomato with a good balance of sweetness and acidity. Things are looking up.

How to speed up your cooking

Check the ingredients

It is worth spending a couple of minutes checking that you have all the ingredients before you start cooking. Many times I have found that the butter I ‘knew’ I had has mysteriously disappeared. If you get halfway through a recipe and find that the crucial ingredient is missing, then you must experiment or starve. Improvisation is a wonderful thing. It is how cookery moves forward.

In the kitchen

It really does help to assemble all the ingredients first. I do not mean measuring out the tablespoons into twee little bowls like some demonstration cook, but bringing the olive oil to the cooker, grating the cheese and rummaging through the spices for the fennel seeds will save some time. When you have to chop and sweat an onion I suggest you do that first and then prepare the other ingredients while it cooks.

A place for everything

I am as suspicious of a tidy kitchen as I am of a tidy desk. I hate the sort of kitchen (they are usually white) that if you so much as turn the egg-timer over will look like a bomb has hit it. But I have to admit that everything in my kitchen has its place. This is not due to some manic do-it-and-dust-it side of my nature, but partly because my kitchen is so small. The oils, vinegars and mustards all live in the same place, and the salt and pepper haven’t changed place in years. This is a great boon when time is short. It can take for ever to locate the coriander seeds if they are not put back in the same cupboard each time.

The right tools

I hardly even need to mention that sharp knives and good quality heavy-based pans make cooking quicker, safer and more enjoyable. You know that. But I shall point out that it is useless, not to mention dangerous, to throw those sharp knives in the washing-up water. I also cannot resist saying that I recommend Le Creuset enamelled cast-iron pans. I have had mine for years and swear by them rather than at them. The best woks, incidentally, are the thin, one-handled ones from Chinese shops, rather than the designer numbers from kitchen shops.

Get on with it

There is little point in standing over a pot or constantly peering into the oven. Unless a recipe insists that you should keep an eye on the food while it cooks, or that something requires constant stirring, you can do something else while it cooks, such as toss the salad, finish the crossword or brush the cat.

Taste, taste, taste

I suggest you taste your cooking at every stage. If you like the taste of a dish before you are supposed to add the cream or the lemon juice then stop right there. Try adding salt and pepper only after tasting the dish first, as some foods, cheese for one, can vary enormously in saltiness. Remember that many of us eat too much salt so try to cut back a bit as it is not always necessary; in fact, quite a few of the recipes in this book do not contain it at all. Taste continuously, and use your finger – it’s quicker.

The table

Good food is good food, and no amount of pretentious table settings will make it taste any better. My motto is the less fuss the better, but little things do make a difference. A white linen napkin and a fruit knife can turn eating an apple (if it is a good one) into a special occasion. But if I have time to spare I use it to cook with rather than to starch napkins. Flowers on the table are delightful, but I think they are far more beautiful when naturally arranged (for which read ‘plonked’). Flower arrangers have a great deal to answer for.

Food looks much more appetising on a plain white plate (preferably with a deep rim to hold any pan juices or sauce) than on some artful designer number. The Italians and the French make good sturdy ones for everyday eating. The fickleness of fashion means that heavy deep-bowled white plates are now available in the designer shops.

Ignore anyone who tells you that every meal should be a ‘performance’ and be suspicious of those who tell you they iron a tablecloth and arrange the flowers when they come in from work, exhausted, at eight o’clock. They are trying to hide something. Probably the food.

And remember that any fast food, be it a sandwich eaten while standing in the kitchen, or a sauté of chicken with olives and herbs, tastes even better with a glass or two of wine.









The Fast Foodies’ Storecupboard

It was Patience Gray and Primrose Boyd who pointed out, in their delightful little book Plats du Jour, that the main object of the storecupboard is: ‘to provide meals at short notice without shopping, and, equally important, to leave one free to select the piece of beef for gulyas or bœuf à la mode without having to search at the last moment for paprika pepper or a handful of juniper berries.’

To the quick cook a sufficiently stocked storecupboard is not just a time-saver but a source of inspiration. On countless occasions I have come home and made a meal from the contents of the kitchen cupboards. Pappardelle cooked with olive paste from a jar, tinned salmon fish cakes and bottled peppers char-grilled, then served warm with a drizzle of olive oil and scattered with garlic, have all been the results of rummaging through the cupboards.

