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Introduction

by Meredith Erickson

It has been said that one’s stay at Claridge’s begins in the taxi, when seated and looking ahead, and the words ‘take me to Claridge’s’ are uttered. This is when that feeling strikes: the anticipation that something extraordinary is about to happen.

This was the case for me, driving past Hyde Park and into Mayfair on a rainy, cold November night. Upon arriving at the red brick building on Brook Street, where doormen in handsome grey flannel await, I was whisked through the revolving door towards the chequered-floor Lobby – gliding past a porter tending the fireplace – and into the Foyer.

Oh, how I wish I was staying for longer than just dinner.

Soon a large white menu with violet illustrations was placed in my hand, along with an ohso-welcome glass of Champagne from what may be the most desirable oak Champagne trolley. My waiter talked me through the du jour menu, but my eyes had already fixated on the Claridge’s Chicken Pie. I ordered, relaxed into my chair and breathed a sigh of relief, the rain and the day fading away. In a corner of the room sat one of my favourite British novelists. In another, a great fashion designer from New York. Drinking it all in, I came down to earth as a gentleman at the table beside me struck up conversation. He told me his age, 82, and that he had first come to Claridge’s when he was 5. ‘There is something magical in the air here,’ he said. I joked that ‘Yes indeed, and it smells delicious.’ ‘No, it is something you cannot recreate anywhere else. For 77 years, I’ve been coming here and the energy is still as intoxicating.’

The waiter arrived with a large silver tray, carrying mashed potatoes, tied French green beans and a pie topped with a golden cloud of puff pastry. What happened next was a bit of a blur, but I can say that the chicken was succulent, the sauce was velvety suprême, there were bacon lardons and a singular quail egg that felt like a treasure, à la Galette des Rois. At some point, I may have been deliriously dipping the mashed potatoes in the pie.

Upon leaving, I asked my waiter for the Claridge’s cookbook and he responded that at the time they did not have one. I enquired when the next order would be arriving. ‘No ma’am, it does not exist at all.’

As I walked to the Davies Street exit, I noticed a tall, ornate glass door leading to an alluringly confessional enclave with royal purple velvet banquettes. A small bar – complete with shelves of rare Lalique decanters – twinkled below mirrored signage that read ‘The Fumoir’. I sat, ordered a nightcap and struck up conversation with a man I later came to know well: the ‘artist in residence’ of Claridge’s, David Downton. ‘I don't think anyone comes up the three steps to Claridge's without a little lift to their heart,’ he told me after hearing it was my first time here. ‘But of all the places in the hotel, it’s in here at “my” table (No. 4) in the Fumoir that I love to meet, interview and draw. It’s the best bar in London; timeless both design-wise and literally – the low-lit intimacy of the space means that noon can feel like midnight and midnight can stretch until noon.’ He was right. I looked around, noticing no windows, only tables of martinis and guests engaging with George, my new favourite waiter – impeccably dressed in a crushed velvet jacket and bow-tie. David continued…

‘Claridge’s is Claridge’s and everywhere else is everywhere else. London’s grandest hotel guards her legacy but wears her legend lightly, her eyes trained on that famous revolving door, noting the next, the new (and the who is who). Here, the ghosts of Sir Winston Churchill, Jackie O and Audrey Hepburn converse with the tech billionaire, the Upper East Side maven and the indie designer who are checking in. At Claridge’s there is a continuum. Recently, at dinner in Hollywood, Anjelica Huston’s eyes lit up when I mentioned the hotel, “The first place I ever tasted mango!” she exclaimed. Across the ocean, her father – maverick director John Huston – whose portrait hangs in the Reading Room, chuckled like thunder.

‘New five-star hotels multiply like cranes on the London skyline. Sometimes, all too soon, they become a “scene”. But who wants to live in a “scene”? Better, surely, to let time slip away from you right here in the velvety embrace of the Fumoir or in the hushed and unhurried civility of the dining room, where nostalgia is the late-night side order of choice.’

Utterly inspired, the next morning I called and asked to speak to the chef, Martyn Nail, about a vision I had – a fantasy really – to collect the much-loved recipes from the previous 200 years, along with some anecdotal and storied answers to questions like: How do you host dinner for 100? What is in that Claridge’s Regal cocktail? What is it that makes room service so special and perhaps, most importantly, How do you make that puff pastry?

And so, a venture that began selfishly – I really wanted that pie recipe – turned into a complete love affair with a hotel, its chef and its restaurant. The result of which, many years later, is this very tome.

Where did we start? In the kitchen, of course. Recipe by recipe, plate by plate.
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One thing about the Claridge’s kitchen: it's a steamship on full throttle. Spending time there, you feel like you're travelling at warp speed 365 days a year, 24 hours a day – all with a bit of Willy Wonka theatrics thrown in, thanks to the pastry department and their renowned afternoon tea creations. The kitchen is reminiscent of a scene from Wes Anderson's The Grand Budapest Hotel and has the charm of Escoffier – copper pots, gas ovens, a handsome engraved Parisian Rorgue salamander (indeed the menu at Claridge's was written in French until the 1990s) – alongside the latest gadgets, such as a smoker and the beloved evo-grow herb cabinet (that allows chefs to grow and harvest herbs such as sorrel, chervil and Mexican marigold in the dark underground recesses of the kitchen). It also feels as equally cosmopolitan in the kitchen as it does in the dining room. It’s a smaller ecosystem of the London just outside: a tourier from Dijon; a pastry chef from Costa Brava, and a small army of excited young chefs, fresh graduates from British cooking schools.

