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‘The New Yorker magazine ran an interview with a cove called Lemuel Benedict – now that is a proper New York name. He took a monster hangover to The Waldorf and ordered hot buttered toast, crisp bacon, two poached eggs and a hooker of hollandaise. The chef was intrigued, substituted English muffin for toast, Canadian bacon (back) for crisp (streaky) and there you are: a legend was born. This is how cooks make food: they see something, taste something, and then tinker with it’

—A.A. GILL, BREAKFAST AT THE WOLSELEY

‘When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else in the universe’

—JOHN MUIR, MY FIRST SUMMER IN THE SIERRA
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Foreword

There is only a handful of books that end up becoming handbooks in my ideal sense of the word: a bound companion I keep on hand, always ready for use; an undisputed, dependable voice of authority on a subject close to my heart. The Flavour Thesaurus, Niki Segnit’s first book, is my handbook for pairing flavours.

I received my copy from a friend in 2010. After a quick run-through and an initial feeling of awe at the chutzpah of the endeavour, I sat down and read. I read it cover-to-cover and could not believe my luck. Someone had just handed me the equivalent of the Rubik’s cube solution booklet I had as a child – only this one held the solution for every kitchen puzzle imaginable!

As a chef and a cookery writer, my job is to endlessly test flavour combinations. I do this in my head, I do this in saucepans and roasting trays, I do this in soup bowls and glass tumblers, and I do it on the tip of my tongue. The Flavour Thesaurus is, really, the only tool that allows me to test some of my assumptions without having to turn on the stove. Will aniseed work with pineapple? Let me ask Niki. Should I add parsnip to my fish stew? I’ll just flick through my little handbook here.

Yet what I find immensely gratifying is not the few minutes shaved off aimless straying on the way to a dish, but the sense of encouragement and reassurance that I am on the right track, that my thoughts are reasonable and well-grounded. In her writing, Niki Segnit brings together a towering edifice of cooks, food writers and experts to inspire the utmost confidence. And even as she presents their weightier points, she makes absolutely sure no one falls asleep. Chuckling away whilst reading a book about food is not something that happens to me very often; it’s a regular occurrence with either of Segnit’s books on my lap.

Here’s a wonderful example from Lateral Cooking: ‘Broth is a stock with benefits – the ingredients that create it are eaten rather than discarded. Pot au feu is a good basic example. It’s a “poem of the French soul”, according to Daniel Boulud, and one that takes a good while to compose. Marlene Dietrich liked to make it in the lulls between scenes. It doesn’t, however, require a lot of attention, so there’ll be plenty of time to run your lines and pluck your eyebrows.’ Who wouldn’t be seduced by the Boulud-Dietrich-Segnit trio?

The point I am making is serious, though. What is so compelling about the world of Niki Segnit is the way she takes her phenomenal body of work – based, no doubt, on long days spent in reading rooms with heaps of scholarly texts – and then deftly weaves in personal stories and anecdotes. Humour is an essential element, as is the sensuality of eating, lest anyone get the wrong impression about this particular thesaurus.

Her distinctively relaxed style, combined with a clever, schematic way of breaking down a vast subject into palatable – though not always bite-size – pieces is carried through with great panache to Lateral Cooking. In the same way as our food experiences were deconstructed in her first book, giving us clarity of the crystally kind and lots of ‘a-ha’ moments, her second book examines our food activities and shows how magically interconnected they all are. By exposing the relatedness of one cooking technique to another, and of one dish to the next, it uncovers the very syntax of cookery.

As a cookery writer, I have to admit, I am pretty jealous of this achievement. It shows a depth of understanding and a degree of insight that I probably couldn’t ever master. But what I am far more resentful of is the fact that Segnit has managed to fulfil one of my deepest, nerdiest fantasies. When writing recipes, I find it almost impossible to accept the moment at which I need to stop testing. It simply kills me every time I’m forced to lay to rest all the variations that haven’t been tried, the potential masterpieces that will have eluded me if I don’t explore one final option. It’s the culinary equivalent of FOMO, the Fear of Missing Out that epitomises the angst of our age.

Lateral Cooking is devoid of any such anxieties because it is a cookbook full of open-ended recipes. On top of the official version, Segnit offers a bunch of ‘Leeways’, to use her term. These keep the recipes alive; they grant us freedom to experiment, given confidence by the rich toolkit Segnit generously equips us with. So a simple loaf of bread, for example, can have a third of the flour in it replaced with the same weight of warm apple purée – which, when baked, fills the room ‘with the aroma of apple fritters’. Who on earth would be happy with a boring old standard loaf after reading this? And if apples, why not quinces? Or apricots? Or even courgettes?

It takes a person with a particular kind of knowledge to open up a whole load of roads-not-taken for those of us who are keen on going on a journey of exploration: knowing how to write whimsically, cleverly, confidently and yet modestly; knowing how to cook; knowing how to inform and not bore; knowing how to entertain and tickle; knowing how to enchant and enrapture the imagination. These are the writer’s qualities that have brought about another handbook – one for imaginative cooking.

