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how to use this ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.



Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.



Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.




introduction

When I was sixteen I started to keep a book of menus, a school exercise book I’d carefully covered in wrapping paper. This was an odd obsession, because I didn’t cook most of the menus I created; I would’ve needed a restaurant to get through them all. The pleasure was in putting the menus together, thinking long and hard about what dishes worked.

I still have the book. Most of the meals are simple: cucumber salad with dill and sour cream, goulash, baked autumn fruit; crudités (the kind I’d had in France), poulet bonne femme, galette aux pommes. There aren’t any dishes from some of the cuisines I now love – Middle Eastern or Vietnamese, for example – but there are a few old-fashioned, embarrassingly complicated menus I wouldn’t dream of attempting these days: buckwheat blinis with warm melted butter, sour cream and smoked salmon; guinea fowl breasts in pastry with mushrooms duxelles and Madeira sauce; Grand Marnier soufflé. I did actually cook this. Was I mad?

My parents didn’t have dinner parties. They gave parties, though. These weren’t formal, you were invited verbally (‘Come on over. We’re having a few people in.’) They were about good craic, drinking Bushmills whiskey and Vat 69 and dancing to Nancy Sinatra. My mum prepared wonderful food, dishes that would be laid out, buffet-style, on the big dining table. She thought about what worked together. She was going to cookery classes (she was always going to cookery classes) and made dishes that were, for that time, exotic: braised pork with peppers and paprika, ’slaw with caraway seeds, an ‘Austrian’ coffee cake that was soaked in booze. Some of the recipes came from her classes, others from the Cordon Bleu part work she was collecting (and which I pored over at night until my eyes hurt). From these parties, as well as from the pages of Cordon Bleu, I got the idea that having people round to eat wasn’t just about food, but about creating an event, an atmosphere.

I gave my first ‘dinner party’ soon after I started keeping my menu book. My school friends were bemused by the candlelit room (I’d gone over the top). ‘Are we going to celebrate mass?’ one asked. And they didn’t quite get the pineapple water ice (‘What is this?’) but I continued, undaunted. I loved ‘having people over’ but, even more, I loved putting a menu together.

Years later I discovered Alice Waters’s Chez Panisse Menu Cookbook, a thrill for the menu fanatic. The book contains recipes, of course, but it’s also an archive of menus served at Chez Panisse restaurant in Berkeley, California. The place was unusual, especially for that time, in that it offered only set menus. Set menus were and are common in France but, when Alice started serving them in the 1970s, they were not the norm either in America or Britain. As Chez Panisse was run mostly by people who weren’t trained chefs, it made sense to offer the same food to everyone – they couldn’t have managed a big à la carte menu – and I was fascinated by the meals they’d put together. It wasn’t restauranty, it was like the food a very good and thoughtful home cook would make. When I moved to London in the mid-1980s, I soon learned that Clarke’s restaurant – owned and run by Sally Clarke, who had worked at Chez Panisse – also offered set menus. I used to get on the tube on a Monday night to go and see what Sally had planned for the week. I’d stand there, sometimes in the rain, with a little torch, writing down her menus in a notebook. I rarely ate at Clarke’s (I was in my first job and it was expensive), but I felt as if I ate there all the time.

Composing a menu is still my favourite bit of cooking. I don’t invite people round and then wonder what I’ll cook, I come up with a menu and then consider who would like to eat it.

Why did I decide to write a whole book of menus, when people can compose their own? Because I get more questions about menus than about anything else. Friday nights and Saturday mornings bring endless phone calls and texts. Friends, preparing meals for Saturday night, have decided on a main course but don’t know what to have for pudding (puddings are nearly always an afterthought), and everybody wants a ‘quick’ starter. ‘Will these dishes work together?’ is something I’m always being asked.

There are some practical ‘rules’ about menus, though they’re open to being bent, even completely broken. You’ll pick up more throughout the book, but here are my basic guidelines. Ideally, no more than two courses should be cooked at the last minute, otherwise you’ll be stressed. (This rule can be dispensed with if you are one of those cooks who can deep-fry while making sparkling conversation with twelve people. I am not one of those cooks.)