Martyn Nail, the captain of this ship, is a complete anomaly. In a city where restaurant cookbooks are penned a mere year after opening, Martyn has been an integral part of the culinary direction at Claridge’s for more than 30 years. This is a rarity in the restaurant world, and that record speaks volumes. On any given day, Martyn manages a team of 60 chefs plus service staff, over breakfast, lunch, afternoon tea and dinner, ultimately overseeing up to 2,000 diners a day, all whilst conducting an orchestra of special events, and, of course, always time for a menu review with an excited bride-to-be. One would think he actually has a room upstairs, but surprisingly, he does go home.

The kitchen is the engine of Claridge's, it turns, turns, turns…and never stops. To capture this, we aimed to fill these pages with the recipes that our guests love, and the ones that give us joy, too. We sifted and sorted through menus so vintage they felt like parchment in our hands. Ultimately, we have included a mix of the classics and newer additions: all relevant for today. They may inspire you to bake (Lemon Drizzle Cake), to curl up and read (The Art of Carving), or to make a reservation for a celebratory afternoon tea (Blueberry Crème Fraîche Mousse).

If you have ever stayed at Claridge’s, you will know that what stays with you when you return home is an all-encompassing experience that you cannot fully recreate. But with a turn of each page, we want you to be that much closer.

After a 200-year history, it is clear: the Epicurean spirit and the art of hospitality lives, breathes and thrives at Claridge’s.
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Vanilla Brioche French Toast

The charm of room service, at least for us, seems especially magnified at breakfast time: you’re in a Claridge’s white robe, the trolley is rolled in, carrying the Guy Oliver-designed china, and, for a moment – hopefully longer – you can still shut out the rest of the world. If you’re going to go for it, go big, we say. Our toast is made with brioche, and its thickness is perfect to drench up the maple syrup and clotted cream.

SERVES 4

6 brioche slices, crusts removed

6 eggs

100ml (3½fl oz) milk

80g (2¾oz) icing sugar

1 vanilla pod, split lengthways and seeds scraped

a pinch of ground cinnamon

2 pats salted butter (we use Buttervikings – but any best-quality butter will do)

TO SERVE:

120ml (4fl oz) maple syrup (we use Vermont or Quebec syrup)

200g (7oz) clotted cream

200g (7oz) berries of your choice

Cut each brioche slice in half to make 2 triangles. In a large bowl, whisk the eggs, milk, icing sugar, vanilla seeds and cinnamon together.

Add half of the butter to a large frying pan over a medium-high heat. While the butter is melting, dip and dredge the brioche triangles in the egg mixture.

When the butter is foaming, reduce the heat to medium and fry 6 of the brioche triangles (being sure to drain off any excess egg mixture before adding to the pan) until golden brown. Set aside to keep warm. Repeat with the remaining butter and triangles.

Serve the French toast immediately with the maple syrup, clotted cream and berries.
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Lobster, Langoustine & Crab Cocktail

As a chef, marrying the style of your food to the place and time in which it’s served is key. The grand history and decor of the hotel prompts us to look back along our long culinary timeline. The arrival of a new Martini glass in the Fumoir caught the eye of former sous-chef Ewan Simpson, who loved to research everything about a dish. He immediately thought of prawn cocktail, popular in the 1970s, which can actually be traced back to Escoffier (whose portrait looks down on us from my office wall). Here, the prawns are replaced with British crab, langoustines and lobster, combined with our Marie-Rose sauce, and topped with quail eggs and caviar. This dish led to a mysterious shortage of Martini glasses in the Fumoir…

SERVES 4

YOU WILL NEED:

4 Martini glasses or small shallow bowls

FOR THE COCKTAIL:

160g (5¾oz) Gem lettuce, shredded

400g (14oz) cucumber, peeled and thinly sliced

1 x quantity Marie-Rose Sauce

12 small round lettuce leaves

1 cooked Cornish lobster, about 1kg (2lb 4oz), removed from the shell

250g (9oz) cooked Cornish white crab meat, thoroughly picked

16 cooked peeled Cornish langoustines

FOR THE MARIE-ROSE SAUCE:

150g (5½oz) Mayonnaise, or use your favourite store-bought brand

50g (1¾oz) tomato ketchup

¼ tsp Tabasco sauce

¼ tsp Worcestershire sauce

½ tsp brandy

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

FOR THE GARNISH:

4 quail eggs, soft-boiled and shelled, left whole

2g (1/16oz) caviar d’Aquitaine or another sustainably farmed sturgeon caviar (optional)

crème fraîche

4 blanched cherry tomatoes

16 pea shoots

20 leaves of red veined sorrel

4 edible pansy flowers
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To make the Marie-Rose sauce, in a medium bowl, combine all the ingredients well and season to your liking.

This dish is all about the final assembly. To go the Martini glass route, place the shredded lettuce in the bottom of the Martini glasses. If that’s too OTT for you, small shallow bowls will work well. Now line the inside of each glass or bowl with the cucumber slices. Dollop one spoonful of Marie-Rose sauce on each bed of lettuce, then add 3 round lettuce leaves to the side of each glass. Arrange the lobster, crab and langoustines neatly on top of the sauce.

Top each cocktail with a quail egg, crème fraîche and the caviar. Add 1 cherry tomato to each, then arrange the herbs and flower petals over the top. Divide the remaining Marie-Rose sauce into quarters and add a dollop to one side of each glass, where there is space.
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Roast Beef Sandwich

This sandwich is the perfect consequence of Sunday Lunch, if there are any leftovers.

MAKES 4

NOTES:

Both the brown butter (beurre noisette) and the Bordelaise butter are very useful to have on hand in your refrigerator: they can be used at any time to finish a sauce or risotto and add additional layers of flavour to the most simple of recipes, like scrambled eggs, for instance. Gram flour is a gluten-free flour made from chickpeas. We use it to dredge the shallots because it yields the
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Meredith Erickson (writer and co-author).
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