YOTAM OTTOLENGHI


Learning to Cook Sideways

My maternal grandmother cooked everything from scratch and by heart – that is, with an assessing eye, an experienced touch and absolutely no recourse to written instruction whatsoever. What would she have made of the shelves in my kitchen? There’s Anna, Claudia, Delia, Fuchsia, Madhur, Marcella, Nigel, Nigella and Yotam. There’s The Fruit Book, The Vegetable Book, The Mustard Book, The Yogurt Book and The River Cottage Meat Book. There’s How to Cook, How to Eat, What to Eat and What to Eat Now. And yet for years the size of my library was inversely proportional to my confidence in cooking from it. I could cook something a dozen times and still have to dig out the recipe. When I did, I conformed to the image of the Stepford cook: obedient to the point of OCD. If a recipe called for one teaspoon of water, I would lean level with the tap and fill a teaspoon precisely to the brim, discarding it and starting again if the spoon overflowed and left me millimetrically shy of the measure.

In my defence, my grandmother’s culinary horizons were narrower than my own. Her repertoire comprised, perhaps, a few dozen classic British dishes, seasonally adapted. What lurked beneath the crust of her crumble depended on what fruit was available: rhubarb stalks from under their upended bucket, or apples from any of the six varieties she grew in her tiny back garden. Over the course of my childhood and adolescence, Indian, Thai and Chinese food were added to the melting pot of British cuisine, or at least British culinary competence, on top of the French, Italian and Spanish classics mastered by my mother’s generation. Now keen cooks can buy Japanese nori and sushi rolling mats in their local supermarket. Hawaiian poke is the big thing this year, apparently. Compared to my gran’s homely roll-call of toad in the hole, shepherd’s pie and jam roly-poly, the vastness of today’s international repertoire surely inhibits its committal to memory. And in any case, would it be worth it, when you can look up anything online?

My short answer is yes. My long answer is this book.

Lateral Cooking grew out of the experiments with flavour combinations that informed my first book, The Flavour Thesaurus. Simply stated, testing whether one ingredient complemented another often called either for the adaptation of a classic dish or the creation of a new one. Putting these borrowed and original recipes to the service of one flavour combination after another, I began to get a feel for the basic formulae that underpinned them. I put them through, essentially, a process of reverse engineering – adapting or inventing a dish, then stripping it down until I had the starting point for all the other flavour combinations I wanted to try.
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As my folder of starting points grew stout, I began to write down quantities for different dishes and portion sizes, and opportunities for leeway – that is, workable substitutions when certain ingredients weren’t available, or interesting variations I’d either come across in my reading or thought up myself. Eventually I realised not only that I was referring to my tattered manila folder more than any of the cookbooks on my shelf, but also that I was beginning not to refer to the folder either. I was learning to cook by a combination of memory and instinct, like my grandmother.

Bread, for example. In the old days I’d select a book from my shelf, depending on what sort of instruction suited my mood. Homely yet bracingly strict? Traditionalist? Modernist? Terroir-fixated ethico-sensualist? No wonder I never quite figured out what the common denominators were. I was too busy worrying about the provenance of my sorghum flour, or whether a Gruyère and walnut fougasse hatched in a walled garden in Wales could possibly taste the same baked in a dodgy old oven off the Euston Road. But after identifying a standard starting point for bread – and bread has one of the most standard – I had, within a couple of loaves, weaned myself from reference to the method. A few more, and the proportions of flour, water, yeast, salt and sugar were committed to memory. At the same time, I became accustomed to the feeling of dough on the fingers, its demands for more flour or water, and the point when the gluten has stretched and you feel the consistency change, subtly but unmistakably, like the day summer shades into autumn.

[image: ]


The basis of Lateral Cooking, then, is a set of starting points which, once you’re familiar with them, will prove almost infinitely adaptable, according to whatever is in your fridge, in season, on offer at the market, or you feel like making. With any luck, the starting points will help you become the kind of cook I’ve always wanted to be – the kind that can tug down a bowl and get cracking on a dish whose precise quantities and combination of ingredients might vary each time I made it. An instinctive cook, in short.

With such memorability in mind, I have erred on the side of simplicity in the starting-point recipes. There will be fancier ways to make a loaf, or a stock, or a mayonnaise, and I make no claims that my methods represent any sort of ideal. What they do represent, I hope, is a set of basic preparations that it’s up to you to elaborate, to particularise, to make your own. Each of them has been rigorously tested, but part of the point of Lateral Cooking is to encourage experiment, and experiments, as the post-Stepford cook in me is happier to accept, can and will go wrong; all I can say is that an openness to error is a prerequisite of the freer approach to cooking that I hope the book might inspire.