A meal shouldn’t be too rich: cream should only appear in one course (though you can always have it with pudding). It’s not ideal to repeat ingredients. In general, if I start with fish, it won’t appear again (though I break this ‘rule’, as you’ll see). Consider colour, texture and temperature and – it almost goes without saying – eat seasonally.

Make sure your guests aren’t going to be full by the end of the first course (the Australian restaurateur, Gay Bilson, has written that the appetite should be piqued as you eat, rather than sated).

Most of the menus in this book contain three courses, though some have five, while others are made up of dishes that are all served at the same time. I love mezze and tapas – you get to taste so many different things – and I understand the modern desire for ‘small plates’, but I still cleave, mostly, to the notion of a meal that progresses from one course to the next, however recent, in historical terms, that idea is.

I often start meals with a salad, because it’s such an ‘appetite-opening’ way to begin, but you don’t need a ‘starter’ at all. You can always begin with things guests can pick at: radishes, charcuterie, olives. Radishes with quail’s eggs and tapenade – or just with good bread, butter and salt – is my go-to ‘opener’. Then there are ‘crudités’. These are not the sorry flaccid raw-vegetables-plus-dip that you see in supermarkets, but the small array of vegetable salads – carrottes rapées, lentilles en salade, leeks vinaigrette – that the French serve.

A main course doesn’t have to be a hunk of protein with side dishes, it can be about the same size as the starter, and it doesn’t have to be meat- or fish-based at all. The vegetarian menus in the book are there quite by accident, not because I tried to include vegetarian-friendly options. Soup is hard to fit into any dinner (it’s just too filling), but lunch can be built on it. I love a plain leaf salad after the main course and, though it only appears once in this book, you can slot them into any meal. It was one of the things I came to appreciate on my first trip to France and became almost my favourite part of every meal; it was cleansing and refreshing and provided a kind of interlude. But the leaves have to be good, and good leaves don’t come pre-washed in a bag. Buy proper lettuce in heads; depending on the variety it will keep in the fridge for days (especially curly endive, chicory and Baby Gems). Wash what you need, dry the leaves thoroughly and make a good vinaigrette, by which I mean taste it as you make it. There are agreed general proportions for vinaigrette, of course, but they will vary for each one you make, depending on the vinegar and the oil you are using, as well as the leaves you are dressing.

Puddings can be dropped in favour of cheese – and remember that one good cheese is better than four average pieces – a perfectly ripe bit of fruit, or a glass of dessert wine. I prefer fruit puddings, though sometimes I long for something chocolatey and slightly bitter. There are lots of ices in this book, because you can fuse flavours in ices. This is a thoughtful way to end a meal. An ice can combine grapefruit and basil, chocolate and luscious sweet Pedro Ximénez, bourbon, maple syrup and apples. Because cookbooks only feature dishes that the author likes, there are no cheesecakes or meringues. I don’t think they have a place at the end of a meal (they’re too sweet and too heavy).

You don’t always have to serve bread – guests can overdo it and fill themselves up – but it’s important with mezze-type meals, as they generally contain dishes that need to be scooped up. If you’re going to have bread, serve good stuff, and good butter, too.

There are people more qualified than I who can advise on what wines to serve with what foods, but I’ve suggested special drinks. A wintry kir made with red wine and cassis (it’s called a ‘communard’), home-made bergamot syrup mixed with sparkling white wine; these make a meal special, and particular to you.

This book might have started out as a way to give practical advice, but it ended up being about place, too. There is poetry in menus. They can transport you to the Breton coast, or to a Saturday night in Manhattan; they are short stories. I didn’t realize, though, until I started to put the menus for this book together, just how important the conjuring-up of place through food is to me. It’s one of the reasons I cook. I think this is because I grew up in Northern Ireland. I didn’t go abroad until I was fifteen, when I travelled to France on my own, on an exchange trip. There were very few destinations you could fly to directly from Belfast, you generally had to go via London, which meant that travelling was expensive. If you wanted to go places, you had to do it in your head – via books – or by cooking the food of other countries.

When I did start to travel, everywhere seemed very intense: Spain (raw light, heat, olive oil, the smell of tobacco) was very Spanish; New York really did have ‘WALK/DON’T WALK’ signs; Morocco felt almost biblical. I love travelling, but I’m quite timid. I feel difference very keenly. I notice everything and the sense of a place stays with me. Part of my cooking is about revisiting places, and even expressing feelings about particular places.

