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Introduction

I arrived in England on a grey March day in 2009. The Underground journey from Heathrow to Mile End took me through the western boroughs of London: tiled roofs and chimney pots in neat rows and the clouds as dark as oyster shells, rain falling from them in a barely perceptible mist. The city was exactly as I had expected to find it. Over the next weeks, daffodils bloomed, people started shedding their heavy coats, and my walk to work became greener by the day. Spring was arriving.

Right from those early days, my love of living in England became knitted to my love of the seasons, to discovering a place where there is a right time for a bowl of soup and a re-read of Jane Eyre, and also a right time for snacking on radishes and pulling Brideshead Revisited down from the shelf. I’m forever told (by those with longer memories than mine) that the seasons are not as distinct as they once were, but they are certainly more defined than the ‘hot and wet’ and ‘a bit less hot and less wet’ that I grew up with in Brisbane. Throughout my first year here – gloriously bright and beautiful spring, the blisteringly hot and heavy summer, the night that the leaves started to fall from the trees – I found it impossible not to be changed by the seasons.

I revisited books that felt appropriately cosy, or ones where you could almost feel the heat radiating off the page. I explored the greengrocer, and started to pay greater attention to the arrival of key ingredients; favourite fruits and vegetables that I would, in later years, anticipate in earnest. I walked through markets in search of apple varieties I had never tasted, set weekends aside for elderflower or blackberry picking, and mourned the loss of the thin green asparagus spears that came with the arrival of summer. I grew up comfortable in the kitchen, but it was in England that I became a cook, hunting for ways to capture and honour the shifting seasons.

That first year in England, the seasons waxed and waned until, inevitably, March arrived again. I found myself looking forward to the end of winter, those bleak grey months at the start of the year, as much as I had the spring, autumn and summer. I remember standing on a train platform with two friends, hoods pulled up, and eyes shielded, declaring my adoration for drizzling rain. The way I see it, it’s all part and parcel of the same: the long sunny evenings, the crisp winter mornings, the dreary March days. They’re each so wonderful precisely because of their entirely transient nature, because of the way they flow into each other, because they are each – in their own way – worth embracing and celebrating while we have them.

Regardless of my love for food, my life is not spent in a farmer’s market, and there are days when I cook with whatever I have to hand, where ‘seasonal cooking’ is as much about seeking out comfort and warmth as it is hunting for a specific ingredient. Our food supply chain has altered so enormously in the past decades that it is possible, should you wish, to lay your hands on strawberries in March, and find asparagus in October. And so, in this book, I wanted to share recipes that are as much about a seasonal mood as they are ingredients: meals for one in January, when hibernation is practically a necessity; food that can be easily flung into a picnic basket in late spring; canapés and a cocktail for the inevitable parties in the lead-up to Christmas.

I have broken the year down into six parts: those Long winter nights in January and February, the First signs of spring in March and April, the green months of May and June, when there is Spring in abundance, the Height of summer in July and August, the weeks When the leaves start to turn in September and October, and the final months of the year, As the days grow short. From year to year, depending on the weather, and on where you are in the world, these seasons will shift and change. But I wanted to acknowledge the distinction between each season; that the last part of the year, those bright, twinkly winter weeks, is entirely different from the grey months after New Year. And that those first moments of spring are nothing like the warmer days in May, before summer arrives in earnest.

In short, I have written The Little Library Year as a literary and culinary almanac, a celebration of each and every season, and a way to capture the year in books, and in food. I hope that it takes you, whether reader or cook (or both), from January to December – this year, and in the years to come. Happy reading, and happy eating.
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Notes on reading

It was a particularly balmy June day when I first picked up a copy of Anna Karenina in a charity shop. I carried it with me on my daily commute, crawling through it a couple of pages at a time, struggling to find purchase with the story while on a sweaty London Tube. I was only a hundred pages in when I abandoned it. Six months later, in the depths of winter in my freezing-cold flat, I pulled it back down from the shelf, and took it with me into the bath. This time I devoured it. The next day, back on the train again, I lost myself in the detailed characters, and in the epic scope – I was so distracted that I missed my stop. I flew through the book in little more than a week.