I have a small kitchen. It has probably less room than most larders. Cupboard space is at a premium, and large bottles of olive oil and vinegar tend to migrate to the already cluttered work surfaces. Rolling out pastry or making bread demands that everything be relocated to the floor. This is not my dream kitchen.

My storecupboard is lean and restricted to essentials rather than groaning with all manner of ‘things that may just come in useful’. I am ruthless about just how many jars and bottles I have open at one time, so there are perhaps three different mustards and pickles on the go rather than the five or so I really wish for. I have no facilities for hoarding ‘little bits in bags’, and will have no truck with unfamiliar ingredients that glare accusingly at me every time I open the cupboard door. Not for me the packets of rock crystal sugar or Christmas-pudding-flavoured tea that clutter so many shelves for months, even years, on end.

If I had to choose only three ingredients for my desert island storecupboard, and assuming that a few staples such as rice, dried pasta and some potatoes had been washed ashore with me, they would probably be lemons, olive oil and Parmesan cheese. Allowed to take six and I would probably add anchovies, dried mushrooms and then agonise over a block of fine dark chocolate or a wooden box of rose or lemon Turkish Delight. I detail below some key ingredients that will form a strong backbone to the fast cook’s kitchen. I have kept it short and somewhat personal, knowing that this list has worked for me for years.

Oils I have three, sometimes four, oils open at once: two olive oils, one bland and one fancy nut oil. I like a light olive oil for general cooking – the French James Plagniol brand is one I like – and a smart fruity extra virgin oil from Italy for pouring over salads and vegetables. I prefer a bland groundnut oil for frying and stir-frying, using the deeply fragrant walnut and hazelnut oils, bought in small tins and bottles, for mixing with lemon juice for dressing salad leaves and goat’s cheeses. Toasted sesame oil is good for finishing stir-fries, but I can live without it.

Vinegar I use wine vinegar, red or white, for almost everything (I like the Badia a Coltibuono one available in good delis). I have both sherry and cider vinegar for salad dressings and I have paid a king’s ransom for rich, mellow balsamic vinegar to which I am becoming addicted. Forget the cut-price supermarket blends and go for broke.

Mustard I have three jars open at once, all from Dijon. A great favourite both for spreading on sandwiches and cooking with is a smooth tarragon mustard from any of the leading French importers. A jar of grainy French mustard made crunchy by the inclusion of seeds or the smooth yellow variety are types I also find invaluable. I avoid the fancy mustards, the old English ones with honey and heaven knows what, as I find a straightforward mustard hard to beat.

Dried Pasta Lots. Something flat such as fettuccine or, better still, the wider pappardelle. A variety for picking up copious quantities of sauce such as shell-shaped conchiglie or corkscrew-shaped fusilli and a vacuum bag of gnocci are pretty much essential. Look out for brands such as de Cecco.

Salt, Peppercorns and Spices Maldon salt with its large flat crystals is my first choice. Black peppercorns are the most essential spice; it is hard to think of cooking without them. I rarely use hot white peppercorns, preferring the aromatic black ones, and grinding them as I need them in a wooden peppermill. Other spices to have handy include dried chillies, whole coriander, chilli powder, ground cinnamon, ground cumin, a good proprietary curry powder or your own ground and stoppered, and ground paprika.

Dried herbs are rarely used in quick cooking as they do not keep well and rarely bear any resemblance to the fresh thing. They can be used to good effect in casseroles when the slow cooking time can extract their flavour.

Bottled Sauces These are useful when you have no time to make your own or to visit the deli for freshly-made ones. Creamed artichoke, pesto and black and green olive pastes for pasta, hot red harissa for couscous, and dark soy for stir-fries and light soy as a condiment.

Tinned Foods Some things survive the canning process well enough to be included in the storecupboard. Chick peas, tomatoes and sardines in olive oil are obvious contenders. Some flageolet and white haricot beans can be okay, though they lose the bite of the dried ones when cooked. Salmon is quite sufficient for fish cakes and bakes, and tuna even better. The sardines in tomato sauce in my cupboard belong to the cats, who will not eat any other sort.