I have tried, throughout this book, to suggest alternatives to dishes, so that you can make the menus easier to achieve, if you need to. Obviously you can slot in ideas of your own, too. Although I wanted to offer a book of considered meals, I didn’t intend them to be set in stone. Also, feel free to use the recipes independently: there are dishes in here that make a fine Friday night supper, with neither starter nor pudding.

The term ‘entertaining’ makes me think of hostess trollies and instructions on how to plump up your cushions. I really don’t do ‘entertaining’. I just have friends round. Often I serve dinner (or supper, or whatever you want to call it) in the midst of a mess, otherwise I wouldn’t see friends at all. I’m happy to put a roasting tin on the table and ask someone else to carve (I am terrible at carving). I don’t think you should kill yourself over dinner, but at the same time I do like all the stuff that goes with it: table linen, plates, old cutlery. I have spent a lifetime gathering this up and I like spending time on it, when I can. Having people round to eat is about food… and yet it isn’t. Meals, no matter how simple, are made better by small things: flowers, candles, a jug of water. They’re also made bad by small things: salami served in the plastic packet in which it comes, poor bread. I don’t like the suggestion – prevalent these days – that cooking is all about ‘lifestyle’. I think it’s about taking care of the small, seemingly unimportant things.

The idea for this book came to me years ago; nearly all of my books have been in my head for a long time. In a single moment I realized how much other people, when cooking, care about these small things. At a restaurant in Italy (on my first trip there), the diners at the next table didn’t have a fancy dessert, they just had a bowl of peaches and a bottle of cold Moscato. Everyone sliced their peach and dropped it into the wine. After a while they drank the wine – now imbued with the flavour of the peach – and ate the peach slices, which now tasted of the wine. This was not a complicated dish, but it was a lovely way to end a meal – seasonal, straightforward, caring, even a little magical – and it illustrated an approach to food and cooking that I already understood but hadn’t yet articulated. I’ve never forgotten this. More than a memory, those peaches became a symbol of what good food is all about.
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Dark, flat sheets of cloud hung in the sky above me. By the time I got to Daniel’s they belched rain, and I could hear the snarl of thunder. Daniel lived in a poor bit of Bordeaux, in an old apartment with his family, an angry father who swore through every meal, his bird-like grandma, with her floral house-coats and heavily pencilled eyebrows, and his large, silent grandpa who never said anything, except to ask for the salt. I was working as an au pair at a small family-run zoo outside Bordeaux. Daniel was my boyfriend and the zoo-keeper. I often had supper at his place. On this stormy day the film star Romy Schneider had died. Grandma was in tears. In honour of Romy, a bit more money than usual had been spent, there was oeufs mayo and leeks vinaigrette, a hunk of beef, pot-roasted with tomatoes and carrots and cut into soft slices, salad and Roquefort. The bathroom in that apartment was housed in a few sheets of corrugated iron and had a rickety door; it was a demarcation rather than a room. The family was not well off, and yet food was always prepared with care. Grandma continued to sob, looking through her Romy Schneider cuttings, and we quietly ate baked pears.

My time in Bordeaux was my second experience of France. The first was an exchange trip, when I was fifteen. The parents in my host family both worked, but every day culminated in a good dinner. The mother would arrive home with fresh pizza dough, ready to be knocked back, finished with a home-made topping and baked; or a friend would turn up for supper with an apricot tart she’d made on her afternoon off. Cooking was even more important when we went for a month to the father’s home village (tiny Lamothe-en-Blaisy, though they called it Lamothe-en-Paradis and it was, indeed, paradise). Every day revolved around the preparation of meals. Clothilde, my counterpart, would start thinking about what to cook for lunch as soon as we’d finished breakfast. Would we do brochettes of lamb? What herb would we put in the vinaigrette today? Salad leaves were carefully washed, then swung in a metal basket outside (the drier the leaves, the better the vinaigrette would cling to them). Provisions were delivered in various vans, the cheesemongers and greengrocers negotiating the dirt tracks that wound between the houses. You could smell the mobile fromagerie before it had parked. I was astonished that the greengrocer sold summer fruits not in paper bags or punnets, as in Britain, but in palettes. At home my mum counted out strawberries, dividing them equally between me and my siblings; in France there were glistening tarts piled high with raspberries and people bought stone fruits by the tray.