My work on The Flavour Thesaurus has left me with a permanently flavour-orientated cast of mind, which leads to the second major element of Lateral Cooking – a range of flavouring options for each of its starting points. So many classic dishes are, at heart, flavour variations on a common theme that it seemed natural to progress from the basic method to the adjustments in flavour that turn a béchamel, for example, into a Mornay sauce or a soubise. In addition to the classics, I’ve also grouped more loosely related flavour variations together. For instance, following the starting point for fesenjan, the Persian stew typically made with crushed walnuts and pomegranate molasses, you’ll find other nut-based stews like korma, African mafe, Georgian satsivi, and Peruvian aji de gallina, all of which have ingredients in common and similar methods. Try a few of these lovely stews, and you’ll soon be squirrelling through your cupboards for nuts to create your own take on them.

Then there are the more obscure, non-traditional and even counter-intuitive suggestions. For these I’ve trawled the ideas of chefs and food writers, past and present, as well as devising a few of my own. Granted, sometimes only vanilla will do, but no lover of ice cream should rest until they’ve tried the olive oil variety that I first sampled in Ronda, or the sweet and sour cream-cheese ice cream devised by Alain Ducasse. The Japanese flavour their ice cream with sesame. My current favourite is lemon, made by a method so simple it requires neither a custard base nor any churning.

As to original flavouring ideas, I hope the fun I’ve had departing from the classics demonstrates how a grounding in the basic principles can free you up to follow your own chains of association. Researching custard, for example, I came across a Greek dish, galaktoboureko, which despite sounding like something from the Death Star canteen turned out to be a very homely hybrid of custard slice and baklava – more specifically, a lemon- (or vanilla-, or cinnamon-) flavoured custard, sandwiched between layers of filo pastry, drizzled with a sugar syrup flavoured with orange, brandy or ouzo, and finished with a shake of icing sugar. I had some filo pastry, and some pastis that could stand in for ouzo. But which flavour to try for the custard? Vanilla was too vanilla. Lemon sounded nice. But then my mind turned to coconut. I have had a thing about coconut tarts since, aged seven, I first read Clement Freud’s Grimble (‘The tart… was the best thing he had eaten since the corned beef and apricot jam sandwich’), and begged my mother to make me one. The idea of crunchy flakes of filo against a trembling coconut-flavoured custard reawakened that early yearning. What if I set off the creamy sweetness with a sharp lime-flavoured syrup? Or warmed it with cinnamon? Or spiced rum? I was straying a long way from Greece, but not so far from the essence of the original that the results failed simultaneously to honour it and to embody something new. (I went with the coconut and lime. It was out of this world: galaktically good.)

I always find it frustrating when I follow a recipe that sounds terrific on paper, only to find its supposedly dominant flavours smothered by something stronger. Likewise, I’ve bought far too many flavoured chocolate bars, in snazzy wrappers with prices to match, that amount to little more than chocolate with a curious aftertaste. All the flavouring options in Lateral Cooking have been tried and tested – both for their deliciousness, and, (slightly) less subjectively, to ensure the flavour in question is detectable in the finished dish. Today’s cooks have a stupendous variety of inexpensive aromatics at their disposal – so if you’re going to use them, I say do it conspicuously.
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The idea that the individual starting points might lie on a continuum, linking one with the next, came to me as I started to put the contents of my manila folder into order. Organising the starting points like this, I felt, would make learning to cook by heart that much easier, especially if I could, wherever possible, keep quantities and methods consistent. Take the nuts continuum, for example. Marzipan can be nothing more than a mixture of equal weights of ground almonds and sugar with just enough egg white to bring them together. Macaroons, the next point on the continuum, simply call for more egg white, which is whisked with the sugar before the ground almonds are folded in; as with marzipan, equal weights of sugar and ground almonds are used. Use the whole egg, rather than just the white, and you have the batter for Santiago cake (add whole oranges and baking powder to make Claudia Roden’s famous variation on it). Add the same weight of butter as sugar and almonds for frangipane – and so on, through the linked sequence of nut dishes, to end at the Persian nut stew fesenjan.

In my steady transformation from recipe-dependent to ingredient-led cook, I’ve found that I’ve become less wasteful, since I have more ideas for cooking whatever is to hand. Furthermore, developing an understanding of the relationship between recipes has made me more resourceful in the kitchen. If you’re planning a Sunday roast, it makes sense to have American pancakes for breakfast, as the same batter can be loosened with water for Yorkshire puddings. Or with milk to make crespelle, stuffed with ricotta and spinach for a repentantly meat-free Monday supper. If you’re whipping up a chocolate tart for a dinner, but have some ganache left over, you could divide it into batches, and flavour one with cardamom, one with poire eau-de-vie, or whatever flavouring strikes your fancy, and roll into truffles. Or add more cream to make a versatile chocolate sauce. It never hurts to have a jug of chocolate sauce in the fridge.