I use little flour in my cooking so buy it in small bags, stocking large amounts only when I am going through one of my baking sprees. When I do, I buy organic stone ground plain flour from Doves Farm, which is available in many health food shops. Jordans is another brand I like and is more accessible. I have been caught without sugar in the house many times but I try to remember to keep a small bag of caster for sprinkling on pancakes and making brûlées. I always have a box of French La Perruche cane sugar cubes for coffee.

A Few Extras I mention some ingredients I keep for instant snacks in Quick Fixes on page 385 but here are a few other foodstuffs which are hardly essential but I like to have them in the cupboard if possible. They are: tapenade for spreading on toasted rounds of French bread. Salty anchoïade for smearing thinly on toast. Sun-dried tomatoes for snacking on straight from the jar. High fruit, low sugar jams are becoming popular and make a satisfying sweet snack when spread on French bread or stirred into yoghurt. Apricot and greengage are usually the most successful for keeping a true fruit flavour. Unfiltered flower honey and Marmite for spreading on soldiers and thick, crunchy peanut butter for sandwiches.









Introduction
This is a book of ideas for everyday eating. A collection of recipes for simple food that is easy to prepare and quick to cook. It is written for anyone who enjoys good food eaten informally, and should particularly appeal to those who lack the time to cook it. Most of the recipes are based on fresh food with as little as possible done to it. There are no complicated procedures, no dithering around with affected arrangements on oversized plates, and no effete garnishes. It is a set of straightforward recipes for fast food with bold flavours, cooked in minutes and served without pretension.
There are three types of fast food I think worth eating. Firstly, there is street food, such as the crisp Indian samosas, sold hot from their pans of crackling fat, or the robust and smoky Greek souvlakia, grilled over charcoal and wrapped in comforting pitta. Then there is take-away food, some of which can be very fine indeed. What can beat a crisp-based and deeply savoury Italian pizza or a fillet of fresh fish fried in light, rustling batter with home-made chips?
Thirdly, there is fast home cooking, the sort of food you throw together when you come home tired and hungry. At its worst this can come from the ‘101 ways with condensed mushroom soup’ school of cookery, or be a bland ready-made supper chucked in the microwave, but at its best fast home cooking can mean fresh food, bright flavours and relaxed eating. That is what this book is all about.
The recipes are easy and within the grasp of all but the most ham-fisted of cooks. While most of the recipes included here are fast, I make no claims for five-minute feasts or ten-minute dinner parties. I think that good food can be measured only by its flavour and freshness, not by a stop-watch. That said, most of the recipes in this book can be completed in under 30 minutes, which is, after all, the time it takes a supermarket cook-chill supper to heat through. Many of them take just half that time. The ingredients lists are short and most of the recipes require only one or two fresh ingredients that can be bought on the way home. I like the idea of buying one ingredient that looks particularly good, then mixing it with some storecupboard staples and seeing what happens.
The ideas behind the recipes are a hotchpotch of the original, the borrowed and the stolen. It would be an arrogant writer indeed who suggested that all his recipes were his own. Many of the recipes here are classics whose origins are obscure, if not totally lost, to all but the most thorough of food historians. Some of the recipes are mine (whatever that may mean), some have been adapted from others, and a few have been previously published in another form in Marie Claire.
There are a few indulgences. I stand accused of using some things to excess: extra virgin olive oil, Parmesan cheese, garlic, basil, olives and bitter salad leaves. I will accept criticism too for my overuse of berries, fruits and soft fresh cheeses, and I might as well admit addictions to anchovies and to dark, bitter and absurdly expensive chocolate, though thankfully not together.
If there is one thing I hope will emerge from this book it is that fast food is not just about pizzas, hamburgers and noodles, good though they can be (and they are all here); fast food can also mean a slice of truly ripe Charentais melon eaten with a hunk of salty feta cheese and a few black olives, or perhaps a juicy white peach sliced and dropped into a glass of chilled deep yellow wine.
Think of a piece of chicken brushed with aromatic herbs and lemon, then char-grilled and stuffed into a crisp roll slathered with garlic mayonnaise, or a comforting bowl of porridge with blackberries and heather honey. Imagine shredded peppery basil leaves stirred into buttery mashed potato, a slice of pork pan-fried with fennel or a plate of purple-yellow muscat grapes and ripe figs. All this is fast food.
Whether it is Mrs David’s immortal omelette and a glass of wine, a hot bacon sandwich when you return from the pub on a cold night, or a plate of pasta with slices of soft white goat’s cheese and leaves of pungent fresh thyme, there is nothing like real, fast, food.