Clothilde and I spent afternoons at her grandma’s going through ancient copies of Elle, marking up the dishes we wanted to try. Grandma taught me how to make tarte aux pommes with a filling of eggs and crème fraîche; Clothilde’s brother showed me how to make perfect crêpes. I loved supper at their aunt’s house. Meals there always began with crudités and charcuterie. This spread, accompanied by baguette with a crust that shattered when you broke it, seemed the best way to start any meal, and Paris-Brest, which was often purchased, the best way to end it. (My love for that caused shameful transgressions. It was kept in the sideboard, under a cloth, and I would steal slivers between lunch and dinner. When I got caught red-handed, the father smiled, ‘C’est bon le gateau, hé Diana?’)

Back at home, my dream of France was nurtured, fed by films – Truffaut, Chabrol and, especially, those of Eric Rohmer (I liked dramas in which nothing happened, except talking and looking and longing) – books and cooking. For years, my notebook of ‘dishes to cook’ was full of French regional classics, and many of my fantasy meals were served on checked tablecloths with a Jacques Brel soundtrack. In my twenties, I covered almost the entire country with Patricia Wells’s Food Lover’s Guide to France as my companion. I read about places I couldn’t afford, or that were so out of the way I would never find them. The book sent me to a farm in Normandy where they made their own cider and served it with platters of ham and eggs, and to a hotel with a cupboard housing fifty kinds of jam. In a small inn on the French-Swiss border – where the air smelt of cool grass – I had a cloud of cheese soufflé and perfectly cooked trout for dinner, then couldn’t sleep because of the tinkling of cowbells (I lay in the dark, thinking how wonderful it was not to be able to sleep because of the sound of cowbells).

I could have chosen a meal from any bit of France, but the most accessible areas, once I was living in London, were Normandy and Brittany and, later, the coast by La Rochelle. For years, I went to the French seaside at Easter. A trip to Normandy always meant a meal at Les Vapeurs in Trouville, an Art Deco brasserie with paper tablecloths, swift, skinny waiters and teetering towers of fruits de mer on avalanches of crushed ice. I couldn’t afford the platters then, but I was happy with a pot of mussels cooked in cider, enriched with Normandy cream. Brittany meant buckwheat crêpes, more cider and a wilder coastline. It’s a place set apart from the rest of France, harsh and no-nonsense, less romantic. Lunch there was oysters and sourdough from a stall on the roadside, supper a roll-your-sleeves-up affair where you tucked into crevettes and crab claws. The salty tang of seaweed and the aroma of caramelized sugar – from mobile crêperies – hung in the air.

There was a time when good food meant French food. To me it still does, though now you have to know where to find it. In France, as elsewhere, food has become industrialized. The country has lost its influence, partly because, in the area of haute cuisine, Spain flexed its muscles, then the Nordic countries, though Western chefs still rely on French technique more than any other. My kitchen, like that of many cooks, is now full of Middle Eastern grains and Asian spices. Travel has opened doors. Interest in food has increased, but at the same time we take the old and the familiar for granted; there’s a tendency to love the new, whatever is ‘now’. Classic French food is both simple and complex. The dishes appear to be easy, but you have to pay attention. Dishes have harmony and what the French call volupté, meaning they please the senses. A lot of modern food, in contrast, can be cerebral and austere; the elements sit on the plate but don’t come together. A good friend, who is a restaurant critic, often says, ‘Whatever happened to deliciousness?’ Then we daydream about a perfectly dressed green salad, cassoulet and tarte Tatin.

Even though I’d already learned a lot in our kitchen at home in Northern Ireland, France was the first place that showed me the joy that cooking could bring me, both in the process and in the dishes I could put on the table. It pretty much made me a cook. So France is where we’re going first.
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kir breton

Kirs are usually made with crème de cassis and, traditionally, Bourgogne Aligoté (a white Burgundy), but kirs Bretons – and also kirs Normands – are made with cider. Just put a drop of crème de cassis in the bottom of each glass and top it up with dry cider… preferably from Brittany or Normandy, obviously.