Catch on to the family relationship between dishes, both in terms of ingredients and techniques, and you realise how certain preparations you’d thought were outside your experience are, in fact, reassuringly similar to dishes you’ve made a dozen times before. How could I have shied from trying my own tortillas when I routinely made chapatis? Once I’d started building on my chapati experience to make my own tortillas, an ancillary benefit of expanded technique became apparent – in this case, getting better at rolling. Soon I could roll fresh tagliatelle for two faster by hand than it took me to locate, dust, assemble, use, dismantle and wash up my pasta machine. It’s a question of confidence, ultimately. Nail the daily loaf and brioche feels like less of a challenge.

None of this is to cock a snook at recipes. I still get lost in cookbooks, old and new, and tear recipes out of magazines and paste them in my scrapbook. It’s just that now I can’t read a recipe without wondering whether, at base, it boils down to one of the starting points collected in this book. If it doesn’t, I make a note. I have some exploring to do.
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SOME GENERAL ADVICE FOR THE LATERAL COOK

The first thing I would say is: cook. A lot. The internet in its abysmal depths makes it easy, and all too tempting, to subsume yourself in theory. But there’s no replacement for practice, and plenty of it. Creating your own version of a dish is a case of trial and error – you’ll need to make it several times to get it right. Take notes along the way. Too often I’ve soldiered on, confident I’ll remember the ingredients I used to tweak a dish one way or another, only to find myself racking my brains the following day. Last year, the precise make-up of my improvised and much-lauded Christmas cake went unrecorded, and this year’s wasn’t half as good, haunted as it was by the Cake of Christmas Past.

The second: practise self-forgiveness. Once in a while your first attempt at a dish will turn out brilliantly, but more often, bracing yourself as you remove your chocolate Genoise from the oven, you’ll be faced with the stark reality of human imperfection. And this is as it should be. That first mutant pancake died so its successors could live. Experiencing the process of cooking a dish is an indispensable part of understanding it, and, naturally, you can’t adapt something to your own tastes until you know what it is you’re adapting.

Third: blame your tools. Variations in cookware, utensils, appliances, room temperature and the side of bed you got out of can all have unpredictable effects on your cooking. Ovens are notoriously capricious. There’s a good article on Slate.com called ‘Ignore Your Oven Dial’ that I recommend you read. The best you can do, it would seem, is to use an oven thermometer to check how accurately the temperature knob accords with reality. Accept that domestic-oven controls are approximate and you’ll start to rely more on your senses to judge whether something is cooked.
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SOME THOUGHTS ON USING THIS BOOK

The book is divided into twelve chapters, or continuums. Each one begins with a short essay about the dishes the continuum comprises, and how those dishes are connected. The rest of the chapter is divided between ‘starting points’ – giving a basic recipe for each dish and a ‘Leeway’ section detailing possible adaptations and substitutions – and ‘Flavours & Variations’, describing the many directions a dish can be taken in, and hopefully providing some inspiration for your own experiments. Where useful, there’s also a pictorial section for further stimulus.

I have tried to make clear distinctions between ‘authentic’ recipes and various in-the-vein-of approximations, but I fully accept some instances may be arguable. Even for the simplest of dishes there are squabbles, if not to say armed confrontations, over what constitutes the real thing. Note also that the starting-point recipes are not conventionally laid out. For example, oven temperatures and directions for preparing tins are not given at the outset – so it’s essential you read the recipes through at least once before starting to cook.

Once you get to know the starting points – or your personalised versions of them – you can use them to ‘read’ recipes in other cookery books and magazines. For example, with the starting point for custard in mind you can judge pretty accurately whether other versions are likely to be too sweet or too rich for your taste.

Likewise, you might use the tips in the Leeway sections of this book to adapt comparable recipes you find elsewhere. I’m not promising that it will always work; nor should the results be attributed to the originator of the recipe in question. But if you’re short of a stipulated egg, or a carton of buttermilk, the wriggle room laid out in the Leeways may prove helpful, if only to save you from the hell of the online cookery forum, where the most innocent, practical question can quickly devolve into a vicious and dogmatic scrap.

Some of the given Flavours & Variations are entirely consistent with the starting points. Others deviate, to a degree, in their ingredients, proportions or methods, and are included more to demonstrate how departures from the starting point can achieve a similar end. Where a starting point is split between two or more preparations, such as flatbreads and crackers, some of the Flavours & Variations will be for one preparation or the other: it will be clear from the context which is which. That said, the vast majority of starting-point flavourings will be applicable to all the preparations. Further, in many of the continuums, flavours categorised under one starting point can be applied pretty freely to the others.

Where, in the name of clarity, I’ve picked an example flavour for a starting point – strawberry in the case of sorbet, for instance – note that the Flavours & Variations will apply to sorbets in general, rather than strawberry in particular. In most instances the Leeway will likewise apply to the general principle rather than any specified flavour.