BREAD

Bruschetta

Bruschetta is garlic bread. Not the sort made from French bread and dripping with garlic butter, but the Italian version made with slices from a coarse-textured country loaf and thick, unctuous extra virgin olive oil.

Grill a slice of coarse-textured white bread on both sides. You can do this over a charcoal grill, under a standard domestic one, or bake it in a very hot oven. Loath to heat my oven for a piece of toast, I often just zap it on my preheated, ridged Le Creuset grill pan.

When crisp on both sides, cut a juicy clove of garlic in half and rub it over one side of the bread. Drizzle the bread with olive oil. Use your best oil, something deep green and fragrant.

Bruschetta al Pomodoro


for 2

4 slices of white bread, cut from a crusty loaf,1cm /½ inch thick

1 clove of garlic, peeled

4 ripe tomatoes, roughly chopped

salt

freshly ground black pepper

extra virgin olive oil



Grill the bread on both sides. Cut the garlic clove in half and rub the cut edge all over one side of the toasted bread.

Spread the tomatoes over the garlic toast and sprinkle a little salt and a grinding of black pepper. Trickle olive oil over the tomatoes and eat the toast while still hot.

A few good things to put on bruschetta or crostini


Crostini are small rounds of bread toasted and then brushed with olive oil much as in bruschetta.

Aubergine, Feta and Mint

Spread the oiled and garlicked bread with aubergine purée from the deli, crumble over some salty feta cheese and scatter with a little chopped fresh mint.

Creamed Eggs and Grilled Onions

Brush trimmed spring onions with olive oil and grill till golden, about 3 minutes on each side. Scramble eggs with a little butter in a pan, then fold in a spoon or two of fromage frais. Place the grilled onions on hot bruschetta, and spoon the creamed eggs on top. Serve hot.

Gorgonzola

Mash an equal quantity of Gorgonzola cheese and softened unsalted butter. Mix in a little brandy and spread over the hot toast.

Grilled Radicchio and Goat’s Cheese

An idea from Frances Bissell. Cut a head of radicchio into thick slices, about 4 per large head. Brush each slice with olive oil, season and place under a preheated medium hot grill, turning it occasionally. Top each slice with a round of goat’s cheese and grill till bubbling.



Pain Perdu


for 2 as a snack

4 slices of white bread, crusts removed

150ml /¼ pint milk

2 tablespoons sugar

1 small egg, beaten

butter, for frying



Cut the bread into triangles. Sweeten the milk with the sugar. Dip the bread into the milk, then the egg and fry it on both sides in hot butter till crisp, which will take around 3 minutes on each side. Remove, sprinkle with sugar and eat hot.

Mozzarella in Carrozza


for 2 as a snack

175g /6oz mozzarella cheese, sliced 5mm /¼ inch thick

4 slices of white bread, 5mm /¼ inch thick, crusts removed

2 tablespoons milk

a little flour, seasoned with salt and freshly ground black pepper

1 small egg, beaten

fresh breadcrumbs

groundnut oil, for deep-frying



Place the sliced mozzarella on two of the slices of bread and top with the remaining slices to make two large cheese sandwiches. Brush the sandwiches on both sides with the milk, then dust with flour. Dip into the beaten egg, followed by the breadcrumbs. Fry in hot oil, about one finger’s depth, till crisp, about 3 minutes on each side. Cut into quarters and serve.

Toasted Cheese and Ham

I make this snack from time to time, sometimes omitting the onion, and occasionally adding chutney instead of mustard.


for 2 as a snack

4 slices of bread, cut thick

English or other hot mustard

75g /3oz /1 loosely-packed teacup cooked ham

1 spring onion, trimmed and finely chopped

½ teaspoon Worcestershire sauce

75g /3oz grated cheese, whatever you have



Toast the bread on one side. Spread the untoasted side meanly with mustard. Mix the other ingredients and spread on top. Place under the preheated grill for a couple of minutes till the cheese has melted.

