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Introduction

I was lucky to cook alongside my mother as soon as I could stand, and, from the first day I helped her to make dinner in our bright orange kitchen in Tallaght, Dublin, I loved it. Cooking is in my bones and sharing is in my nature. Everything about cooking suited me – and still does – from the wonderful aromas lifting from the pans and the sneaky tastes you can steal as you cook, to the fact that I am always at my best when keeping myself busy.

My mother cooked everything from scratch for the four of us children, while my dad took me to street markets, butchers and fishmongers for the raw ingredients. We had homemade jam, with our own fruits that we grew out in the back garden. We ate local fish from fishmongers who my father would chinwag the day away with. Often, I’d be in the veg market with Dad buying pears and oranges by the crateful and potatoes in 25kg bags, before cheerily sitting in the back of the car as he dropped a few kilos off to his brothers and sisters around town.

I was raised in a house full of music. We children would wake up in the morning to records playing. Mum would do her rounds opening all the bedroom windows (she loved a good airing of the house), and, if the freezing cold didn’t wake you up, the music would. Sometimes it was Elkie Brooks, at others Van Morrison or Eric Clapton. On weekend mornings, we would shuffle downstairs in our PJs to the aroma of a Full Irish on the go. Mum would say, ‘Morning, lovey’, offer each of us a sausage on a fork and we would plop ourselves down as close to the telly as we were allowed to watch cartoons and eat our sausages, while waiting for Dad to get back from the baker with the bread. (As with most families, this wasn’t a totally idyllic scene: often, we kids would be arguing; sometimes, we would be aiming to land a sly pinch or kick on each other without our parents spotting it…)

My mother thought she was ‘just’ making food for us, but, looking back, I sense the warm embrace of feeling truly loved and nurtured. In a time when we think it’s pzazz and wacky bubblegum cupcakes that make a childhood special, it’s actually the intention behind what you give that makes family time glorious.

Out of that sunny orange kitchen flew mackerel coated with oats and fried, boxty potato pancakes, Dublin coddle filled with sausages and (yes) potatoes, Irish stew, lamb chops, a seemingly endless supply of fresh scones, and always apple tart cooked on a large dinner plate.
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But it wasn’t all plain sailing in the kitchen for Mam. She had to navigate a brief rebellious period that followed me staying with friends and eating what their parents cooked for them. I became (briefly) enamoured with their packet sauces and microwave meals; I spurned homegrown jam and wanted shop-bought. This was a fleeting misstep, quickly rectified once I tasted the foods I thought I wanted. My mother’s recipes are simple, but, as I realised, they are undoubtedly delicious.

These days there is no meal I’d rather be part of than having my parents, my siblings and now our children all sit together and eat. We play music and argue, then move on and laugh and get emotional, because we are all still growing and changing. The same as happens at the kitchen table in so many other households.

But what is served on that table has changed with the years. I remember the first time my mother made spaghetti bolognese for my father, back in the late 1980s. We children had eaten this delicacy a few times before and knew it was delicious, but my father’s face dropped as the serving dish came to the table. He asked, ‘Ah Wendy, where is the meat? Where are the vegetables? And tell me, where are the potatoes?’ I am not joking when I say my father was afraid of this dinner: it was alien to him. Anyone who knows my dad will tell you he now adores good pasta; Irish food has come so far from the meat-and-two-veg of just a few decades ago and it is so exciting to be part of this food revolution. For a long time, Irish cooking languished in the doldrums: overlooked both by us Irish – not as mindful of its heritage as we might have been – and by everyone else. Happily, in recent years, the mood couldn’t be more different. Irish food has everything to offer: wonderful ingredients with impeccable provenance and rich traditions, as well as a dynamic approach to modernity.

I opened Myrtle, my first restaurant, in Chelsea in London in 2019. The name was inspired by legendary Irish chef Myrtle Allen, founder of famous restaurant and food hub Ballymaloe House in Cork, which has done so much for Irish food. I take humble old Irish recipes and make lighter, more elegant modern dishes that remind people of childhood flavours. I am very proud that, both at my restaurant and in this book, I’ve been able to adapt my mother’s classic recipes to show you what modern Irish cooking really is.