Please exercise common sense when it comes to hygiene and the risk of food poisoning. Keep your hands and equipment clean at all times. Familiarise yourself with the ingredients that need to be cooked through before serving. If you’re unsure what constitutes ‘cooked’, a digital thermometer, and the temperature guides they invariably come with, will prove very handy. Learn which ingredients need to be kept refrigerated, and cool cooked foods as quickly as possible, especially in the case of rice, meat, seafood, eggs and dairy.
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SOME NOTES ON MEASURES AND INGREDIENTS

VOLUME VERSUS WEIGHT I use American cups wherever they make the process easier – but give metric equivalents too. No doubt you’ll stick to one system or the other, but note that in these starting points they are safe to use interchangeably. It’s fashionable, in these prescriptive and pernickety days, to weigh everything down to the last milligram – particularly when it comes to baking – but I declare myself a sceptic. Slightly sketchy volume measurements have been used in the US for years, and in my experience there are a lot of reliable, if not to say great baking books that rely on the cup, for all its cheerful imprecision.

WEIGHING LIQUIDS It’s also become the done thing to give water measurements in grams. Note that 1ml of water weighs 1g, so you can choose whether to weigh your water on the scales or measure it out in a jug as you prefer. Milk and cream are close enough to 1g per 1ml too.

GLUTEN-FREE I have tried wherever possible to include gluten-free options, although I have to admit to my inexperience in this field, particularly from a dietary-needs perspective. I defer to regular users of gluten-free flour mixes in their understanding of where and how substitutions can be made.

BICARBONATE OF SODA Not interchangeable with baking powder. Bicarbonate of soda needs acidic ingredients (buttermilk, brown sugar, golden syrup) to activate it. Use too much bicarb in a cake or bread and it will create a soapy or metallic taste. Baking powder, for its part, is a mixture of bicarbonate of soda and an acidic activator.

BUTTER Use unsalted so you can salt to taste. Salted is fine if you’re only using a few tablespoons in a bread dough or a batter.

COOKING OIL I often call for bland oil, by which I mean groundnut, corn, grapeseed or vegetable. Sunflower too, although I know that for health reasons many people prefer not to heat it.

EGGS Assume either medium or large, unless one or the other is stated. A medium egg in the UK weighs between 53 and 63g, large between 63 and 73g.

MIREPOIX A fancy name for the mixture of diced onion, carrot and celery used as a base in many recipes.

SEASONING For the most part I don’t mention when and if to add pepper: that’s up to you. As for salt, the levels I recommend are to my taste, which you may find on the low side. This book would be considerably saltier if my husband had written it.

SUGAR If a recipe calls for sugar rather than caster sugar, you can use either caster or standard granulated. The latter will just need longer to cream, whisk or dissolve into a mix.
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DEEP-FRYING WITHOUT A DEEP-FRYER

Use a pan no more than a third full of oil: oils with a high smoke point are particularly good for deep-frying, and include groundnut, corn or vegetable oil. Lard is another option. Some cooks prefer to use a wok, but only do this if yours is stable on the hob. If your pan has a handle, keep it pointing towards the centre of the hob, where it’s less likely to be knocked. Keep any children or pets well out of the way, and never leave hot oil unattended. Have the lid of the pan close at hand and cover the pan immediately if it catches fire. If not the lid, use a baking tray, fire blanket or fire extinguisher. Never throw water on an oil fire.

Heat the oil over a medium heat, uncovered. Check the temperature with a frying thermometer: you’re aiming for 180–190°C. If you don’t have a thermometer, use a cube of dry-ish bread, which should turn golden brown in 10–15 seconds. Alternatively, if you’re frying battered ingredients, a drop of batter should sink then immediately rise to the surface and start to sizzle and colour. Wet food will make the hot oil splutter, so dry it as best you can before frying. Be careful not to drop ingredients into the oil, as it will splash; use tongs or a strainer to lower them in instead. Fry in batches to avoid crowding the pan and lowering the temperature of the oil. In between batches, bring the oil back to optimum heat and skim off any debris. If the oil starts to smoke at any stage, remove it from the heat straight away and allow it to cool.

Once the ingredients are cooked, remove them to a tray or plate lined with kitchen paper to soak up excess fat. If necessary, keep them warm in a low oven until you’re ready to serve. When you’re finished with the oil, let it cool, strain it into a jug and funnel it back into the bottle; discard your deep-frying oil if it starts to taste rancid or take on any unwanted flavours.


Bread
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Towards the end of a month-long road-trip from Louisiana to Nevada, I started to miss my kitchen. I could be found trailing around vast American grocery stores, deterred from buying steak or fish or vegetables for want of anywhere to cook them, with so few items in my basket that I became convinced the store detective was tailing me. Most often I would end up buying canisters of dried herbs or interesting spice mixes. This, of course, created its own set of problems at the airport. Plump, transparent packets of brownish-green plant-matter are not designed to smooth your passage through security.

My notebooks were as crammed as my suitcase. Scribbled sketches and descriptions, some legible, of ideas collected en route: twenty-layer lasagne, barrel-fermented cocktails, kimchi croque monsieur, a tres leches cake I’d eaten in the Sonoran Desert and was itching to adapt. And what did I do with this spirit of culinary adventurism on my return home to London? Make bread. Not green olive and amaranth seed dampfnudel. Just ordinary brown bread, plain and good and familiar.