Sandwich Jambon de Pays

A good ham sandwich is a rare thing. I have found more of them in France than in Britain. But then, the French have a knack of getting the simple things right.

A ham sandwich can be good when only ham and bread are used, so long as both are the best of their type. It does not require mayonnaise, tomatoes, chutney or lettuce, though I really do think a fine spreading of hot mustard enhances the ham. The bread should be cut from a thin baguette. It must have a crackling crust that shatters when you bite. The ham must be carved from the bone and not, absolutely not, peeled from a packet of wet, pink, rectangular slices. I do not believe that fine, sweet ham can come out of a packet.

Choose roast or boiled ham, with a cure that suits you. Ask to taste the ham before you buy, just as you taste cheese. Get the assistant to carve it thinly; it is much better sliced thin and piled high. Spread just a little mustard on to the bread, a hot English one rather than a mild French variety. Pile on the ham in slender, small pieces, then top with the second half of the bread.

Some good things to put in a ham sandwich


However good your bread and ham may be, you may want to gild the lily a little. Perhaps in order to turn a snack into supper:



—    Cover the ham with creamy scrambled egg (see page 37) into which you have stirred a spoonful of fresh chopped chives.

—    Toast the bread and spread it with tapenade, the olive and anchovy paste. Cover that with the ham, then add thin slices of good melting cheese, such as Gruyère or mozzarella. Flash it under the grill till the cheese melts.

—    Shred some radicchio leaves. Toss them in olive oil and grill till they start to wilt. Return them to their bowl, and while still warm toss them with the thin slices of ham. Pile on to the bread.

—    Toss the ham with sliced bottled artichokes that have been drained and grilled till tender and browned.

—    Brush baby leeks with olive oil and grill till they are soft and lightly browned. Sprinkle with grated Parmesan cheese and grill a little more till the cheese smells savoury. Lay them on top of the ham.

—    Toss the ham with bottled red pimientos, cut into strips, which have been grilled till sweet and browned at the edges.

—    Sauté dandelion leaves till they wilt, toss in a few pine nuts and slightly fewer raisins. Pile on to the bread and top with the ham.

Italian Prosciutto Sandwich

Prosciutto is dry-cured Italian ham. Parma is the most famous variety. It is usually sliced very finely, and has a generous proportion of fat around the edge. Its flavour is piquant and as with most cold meats it is best sliced just before it is bought, rather than ready-sliced and vacuum-packed.

I prefer an open-textured bread with ham sliced this thinly. A French baguette is good enough, but the best is Italian ciabatta, which has a floury crust and huge holes. It is becoming easier to find now.


—    One of my favourite sandwiches is a split piece of ciabatta, spread with a little mayonnaise, then stuffed with alfalfa sprouts, watercress sprigs and Parma ham.

—    A substantial sandwich I made recently consisted of an open-textured bread, split and spread with black olive paste from a jar. I then filled it with baby rocket leaves tossed with lemon and olive oil, and thin slices of Taleggio cheese. Topped with a slice of prosciutto and a handful of black olives it satisfied both my addiction to olives and my love of cheese and bitter leaves.



The Hot Dog

Frankfurter sandwiches, better known as hot dogs, are an American institution. Like all such things, feelings run high about how they should be eaten. Apparently, the frankfurter was born in the 1850s, when a German butcher stuffed a long roll with a smoked sausage in honour of his pet dog. The idea went to America in the 1860s with one Charles Feltman, who sold them in the street from a charcoal stove on Coney Island, Brooklyn.

Purists insist that the sausage be grilled over charcoal or boiled, then stuffed into a long soft roll. Mustard is piped along the entire length of the frankfurter. These views apart, I think hot dogs make a fine late supper, especially after a film. Buy them in tins or vacuum packs. Split the roll in half, it should be a bit longer than the sausage, and soft. Stuff it with warm sauerkraut, which you have transferred from its tin to a pan and heated gently. Spread a little mild mustard on a hot grilled frankfurter and push it inside the roll. Eat with a cold beer.

