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Introduction

My career as a chef has spanned almost 40 years and I can honestly say there’s one cuisine which has influenced me far and above any other: the food of France. When I first went to catering college in 1986 my training was all about classic French recipes and techniques. There I learned the basics of filleting fish, portioning chicken, making sauces, gravies, pâtés, terrines and pastries, all in the time-honoured French style. Back then, and still today in many places, French cooking was considered the height of sophistication. Mastering the basics at college fuelled my desire to become the best I could be and launched my career as a chef.

[image: Marcus with a rack of lamb]

And who could blame me? What’s not to love about French food? Famously rich dishes packed with butter and cream like dauphinoise potatoes, moules marinière and clafoutis. Then there is the incredible patisserie: croissants, macarons and – my favourite – millefeuille. And some of the very best ingredients in the world: incomparable bread; delicious wines; and don’t get me started on the cheese … The world of gastronomy owes a lot to France. It’s no wonder to me that French food is so globally revered and that their recipes have stood the test of time.

After college I headed for London where I worked in some of the most acclaimed restaurants in the capital, first at The Savoy where I was one of 130 chefs in the kitchen. I was stationed in the cold fish section where I spent seven months (yes, seven!) filleting, shelling, picking and prepping fish and seafood. That was certainly an education! From there I landed a job at then three Michelin-starred Le Gavroche, the beacon of French cuisine in London. Run by the incredible Roux family, there was a year long waiting list to work there. But on the advice of my dad, I knocked on the door on my day off and simply asked for a job. The sous chef was from Wigan and must have seen a kindred spirit standing on the doorstep because he said yes; before I knew it, I was working for the elite. There was no bigger or better French kitchen in London at that time. It’s also where I first met Gordon Ramsay (more on that in a moment).

After an amazing year at Le Gavroche, Albert Roux sent me to Upstate New York. It was 1991, the year I turned 21. No one stayed at Le Gavroche for more than 12 months, but Albert would always try to help his young chefs continue their training in other kitchens. Having decided he couldn’t send me to France because I didn’t speak the language, he shipped me off to America instead. Quite the result for a young lad! Albert set me up with a job at a resort in the Adirondack Mountains, just south of the border from the French-speaking region of Canada, and where he was the consultant chef. I took all my training and time spent working in London and brought my French style of cooking to this small hotel by the idyllic Saranac Lake. Here I learned how to master the outdoor grill and the art of cooking over fire. It’s been a fantastic addition to my skill set and a way that I now cook more and more.
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From there I spent a year in Amsterdam where I trained with two French bakers. I wanted to plug a gap in my knowledge and learn the art of classic French patisserie like croissants and pain au chocolat. And later, while working at Gravetye Manor in Sussex, I was lucky enough to meet the great Pierre Koffman; it’s also where I met my incredible wife, Jane. Pierre invited me to come and work a stage (a brief and unpaid internship) in his restaurant La Tante Claire, which had three Michelin stars. Gordon was Pierre’s sous chef and after one day working together, he told me to knock on his door if I ever wanted a full-time job, which is exactly what I did one week later. All this is to say that I have been lucky enough to meet, work with and train under some of the true icons of French cuisine, all of whom have influenced the way I cook today.

Soon after I started working for Gordon, he sent me to Paris. After all my training, I was finally cooking in France! I spent almost a year at Restaurant Guy Savoy, another three-star establishment. Gordon himself had trained there and knew it was exactly what I needed to reach the next level with my own cooking. I never really understood passion until I arrived in Paris. Spending time in France truly opened my eyes: the precision, the dedication, the respect for their craft and ingredients was everywhere from the fine dining restaurants to the boulangeries. I couldn’t walk past a deli or patisserie without stopping to stare through the window and I used to live on millefeuille. Those were the days!

And that was it, my training was over. I came back to London in 1995 and, aged 25, opened my first restaurant with Gordon. I put into practice everything I’d learned, by now the food of France was truly ingrained in every fibre of my being as a chef. It was time to dig into my repertoire and create fine dining food in the French style that I’d grown to love. Six months later I was one of the youngest people ever to gain a Michelin star.

In this book I want to take you on a journey, my journey through the world of French food and the ways in which it has inspired me throughout my career. I want to share with you all those basic recipes I learned at college like Choux Pastry, Confit de Canard and the ever-versatile roux sauce, which is responsible for some of the true culinary greats, including my Croque Madame. The classics I discovered at The Savoy, like Apple Tarte Tatin and Omelette Arnold Bennett and the memorable meals I’ve enjoyed while travelling through and working in France, like Tarte Flambée with Brie and Onion and Mushroom and Jerusalem Artichoke Velouté. Then there are the many dishes I cook for my family, whether we’re on a French holiday or at home, such as Pork Chops with Green Olive Sauce, Bouillabaisse-inspired Fish Soup and Cherry Clafoutis, all of which bring an unmistakable taste of France into our kitchen.