For I had opened the front door of the flat to find a strange smell. My mind riffled through its olfactory index cards and came up with Essaouira, a windswept, salt-caked city on the Atlantic Coast of Morocco where they make backgammon sets and pen-holders and sundry tourist tat from thuya, a local wood famous for its pungency. Something was clearly wrong. Usually when unoccupied for a few days the flat developed a cold, bland aroma, like refrigerated pastry. Not a street bazaar in North Africa. There had been a leak from the flat above and the smell was coming from water-swollen floorboards. I rolled up my sleeves, fetched down a bowl, and made bread. In this respect, at least, estate agents are right. There is nothing so redolent of warmth, shelter and comfort as the smell of browning flour and yeast. It did so much more than mask the reek of rotting floorboards; it re-established our residence.

I made a lot of bread during the months it took to sort out the insurance, by which time the habit was ingrained to the extent that I’ve hardly bought a loaf since. A direct result of unforeseeable water damage, my bread-making habit can thus be considered an act of God. Yeast-leavened bread is one of the easiest recipes to learn by heart – four basic ingredients combined in more-or-less standard proportions and by a simple method. It is also highly amenable to experimentation. As to the method, you will within a few loaves have a feel for the right texture and know how to recognise the moment when the dough is sufficiently worked. That’s not to say I have it down pat. My hands lack the strength the master baker needs to pull and twist and truly dominate the dough. In my case, it’s a pretty even match. Perfect or not, my home-made efforts are consistently good, and far cheaper than the loaves in the local fancy bakery. Of the hundreds I have made, only one tasted terrible (because I used truffle oil – I know, I know). And a few have fallen short of the ideal rise. My father-in-law’s six-year-old sachet of instant yeast can take the rap for one of these, but the others were mostly the result of using water that was too warm for the yeast. Nonetheless, toasted and spread generously with smoked salmon pâté, even the dinkiest slices can look rather elegant, and you can always tell your guests you custom-baked the loaf for canapés.

Once you develop the bread-making habit, the experimental phase will soon follow. There are so many ways of adapting the basic recipe: swapping the water for beer, milk, cider, wine or fruit juice; using different combinations of flours; adding nuts, seeds or dried fruit. Starting with small quantities of dough is a good idea when experimenting with more outlandish flavours. Bread proportions are easy to scale, and it can be enjoyable to knead a small amount with one hand – so much so that one day I lost myself and made fourteen small mounds of dough, leaving them to prove on every available surface in the kitchen. Returning an hour later was like walking into a breast-implant showroom.

To make a simple loaf, use 500g strong flour, 300ml warm water, 2 tsp instant yeast and 1 tsp salt. To this you might add oil, or a little butter, and a tablespoon or two of sugar to enrich and develop the flavour. Understand that this is in no way my recipe. It’s very much the standard, and is therefore worth committing to memory. It was rather easier to remember in the imperial days, when the equivalent ratio was a pound of flour to a half-pint of water, but the metric version will soon lodge itself immovably in your head. This proportion of flour to liquid applies to all but one of the starting points on the bread continuum, making it easier to gauge the practical differences made by the tweaks and variations in ingredients along the way, and to develop an understanding of what might happen when you make a change. It won’t be long before you can make a huge range of breads by heart.

FLATBREADS

And so to the first starting point on the bread continuum: unleavened flatbreads and crackers. Making this sort of dough is a simple matter of adding enough warm water to flour to make a unified mass that feels nice to knead. You don’t really need a recipe at all, but it’s not a bad idea to follow the basic bread proportions above, leaving out the yeast. It may be that you need to add a little extra liquid to bring all the flour into the dough, especially when using a wholemeal flour, say for chapatis. Brown flour is thirstier than white. Begin with our starting point, adding the liquid in small increments until your dough hits the sweet spot of springy firmness between dry and sticky. A water spritzer will be your friend here. If you overshoot on the liquid, add more flour. Once it feels right, knead for a few minutes, then rest (covered or wrapped) at room temperature for half an hour before rolling out. Seasoned chapati-wallahs can turn a ball of dough into a disc ready for the pan without a rolling pin, using the sort of glancing slaps of the hands with which the rest of us might rid our palms of excess flour.

This most basic of recipes – flour, salt and water – comes in a surprising number of variations. Chapati dough is made with atta, a soft wholemeal flour also used to make flaky parathas and puffed puris. You can try all three of these breads – distinguished by their different finishing techniques – with just one batch of dough (see here and here). Made with maida, a soft white flour, the same dough yields a bread called luchi and a sweetened version of the same, which can be rolled extra-thin to make the pancakes served with Chinese crispy duck. Tortillas are made in a similar way, either with wheat flour or a treated cornmeal called masa harina, and sometimes a little lard. It’s worth noting that both cornmeal and masa make for a considerably stickier dough.