leeks with breton vinaigrette

Leeks vinaigrette was one of the dishes that made me fall in love with French food; I ate it on my first trip to France when I went there on an exchange trip. Most people can make leeks vinaigrette without a recipe, but the dressing here, that I tried while on holiday in Brittany, goes beyond the standard and is worth knowing. I usually serve this with the other bits and pieces that make up the French spread they describe (rather modestly) as crudités: radishes, hard-boiled eggs, charcuterie, sometimes other vegetable dishes such as carrottes rapées and lentilles en salade.

serves 4

1 scant tablespoon white wine vinegar, or to taste

¼ teaspoon Dijon mustard, or to taste

pinch of ground mixed spice

sea salt flakes and freshly ground black pepper

8 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil

good pinch of caster sugar

1½ tablespoon capers, rinsed and patted dry

½ tablespoon very finely chopped shallot

1 tablespoon finely chopped flat-leaf parsley leaves

½ tablespoon each finely chopped chervil leaves and chives

6 medium leeks

Make the vinaigrette by mixing together the white wine vinegar, Dijon mustard and mixed spice with some salt and pepper in a small bowl.

Whisk in the extra virgin olive oil with a fork. Add the sugar, capers, shallot and herbs and taste for seasoning and balance (you might need a little more vinegar or mustard). It’s good to make this about 30 minutes in advance, so that the flavours can meld.

Remove the tough outer leaves from the leeks and discard them. Slice off the tufty bit on the base of each leek, and also the dark green tops. Cut the leeks into 4cm (1½in) lengths. Wash them really well, making sure that you get rid of any grit or soil between the layers. Steam over boiling water – this way the leeks don’t become too ‘wet’ – for 4–6 minutes. They should be completely tender right through (test with the tip of a sharp knife).

As soon as they’re done, tip them on to a clean tea towel and gently pat to soak up the excess moisture; the dressing clings to the leeks much better if they’re not wet. Immediately put them into a serving bowl and, while they’re still hot, dress them with the vinaigrette. Taste to check the seasoning, then serve warm or at room temperature.



[image: Two plates of leeks with Breton vinaigrette, radish slices, a halved hard-boiled egg and charcuterie are on a table. Two baguettes are near the dish.]



rillettes

Home-made rillettes usually taste better than ready-made (at least when you’re not in France). They do take time, though not a lot of effort, and this should be an easy meal, so buy the rillettes if you prefer. To render pork fat, cut the fat into cubes, melt it in a heavy-based saucepan over a low heat, then strain the resulting liquid fat through a sieve. This recipe makes more than you need; half the quantity will feed four people and the rest, well sealed with fat, will last for up to four months in the fridge. Halve the quantities if you prefer, but be warned that it’s better to make rillettes in large quantities, otherwise it tends to get dry while cooking, so I would recommend making this larger amount.

makes about 1kg (2lb 4oz)

500g (1lb 2oz) boneless pork shoulder

500g (1lb 2oz) boneless pork belly, rind removed

350g (12oz) rendered pork fat (see recipe introduction), or good-quality bought lard

6 thyme sprigs

3 bay leaves

4 cloves

generous pinch of ground mixed spice

generous grating of nutmeg

plenty of sea salt flakes and freshly ground black pepper

Cut the pork shoulder into strips about 2cm (¾in) across, along the grain of the meat. Cut the belly into slices about 1cm (½in) thick. Put the fat and 100ml (3½fl oz) of water into a broad, heavy-based saucepan and set it over a very low heat. Add all the meat. Tie the thyme, bay leaves and cloves in a square of muslin (or a bit of brand new J-cloth) and add this to the pot. Cook over a very low heat so the liquid just quivers, not bubbles, for about 4 hours. The meat shouldn’t brown, just poach, and must always be covered with fat. Make sure it doesn’t stick to the pan, and turn it from time to time. It’s ready when it is completely tender and feels as if you can gently pull it apart.

Once the meat has cooled a bit, remove the spice and herb bag and shred the meat in the pan, pulling it apart with 2 forks. It should break down into rough, soft strands. Strain the meat through a colander over a bowl and collect the fat. Put the meat into another bowl and add the mixed spice, nutmeg and some salt and pepper; be generous, you need to season well to make good rillettes. Add enough of the fat to make a creamy mixture, and reserve the rest.