I’m not necessarily reinventing the wheel with these recipes, but I do want to inspire you to cook some of the great classics for yourself. They’re classics for a reason and I’ve brought them up to date to suit our modern world and busy lives, using simpler techniques, a lighter touch and time-saving tips. We have access now to a wider range of fresher ingredients; we can eat pork and certain game cooked pink … times have changed. With this book I want to dig deep into the archive of French recipes I’ve loved over the years and give them a fresh new approach.

A NOTE ON INGREDIENTS

In this book I use large free-range eggs, unsalted butter, free-range chicken, whole milk (but semi-skimmed can be substituted) and medium-sized fruit and vegetables – unless the recipe states otherwise. Also, I use Maldon salt when cooking, unless a recipe requires a finer salt, then it’s usually table salt.

A NOTE ON DESSERTS

When you think of French desserts, it’s easy to feel intimidated. The complicated pastries, tarts and cakes you see in patisserie windows are so enticing, impressive and utterly delicious that it’s hard to imagine making them at home with ease. But in this book, scattered throughout the different chapters, you’ll find a huge variety of classic French desserts made simple, desserts that are just as tasty and impressive as the ones you see in France. You just need to have a few tricks up your sleeve. For example, I never make my own puff pastry these days, shop-bought can be of such high quality and unlocks the door to so many otherwise complicated recipes. My only advice would be to opt for an all-butter puff pastry if you can. You’ll also notice that I use tinned fruit in some of my recipes, or suggest it as an alternative to fresh. I love tinned fruit! It’s picked and preserved when it’s in season and gives you delicious-tasting and affordable produce at any time of the year. It’s also easy to bake with so it’s a no-brainer for me. When it comes to chocolate, the higher the cocoa content the better, certainly no less than 70%. I find dark chocolate gives a fabulously rich, fruity flavour to my desserts. With great ingredients and the right techniques, I believe anyone can make sweet treats worthy of a Parisian patisserie window.
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FINALLY, SOME HEARTFELT THANKS

During my career I’ve been extremely lucky to take inspiration and to learn from some of the greatest chefs in the world; I wouldn’t be the cook I am today without their guidance. Some are French and others are honorary Frenchmen in my eyes, all of whom I want to thank. Firstly, those who trained me: Anton Edelmann, Albert Roux, Michel Roux Jnr, Gordon Ramsay and Guy Savoy. Then the top chefs of the late eighties who provided early inspiration through their TV appearances and cookbooks while I was at college: Nico Ladenis, Anton Mosimann, Michel Roux Snr, Peter Kromberg, Michael Nadell, Richard Shepherd, Pierre Koffman, Marco Pierre White, Raymond Blanc. And lastly, the true icons of the industry whose legendary restaurants have been such an inspiration: Alain Ducasse, Roger Vergé, Paul Bocuse, Joël Robuchon, Michel Bras and George Blanc. Just writing these names brings back so many memories and I’m deeply grateful for the influence each and every one of them has had on my career.

Now, get cooking and enjoy your own journey through the incredible world of French food.
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Let me take you back to the September of 1986. I was living in Southport with my mum, dad, brother and sisters. Although my two passions in life were boxing and working with my dad, I had decided to leave the relative comfort of my father’s fruit and potato warehouse and follow in my older brother’s footsteps by enrolling in catering college. It was a magical time for me. I loved getting hands on in the kitchen and learning all the basic techniques. I would spend hours with my nose in cookbooks written by some of the greatest French chefs in the world, soaking up every morsel of information I could. I had truly found my calling in life. These days I find that no matter what I make, whether it’s an overtly French recipe like beef bourguignon or a simple barbecue dish like a whole cooked sea bream, it’s still those basic techniques and grounding in French cookery that I apply to all my recipes.

In this chapter I want to share some of those techniques and recipes with you. These are the recipes that – I think – will help to build an incredible foundation in the French style of cooking, but I also hope to empower you to use them in different ways. For example, you’ll find a recipe for hollandaise sauce and a way I like to use it with hazelnut crusted fish, but the possibilities for hollandaise are endless; once you’ve mastered the sauce itself you can let your imagination run wild. I hope you find that’s the case for a lot of the recipes in this chapter.
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