CRACKERS

Several varieties of cracker share the starting point with flatbreads, but the dough is rolled, cut and then baked, rather than being cooked on the hob. Jewish matzo crackers are made with white flour, and olive oil is added to the dough in such quantities that you’ll need to ease up on the water a bit. Like water biscuits, matzo are pricked all over with a fork, to stop them buckling in the dry heat of the oven. You’ll also find oatcakes and charcoal crackers in the Flavours & Variations section, alongside the Japanese buckwheat noodles ni-hachi soba. Pasta dough, that is the sort without egg, can be made with an identical mixture of flour, oil and warm water. The difference is in the length of the knead – about 10 minutes, before its 30-minute rest at room temperature.

The addition of a small amount of chemical raising agent – i.e. bicarbonate of soda or baking powder – to the same ingredients can make a disproportionate difference. This extremely versatile starting point is next on the continuum. The finished bread will have a more honeycombed, spongy texture, as in a slightly puffier flatbread, or something more suited to a classic cheese sandwich.

SODA BREAD

If it is a sliceable bread you’re after, but time is of the essence, soda bread is hard to beat. As Elizabeth David observes, soda bread calls for a light hand and no patience – the opposite of the qualities demanded by its yeast-risen equivalent. ‘Everybody who cooks, in however limited a way, should know how to make a loaf of soda bread,’ she says. Apply the general flour-to-liquid ratio, working with 250g flour and 150ml buttermilk (or any of the similarly acidic liquid alternatives listed under Leeway), ½ tsp salt and ½ tsp bicarbonate of soda. As with unleavened and yeasted breads, a little fat and sugar can be added. If I need a loaf in a hurry, I make soda bread with atta, the very fine wholemeal flour used for chapatis, and add an egg. Not quite what you might find on a Donegal farmhouse table, but my favourite of the many versions of soda bread I’ve tried. In Ireland, the sweetened soda bread called Spotted Dog is made with dried fruit. An Englishman might well be tempted to call it a Bloody Big Scone.

SCONES

Scones are made from the same starting point as soda bread, but here the butter is mandatory. Rub in about 25g per 250g flour. It’s standard to add a teaspoon or two of sugar, common to add a modest sprinkling of sultanas. In the US, scones are generally unfruited and known as biscuits. As in the UK, they may be served with butter and jam, but they’re more usually found drenched in gravy and served with sausages for breakfast. As an ingénue in Atlanta I kept seeing roadside ads for biscuits and gravy that conjured images of chocolate digestives floating in beefy broth. Each to their own, I thought, until a native Georgian ordered me a plate of biscuits smothered in thick, peppery gravy and I quickly saw the point.

My mother makes her scones with baking powder. When I first tasted the kind made with bicarbonate of soda I wasn’t convinced. Soda can have a distinctly unappetising, alkaline, metallic/soapy character. Add too much, and it can give your teatime treat a whiff of a continental food market scrubbed down with bleach at the close of business. Used judiciously, it can lend your scones a crisp clarity of flavour that makes a wonderful contrast to the fatty indulgence of clotted cream or butter. A hint of soda is notably compatible with cured foods, as in the pairing, native to the American South, of biscuits with country ham, or the unbeatable Irish combination of soda bread and smoked salmon.

COBBLER

The same dough is used to make cobbler – a meat stew, or fruit compote, paved with what might be described as shallow scones, and baked in the oven. It’s a shortcut to the ample satisfactions of a pie. This starting point not only furnishes a quick bread, but a quick pastry; where shortcrust pastries need to be rested in the fridge before cooking, scone mixture is best used as soon as it is mixed. You don’t even need to roll it out. Simply place spoonfuls on top of whatever it is you’re cobbling, and bake.

YEAST-RISEN BREAD

A yeasted loaf, on the other hand, is by necessity a slow business. Even made with instant yeast, which only requires one rise, and with a nice warm corner ready for the rise to take place, it will still be a good hour and a half until your bread is baked. And most people would agree it’s best left for a few hours after it emerges from the oven. The advantage of making bread regularly, as I have since my ceiling nearly caved in, is that you soon get the hang of how to fit it into your schedule. It might never be quick. But you can make it convenient. Very little of the process is hands-on. Our starting point requires 12–15 minutes of your time, then a break for an hour or so (during which you can wring out your paperbacks and wash down your walls with mould remover), then a few more minutes of activity before the bread has a second rise and then heads into the oven for approximately half an hour.

If it suits you better, you can always slow the process by proving the dough in the fridge. Most seasoned bread-makers concur that a stately rise improves the flavour. One Friday evening, I mixed up a basic dough in between applying layers of eyeliner, then left it to prove while I went to the pub. The next morning, opening the fridge to fetch bacon and butter for breakfast, I found two beautiful loaves plump in their tins and ready for the oven, as if prepped by culinary elves, even if my husband spoiled the magic by reminding me that I’d knocked back the dough and put it in the tins before falling into bed.