Put the mixture into bowls – or pack it into jars with no air pockets, if you want to keep it for longer – cover with greaseproof paper that you’ve rubbed with pork fat and leave to completely cool; it will firm up a bit. Melt some of the reserved pork fat and pour it over the tops to form a seal. Put the papers back on top and put in the fridge.

The rillettes taste better after a couple of days, though I tend to eat some straight away. If you pack it in jars with no air pockets and cover with 5mm (¼in) of fat, it should last in the fridge for about 4 months. Once you’ve broken the protective layer of fat, eat within 5 days.




mouclade

Mouclade is eaten in and around La Rochelle, on the west coast of France. There are different versions, but the characteristic ingredient is curry powder. The dish, when you include saffron as well, has a lovely golden colour.

serves 4

good pinch of saffron threads

2kg (4lb 8oz) mussels

30g (1oz) unsalted butter

1 small onion, finely chopped

2 garlic cloves, crushed

¾ teaspoon medium curry powder

4 tablespoons brandy

2 teaspoons plain flour

200ml (7fl oz) dry white wine

200ml (7fl oz) double cream

sea salt flakes and freshly ground black pepper

generous handful of flat-leaf parsley leaves, finely chopped

Put the saffron in a cup and add 5 tablespoons of boiling water. Leave to steep for 30 minutes.

Clean the mussels, removing any beards and barnacles (scrape the latter off with a table knife) and washing the shells. Tap each against the sink as you go and discard any that remain open and don’t close.

Melt the butter in a pan and gently sauté the onion until soft but not coloured. Add the garlic and curry powder and cook for another 2 minutes to release the curry’s fragrance. Add the brandy and let it boil until it has reduced to a couple of tablespoons. Reduce the heat, then stir in the flour, mixing well until everything is smooth. Cook for a minute, then take the pan off the heat and gradually add the saffron and its water, stirring as you do so. Set aside.

Put the wine and the mussels into a large saucepan and cover. Cook over a medium-high heat for about 4 minutes, shaking the pan from time to time, until the mussels have opened. Strain the mussels (use a large colander), collecting their liquor in a bowl underneath. Discard any mussels that haven’t opened and put the rest back into the saucepan. Cover to keep warm.

Strain the cooking liquor through a sieve lined with muslin, or a brand new J-cloth (you need to get rid of any sand or grit), and gently reheat the saffron sauce you were making earlier. Gradually add the mussel liquor, stirring as you do so, then bring the sauce to the boil and simmer for about 3 minutes. Add the cream and simmer for a further 4 minutes until it has reduced and the sauce is a little thicker. Taste for seasoning and stir in the parsley.

Put the mussels in a large warmed serving bowl – or keep them in the saucepan in which they were cooked, if you prefer – pour over the sauce and serve immediately.



[image: A saucepan of mouclade made of open mussels, chopped onion, crushed garlic in a creamy base, garnished with finely chopped flat-leaf parsley leaves.]



crêpes dentelles with sautéed apples & caramel

The word dentelles means ‘lace’ and refers to the fine, delicate edges of these crêpes. Making them well requires a few tricks, though they’re easy to master: quickly tip the pan so that the batter thinly coats the base, pour off the excess every time you add more batter, adjust the heat as necessary, and be careful not to add too much butter. You need a well-seasoned pan that has become non-stick through wear, or a good non-stick pan. The first pancake is always a dud, so don’t worry. I was taught to make these by my first French boyfriend. He was called Christophe. I was fifteen. So, for me, this is more than just a recipe.

serves 4

for the crêpes

125g (4½oz) plain flour

30g (1oz) caster sugar

pinch of sea salt flakes

300ml (½ pint) whole milk

1 egg, plus 1 egg yolk

30g (1oz) unsalted butter, melted, plus more to cook

crème fraîche, to serve

for the caramel

50g (1¾oz) unsalted butter

125ml (4fl oz) double cream

100g (3½oz) soft light brown sugar

½ teaspoon sea salt flakes

¼ teaspoon vanilla extract

for the apples

2 tart apples, peeled, halved and cored

50g (1¾oz) unsalted butter

1 tablespoon caster sugar

Sift the flour, sugar and salt into a bowl and make a well in the centre. In a jug, beat the milk, egg and egg yolk with 100ml (3½fl oz) of water and gradually whisk this into the well, until smooth. Stir in the melted butter, cover and rest for 1 hour. (Or make this in a blender. Blend for 1 minute, scrape down the sides, then blend for another 5 seconds.)