The experience reinforced my long-held belief that there is a ‘right’ time for every book on my shelf. It makes sense to revisit Cassandra Mortmain’s world in I Capture the Castle in late spring, and to join Harry, Hermione, and Ron on the train back to Hogwarts in early September. At Christmas, I read Charles Dickens, and Louisa May Alcott, and Noel Streatfeild, revelling in descriptions of houses dressed for the season, and abundant holiday meals. In the hottest summer months I want to be with talented Tom Ripley, with Gerald Durrell’s family (and their animals), and with Ferrante’s Lila and Elena, dipping a toe into the Mediterranean. And when it’s cold and bleak outside in January, I return to Narnia, to the snow-filled Russian epics, and to the strange comfort of murder mysteries, read by the fire.

The books in the pages that follow are some of my very favourites, ones I continue to return to, and find myself frequently recommending to friends. In each of them I have felt a tangible connection with a particular season, a holiday, or an annual event; I hope they provide you with similar atmosphere, insight, and inspiration.


Notes on recipes

The recipes in this book track the seasons, capturing elements that inspire me at different points throughout the year. There are recipes that are brought to life from the pages of my favourite novels, as well as dishes influenced by a mood, an event, or an ingredient. They reflect the way I cook: plenty of vegetables, lots of fruit, a bit of meat and a bit more fish, bread frequently employed to mop up sauces or pile things on top of, and some cakes and ice creams generous enough to share.

The food borrows from various cultures, includes two Christmas menus (one Australian and one Scandinavian), and will provide some ideas and inspiration whether you’re cooking for one or for many. In my kitchen, cooking often needs to be done quickly, with ingredients that are easily accessible, and so recipes that demand your time and attention, for long evenings, or cosy weekends, are set alongside those that can be pulled together in a half-hour.

I know that a long list of required equipment may be off-putting, and so (where possible) I have made it clear when I think you really need something specific: a cake tin, some ramekins, a sheet of fine muslin for straining. But otherwise do feel free to cut out biscuits using the rim of a glass, roll out pasta using a rolling pin or wine bottle, or fill pastry for blind baking with rice. I’m a home cook, and I assume you are too – using whatever you have in your kitchen is absolutely fine.

Unless otherwise stated, I have used salted butter, whole milk, flaky sea salt, and large eggs. I have listed oven temperatures as fan and in gas mark. If you have a conventional (non-fan) oven, you’ll need to increase temperatures by 20C/50F/2 gas marks.

Most of the ingredients called for are ones I hope you can find in your supermarket, or buy from your butcher, fishmonger, or greengrocer. However, if you can’t find something and wish to give a recipe a try, there are a number of online supermarkets that deliver, or Google should throw up an alternative you can substitute.


Ingredients to look out for

The long winter nights
Apples, blood oranges, Brussels sprouts, cabbage, cauliflower, celeriac/celery root, celery, clementines, chicory/endive, forced rhubarb, grapefruit, horseradish, Jerusalem artichokes, kale, leeks, lemons, parsnip, pears, purple sprouting broccoli, radicchio, swede/rutabaga, sweet potato

The first signs of spring
Brussels sprouts, cauliflower, celeriac/celery root, grapefruit, purple sprouting broccoli, rhubarb, rocket/arugula, sorrel, spinach, spring greens, spring onions/scallions, watercress, wild garlic

Spring in abundance
Asparagus, broad/fava beans, elderflower, French beans, globe artichokes, gooseberries, lettuce, new potatoes, peas, radish, rhubarb, rocket/arugula, sorrel, spinach, spring greens, spring onions/scallions, strawberries, tomatoes, watercress

The height of summer
Apricots, aubergine/eggplant, basil, blackcurrants, broad/fava beans, broccoli, carrots, cherries, courgette/zucchini, fennel, French beans, globe artichokes, gooseberries, lettuce, mangetout/snow peas, nectarines, peaches, peas, peppers/bell peppers, radish, raspberries, redcurrants, rocket/arugula, spinach, strawberries, sweetcorn, Swiss chard, tomatoes, watercress, watermelon

When the leaves start to turn
Apples, aubergine/eggplant, beetroot/beets, blackberries, broccoli, cavolo nero, celeriac/celery root, celery, courgette/zucchini, damsons, elderberries, figs, globe artichokes, kale, lettuce, marrow, medlars, mushrooms, pears, plums, pumpkin, quince, radish sloes, squash, sweetcorn, Swiss chard