Bacon Sandwich

Feelings run high about bacon sandwiches. White bread or brown, toasted or untoasted, smoked bacon or green back, butter or not. Then there’s the ketchup question. For me the bread should be white, and untoasted. Somehow it is better made with factory-made ‘plastic bread’. I like the bacon to be smoked streaky, cooked just short of crisp. The bread should be dunked in the hot bacon fat. I tend to give the ketchup a miss.

Our love of the bacon sandwich is looked on with amazement by Americans, who, of course, have their sublime BLT (see below). But the bacon sandwich remains the quintessential after-pub nosh. Like Chinese take-aways, it only really comes into its own when you are slightly drunk.

For each sandwich:


for 1, best eaten on a cold winter’s night, after a trip to the pub

4 rashers of smoked streaky bacon

a little fat if the bacon is lean

2 rounds of medium-sliced white bread



Fry the bacon, in a little fat if the bacon is very lean, until it starts to show signs of crisping. I think the edges should be just turning golden. Push the rashers to the side of the pan. Dunk one side of each slice of bread into hot bacon fat. Sandwich the rashers between the bread and eat while still very hot.

Pastrami on Rye

Pastrami on rye is the most chic of all sandwiches. Pastrami is a wood-smoked brisket of beef that has been first cured with sugar, salt and several spices. Garlic, ginger and pepper are the most obvious, but the recipes vary. They are almost always secret. All that really matters is that the spiced pink meat is juicy and very garlicky.

As I understand it, the definitive pastrami on rye is made with hot beef (it is steamed to keep it moist) and light rye bread. There should be mustard, but no butter, and a garnish of a lightly pickled cucumber.

To make the authentic Manhattan-style kosher sandwich at home is difficult. Good pastrami is difficult to find outside London’s East End and is expensive. (I am not keen on the British commercial brick-shaped blocks with their paprika coating, preferring the original peppercorn-coated variety.) To buy a block of it large enough to steam and slice would be very expensive.

The next best thing is to eat it cold. Secure a quarter-pound of pastrami per sandwich. You will find it, apart from at kosher delis, in good food halls and delicatessens. Make sure it is moist before they slice it for you, particularly important as you are eating it cold. Cut slices from a light rye loaf, no thicker than 5mm/¼ inch. Spread them with English mustard and pile on thin slices of pastrami. Add a second slice of mustard-spread bread and serve a pickled cucumber on the side.

The Club Sandwich

A true feast that the late American writer James Beard described as one of the ‘great sandwiches of all time’. Surprisingly, this Gargantua among snacks was not of the monstrous proportions we are now led to believe, as it was traditionally made with only two rather than the assumed three layers. Here is a reasonably authentic version, saved from being definitive only by my suggestion of wholemeal toast, which will no doubt ruffle a few feathers. Butter a crisp piece of toast cut from a white or light brown loaf. While this is still warm layer crisp lettuce, long oval-leaved Cos for preference, with slices of tomato, cooked sliced chicken and rashers of bacon with mayonnaise. Finish with a second piece of toast.

A few rules that one is wise, but not obliged, to bow to: the toast and bacon rashers should be crisp, the chicken moist from a freshly-roasted bird, and the mayonnaise home-made or Hellman’s at the very least. The peculiar condiment known as Salad Cream has no place here, or anywhere else for that matter. You can garnish the sacred sandwich with little green olives without offending anyone.

Cold Roast Pork Sandwiches with Pickled Walnuts and Crackling

My father liked pickled walnuts, cold roast pork and its crackling almost more than anything else. This is for him.


for 1 as a snack

1 teaspoon mild mustard

2 tablespoons mayonnaise

7.5cm /3 inches or so of pork crackling, crushed into fragments

a small handful of white or red crisp cabbage, finely shredded

2 rounds of soft wholemeal, granary or nut bread

2 slices of cold roast pork, about as thick as pound coins

salt

1 large pickled walnut, sliced into rounds



Mix the mustard into the mayonnaise, tasting and adding more mustard as you wish. Fold in the crushed crackling and the shredded cabbage. Spread half of the cabbage on to one round of bread. Lay a slice of pork on top. Add a little salt and the sliced pickled walnut. Lay the second slice of pork on top and cover with the remaining dressed cabbage. Top with the second piece of bread.