Meanwhile, to make the caramel, put the butter in a large saucepan (the sauce will bubble a lot and you need room for that) and melt it over a medium heat. Add the cream, sugar and salt and bring to the boil, stirring to help the sugar dissolve. Reduce the heat and simmer for 10 minutes, whisking from time to time. Add the vanilla.

Cut the apples into thin wedges, about 5mm (¼in) at the thickest part, and heat the butter in a frying pan. Don’t crowd the pan, or the apples will steam instead of fry. Sauté on both sides until golden (they can still be a little firm in the middle). Sprinkle with the sugar and cook over a medium heat until a little caramelized (about 3 minutes). Lay the apples on a plate in a single layer; if they’re on top of each other they continue to cook and can lose their nice sugar-toasted edges.

Melt a very small knob of butter in a well-seasoned or non-stick frying pan and swirl it, just to coat the pan. Ladle in batter – again just enough to thinly coat – quickly swirl it and pour off any excess (these crêpes need to be really thin). Cook over a medium heat until golden underneath, then flip with a palette knife and cook the other side. Add small amounts of butter as you need it, but never too much. If the pan gets too hot and you burn the butter, wipe it out and start again. Keep the pancakes in a pile in a low oven until you’ve cooked them all.

Serve the pancakes with the apples and caramel – if you’ve made the sauce in advance, gently reheat it if you like – and crème fraîche.



[image: A plate of folded crepes topped with caramelized apple wedges and a dollop of fresh cream is on a table. A bowl of fresh cream is beside the plate.]



constant cravings

hot, sour, salty, sweet

menu serves 6

galloping horses

stir-fried prawns with sugar snaps, basil, chilli & lime

korean cucumber salad (oi muchim)

braised pork with ginger & star anise

jenny’s sago gula melaka




Some foods nag at me – the way a song plays insistently in your head – until I can eat them. And these cravings aren’t just for one dish, but for a mixture of tastes, usually the fresh, hot, sour, salty, sweet flavours of south-east Asia, China, Korea and Japan. Chillies, pickled ginger, fish sauce, limes and palm sugar all temporarily sate a longing that never goes away. I am no expert in any of these cuisines, but I eat them all, mixing dishes in a way that would horrify some (forgive me, purists, I am helpless).

With this menu, serve the prawns, pork and cucumber salad together, with rice, of course.

[image: A pineapple placed upright, a framed scenery, a glass bottle with a dark sauce, a swing doll with human figures and a ceramic bowl are on a shelf.]



galloping horses

My version of a Thai classic. Serve it before you sit down to eat, but give out napkins: things can get messy.

serves 6

200ml (7fl oz) groundnut oil

50g (1¾oz) shallots, finely sliced

35g (1¼oz) garlic (about 1 small head), finely sliced

100g (3½oz) minced chicken thigh

100g (3½oz) raw shelled prawns, deveined and very finely chopped

50g (1¾oz) palm sugar, to taste

40ml (1½fl oz) fish sauce, to taste

juice of 1 lime, to taste

25g (1oz) roasted unsalted peanuts, coarsely crushed

½ small pineapple, peeled and cored

2 red Thai chillies, halved, deseeded and very finely sliced

2 lime leaves, very finely sliced

leaves from 15g (½oz) coriander

for the garlic and coriander paste

45g (1¾oz) bunch of coriander, roughly chopped

4 garlic cloves, roughly chopped

¼ teaspoon white peppercorns

Heat the oil in a small saucepan and, when it quivers, add the shallots and cook until dark gold, turning every so often. Strain through a metal sieve, reserving the oil, and spread them on kitchen paper. Now heat 2 tablespoons of the reserved oil in a frying pan and cook the garlic over a medium heat until golden. Lift out on to kitchen paper.

Heat another 1 tablespoon of the oil in a wok and quickly fry the chicken, making sure it doesn’t clump together. Remove to a bowl. Do the same with the prawns, adding a little more oil if needed. Add to the chicken.

For the coriander and garlic paste, pound the coriander, garlic and peppercorns in a mortar and pestle to a
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