As the days grow short
Apples, beetroot/beets, Brussels sprouts, cavolo nero, celeriac/celery root, chestnuts, clementines, cranberries, horseradish, Jerusalem artichokes, kale, mushrooms, parsnips, pears, pumpkin, quince, sloes, sweet potato, Swiss chard
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ESSENTIAL KITCHEN EQUIPMENT

Baking sheet

Chopping knife and board

Cooling rack

Fork, knife, and spoon

Frying pan/skillet

Parchment paper, plastic wrap, and aluminium foil

Kitchen paper towel

Large and small saucepans/pots

Measuring jug/pitcher

Mixing bowls

Sieve/strainer

Spatula

Tea towel/dish towel

Vegetable peeler

Whisk

Wooden spoon
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The long winter nights

A cold, grey start

Cooking for one

Fish suppers in Narnia

Winter pickles

Afternoons with the oven on

Meals with someone special

Baskets full of dumplings

Further reading


The long winter nights

Nothing can be as peaceful and endless as a long winter darkness, going on and on, like living in a tunnel where the dark sometimes deepens into night and sometimes eases to twilight, you’re screened from everything, protected, even more alone than usual.
The True Deceiver, Tove Jansson (translated by Thomas Teal)

I love winter. I love bowls of slightly salty porridge with a spoonful of treacle first thing in the morning, before the sun is properly in the sky. I love the darkness, and the cold. I love roaring fires, and coats and boots. I love sitting too close to the radiator, a book balanced on my knees. I love roasts, and deep dishes of creamy potatoes, and generous slices of cake beside pots of coffee. I love warming my hands around a steaming mug of tea. I love inviting groups of friends around and spending a day in front of good films, bringing dishes out of the oven with reassuring regularity.

I look forward to this season every year; the long, quiet weeks following Christmas when everyone is reluctant to leave their homes, when I can decompress and start the year afresh. I spend much of winter in happy hibernation, embracing my more natural introverted state after a December spent being social. The solitude and quiet allows me time and space to luxuriate in literature; winter is the season during which I read most prolifically. I take frequently to my bath, filling it with bubbles and spending hours topping up the hot water, devouring books in their entirety. I snuggle up with woollen blankets in my armchair, spending time with books I might not commit to at other points in the year. Januarys past have seen me dive straight into Anna Karenina, Moby Dick, and A Suitable Boy: weighty tomes that defy the daily commute, and are best read on the sofa. I immerse myself in worlds white with winter: in Narnia, Scandinavia, rural Russia, and the coldest English days, when the crisp, fresh snow underfoot seems to make its way off the page and into my living room.

At this time of year, everything happens slowly – the oven takes longer to warm up, bread takes an age to rise, and mornings seem to arrive at a snail’s pace. It is antithetical to the way I live during the rest of the year, when I bustle from task to task and place to place with a ‘To Do’ list as long as my arm. This side of Christmas, it’s impossible to bustle. Even the kettle takes more time to boil.
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In the deep midwinter, it often seems as if the cold will continue in perpetuity. I may love winter but, after the barren months, when much of our fresh food is pulled from beneath the ground, I begin to happily anticipate the early green shoots that herald the arrival of spring.


A cold, grey start

‘You’re at Ferndean, Miss Next,’ replied Mary soothingly, ‘one of Mr Rochester’s other properties. You will be weak; I’ll bring some broth.’
I grabbed her arm.
‘And Mr Rochester?’
She paused and smiled at me, patted my hand and said she would fetch the broth.
The Eyre Affair, Jasper Fforde

Those first days after New Year, as Epiphany approaches, have an air of strangeness about them. The world still glitters with tinsel and decorations, department stores still push their leftover stock – all around us, life hasn’t quite returned to normal. And yet, after the last slice of Christmas cake has been eaten, puzzles have been broken down and put back in their boxes, and the inevitability of returning to work lies around the corner, we are thrust into the cold reality of January. This side of Christmas, winter is cold and bleak.

Back home in my own kitchen, after a week or so in someone else’s, I crave warmth and comfort, but not the rich luxury of Christmas. And so, in an attempt to stave off an unwelcome winter cold, I make broth. I know its magic is mostly a placebo, but if it helps Little Women’s Beth (though not, obviously, in the long-run), or Sense and Sensibility’s Marianne, I like to believe that it can also help me. When Thursday Next, the Swindon-based literary detective in Jasper Fforde’s The Eyre Affair, is injured during her travels into the pages of Jane
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