Spiced Tuna on Rye

Have you noticed how celery seems to be de rigueur in tuna sandwiches?


makes 2 sandwiches

1 × 250g /8oz tin line-caught tuna, drained

4 tablespoons mayonnaise

2 tablespoons finely-diced celery

1 tablespoon finely-chopped sweet onion

a clove of garlic, crushed to a pulp

pinch /¼ teaspoon paprika

¼ teaspoon cayenne pepper

1 teaspoon lemon juice

salt

4 rounds of rye or white bread

a bunch of watercress, fresh and green, trimmed



Flake the tuna, not too finely, with a fork. Mix with the mayonnaise, celery, onion, garlic and spices. Stir in the lemon juice. Taste and add salt if necessary. Pile between the bread with sprigs of watercress.


—    There has been a lot of fuss about tuna. Rightly so. Some tuna are netted causing the dolphins, which are sometimes picked up with them, to be killed. Check that any tuna you buy is line caught, and save a dolphin.



Hot Sandwiches


Pan-fried Anchoïade and Camembert Sandwich

serves 1

2 slices of white bread

olive oil

2 teaspoons anchoïade or tapenade

50g /2oz Camembert, thinly sliced

freshly ground black pepper



Brush the bread on both sides with olive oil. Spread one side of each piece with anchoïade or tapenade and one with sliced Camembert. Season with pepper. Heat a little olive oil in a frying pan. Place one piece of bread on top of the other and fry in the hot oil over a low heat till golden, turning once. The sandwich is ready when both sides are golden brown and the cheese is oozing.


Grilled Tofu with Cheese and Chilli Sandwich

serves 1

150g /5oz pressed tofu, cut into 1-cm /½-inch cubes

2 slices of wholemeal bread

½ teaspoon chilli spread

75g /3oz good melting cheese such as Gruyère, grated



Fry the tofu in a non-stick pan till golden on all sides. Toast the bread on one side only under a preheated hot grill. Slather with the chilli spread, using a little more if you like things really spicy. Cover with the cubes of tofu and scatter with the grated cheese. Grill till bubbling, then cut into fingers.


Pan-fried Mushy Pea and Bacon Sandwich

serves 1

4 slices of white ‘plastic’ bread

2 rashers of streaky bacon, crisply fried

75g /3oz mushy peas (from a tin or the local chippy)

salt

freshly ground black pepper



Fry the bread in the bacon fat till crisp on one side. Warm the mushy peas in a small saucepan, stirring so that they do not burn. Spread the untoasted sides of two of the slices of bread with the mushy peas, top each with a bacon rasher, season and cover with the remaining slice, cut into rectangular halves.

A few sweet sandwiches


French Bread with Goat’s Cheese and Fruit

Split a baguette in half, spread with a creamy soft goat’s cheese and top with whole and sliced summer berries.

Toasted Chocolate Panettone with Hot Prunes and Armagnac

Chocolate panettone and fruits bottled in alcohol are treats stocked by Italian delicatessens and good grocers at Christmas.

Toast a flat round slice of panettone under the grill, then drizzle with a little Armagnac or alcohol from the bottled fruits. Warm the prunes in a small pan. Pile on prunes, which you will of course have first stoned, and eat while warm. Have a ball of vanilla or coffee ice cream on the side.

Peanut Butter and Banana Sandwich

White bread, spread thickly with crunchy peanut butter (the one with the bits in), and covered with sliced bananas. Top with a second slice of bread. To be taken with a glass of milk.

Malt Loaf with Warm Fig Jam and Clotted Cream

4 slices of malt loaf, such as Harvo

6 tablespoons Turkish or French fig jam

clotted cream

Warm the jam in its jar in a small pan with enough water to come halfway up the side of the jar. Very lightly toast the bread, just enough to heat it and heighten the flavour. Spoon the warm jam over the slices of malt bread and add a dollop of thick, yellow clotted cream at the side of the plate.
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