Every cuisine is based on what a country’s people ate once upon a time and the ways in which we interpret that today. The humble dumpling appears as gnocchi in Italy, pierogi in Poland and boxty in Ireland. Similarly, moving on to eggs, we have the tortilla in Spain, the frittata in Italy and the Wicklow pancake in Ireland. Irish food is just as worthy of praise, and of study, as that of our more renowned neighbours.

I’m now a restaurant owner and regularly on television as a cooking expert, but believe me when I tell you that the last twenty-odd years of my life in the kitchen have been peppered with mistakes. In fact, that is what I believe real success stands on. All great cooks and chefs have confidence because they have split a mayonnaise or overcooked a steak. They know what to avoid when it comes to choosing the right ingredients, because they have tasted an out-of-season strawberry and compared it to a strawberry picked in the warm summer months and eaten shortly afterwards. They know getting the fruit direct from the farm will make it easier for them to create something fantastic. That knowledge can only come through experience, which means trial and error.

My career started almost by accident while on a summer job in Jersey. I was working in a café with a bunch of young ones all around my age and, basically, was having the summer of my life: freedom from my parents and earning money to allow me to do what I wanted. The café was directly connected to the restaurant’s kitchen, a door I had never walked through. One day, I was asked to open a few cans of fruit cocktail. So I went into the kitchen… and something just clicked inside – a true eureka moment – and I flew home and burst through the door to tell my parents that I wanted to be a chef. Initially, they weren’t overly impressed, and expected that my love of partying would soon make me give up this labour-intensive career choice. But my passion for eating, cooking and teaching people about food won out.

So I enrolled in a professional cookery course at the DIT School of Culinary Arts and Food Technology – commonly known as Cathal Brugha Street – back in Dublin, and my professional chef career began. I started my apprenticeship at the city’s L’Ecrivain restaurant under chef Derry Clarke, then soon moved to Paris to work for the famous Italian chef Gualtiero Marchesi at Hotel Lotti. My French wasn’t great – and my Italian nonexistant – but it was a very exciting kitchen to be in. I probably learned more while there than in any other kitchen. I also picked up a lot about living within a budget and how to cook at home with very few resources in a kitchen the size of a dining table for two in my restaurant now. I moved to London about nineteen years ago and, while working in the city for Philip Howard, Shane Osborn and Gordon Ramsay, I learned that choosing the right ingredients at the right time can result in not only a delicious dish but a beautiful one, too. While working for those chefs, I began to understand when a plate needs more or, very often, less. They were all busy, emotionally driven restaurants. (One idea I find laughable is that women are too emotional for the job of chef; my decades of experience working almost exclusively with men has taught me that they are very emotional… but that’s a book for another day.)

While I was training, I chose to work in kitchens that were busy; I was alive with curiosity and excited to understand my trade. The key word there is understand. At no point did I ever dream or aspire to be a head chef, or to appear on television. For many, many years, all I wanted was to be good at my job and there was very little positive reinforcement from my bosses. If I could whisper in young Anna Haugh’s ear, I might encourage her to be kinder to herself and a little happier with her own work.

I can’t do that for her, but I can whisper in your ear now and encourage you to pick yourself up if you have made a mistake, either while cooking or in any other area of your life. Success does not come quickly and it does not stay unless you continue to invest in it. So, my advice to anyone working hard and not seeing results is to stay calm, keep going and remember that, eventually, you will get out what you put in. I truly believe in fairness, hard work and integrity. Working on all three through thick and thin has given me a grounded sense of pride over the years. It’s also taught me a lot about cooking and that’s what I want to share now.

Often, home cooks can imagine that cooking is complicated and that professional chefs are the only ones

















OEBPS/img/9_1.jpg





OEBPS/img/3_1.jpg
Photography by Laura Edwards





OEBPS/img/4_1.jpg





OEBPS/img/6_1.jpg














OEBPS/img/10_1.jpg





OEBPS/img/cover.jpg
‘One of the most talented chefs to come out y X
of Ireland’ Y N