I must have had one wine too many, as my original plan had been to make one loaf and use the remaining dough for pizzas and a tray of fatayer, a samosa-like, triangular Arabic pasty filled with lamb, spinach or cheese. This basic bread dough is amazingly versatile. It can be shaped into rings, proved, boiled and then baked to make bagels. Knead in a little extra oil to make focaccia: roll it into a rectangle, prove, pucker it all over like a Chesterfield sofa, add your preferred toppings and bake. Breadsticks (grissini), bread soup bowls and even pies can all be made using the same dough. It’s almost always worth making a large amount if you have space to store it. Start with a kilo of flour and work from there.

If you’ve never made your own croissants, try taking some spare dough and laminating it. Lamination is the process used to turn plain old pastry dough into multi-leaved puff. The process is as simple as laying a rectangle of cold butter over the dough, then rolling and folding it several times. Once the lamination is done, the dough is rolled out before being cut into triangles that can be rolled up into the classic croissant crescent-shape, or rectangles that can be folded into pains au chocolat or raisin.

Before moving along the continuum, it’s worth noting that there are two important alternative approaches to yeast-risen bread. The first is the sponge method. This involves making a batter using the yeast, warm water and some of the flour, and leaving it, if possible overnight, to bubble into a tasty mulch before the rest of the ingredients are added, and the bread is proved and baked in the usual way. You’ll find details of the sponge method here. If time is no object, it’s definitely the way to go, as the slower fermentation creates a greater depth of flavour.

If time is really no object – if you’re prepared to wait the days it takes for natural yeasts to grow – you should consider making a starter, or ‘mother’, for sourdough bread. Sourdough starter is made by mixing up flour and water. Regularly ‘feeding’ it with fresh flour and water will, with luck, generate a naturally yeasted, highly flavoured batter that will eventually be strong enough to raise a loaf. Making bread this way is an undertaking, but an enjoyable one, and once you’ve caught the bread bug it’s next to inevitable you’ll be tempted to make sourdough. I have had mixed results over the years. More than once I have found my mother too weak to raise a loaf; even when it works, I can find the sourness excessive, as if I’ve added too much vitamin C powder. In Tartine Bread, surfer-baker Chad Robertson lays out his technique (extending to over twenty-six pages) for a sourdough loaf that is at once highly flavourful and not particularly sour, which is the way I think it should be. So much of the artisanal sourdough you find in hipster bakeries is confrontationally sour, like your woebegone friend who thinks it’s a hoot to be negative about everything.

BUNS

A small tweak takes us from yeast-risen bread to buns – currant buns, hot-dog rolls and burger baps. These soft, fluffy breads use mildly enriched dough, made by replacing some or all the water with milk, adding an egg, and a little butter and sugar too. Throw in a handful of dried fruit and mixed spice if you’re making teacakes. An unsurprising consequence of adding another liquid ingredient (egg) is that the dough can be quite sticky. You’ll be glad of a dough hook attachment for your electric mixer, or at the very least some plastic gloves if you’re mixing by hand.

BRIOCHE

In The Art of French Baking, Ginette Mathiot gives a recipe for ‘poor man’s brioche’, which on close inspection differs little from our starting point for buns. Bona-fide brioche dough is nothing but bun dough with a lot more egg and a lot more butter. As you might imagine, the quantities of egg and butter render the usual binding agents, milk or water, mostly redundant. Nonetheless, the quantities are consistent with our starting point for yeast-risen bread. Our brioche calls for 5 eggs. A large egg is about 50ml, so 5 eggs = 250ml. Add to this the 50ml water or milk used to activate the yeast, and there it is again: the standard 300ml liquid to 500g flour. The result is a kneadable dough. To this, however, you need to work in the butter. The standard amount is half the flour weight, as with shortcrust pastry. (Your dough can, in fact, be used as a pastry – roll it out to make a tart case, or wrap it around sausages for saucisson brioche.) So, for a dough containing 500g flour, you’ll have to incorporate a whole 250g pack of butter. For this reason, most recipes recommend making brioche in a stand mixer, or failing that, either a hand-held electric mixer fitted with dough hooks or a food processor. Failing that, there’ll be nothing for it other than to be Marlon Brando to your dough’s Maria Schneider. Roll your sleeves up, put on some mood music, and get to work until the butter becomes one with the dough. Even if you don’t enjoy the sensation, you can take heart from the fact that your hands will be soft for a few days.

As any pastry-maker will know, butter prevents the gluten strands in flour from lengthening, which is the desired effect when making shortcrust, and very much not the desired effect when making bread. Furthermore, butter is no friend to yeast, and neither is egg. It’s for these reasons that, among breads, brioche is the trickiest. The most common problem is that it fails to rise much, or as much as you expected (even though the generous quantity of egg will have some leavening effect). The most common solution is patience. Making brioche can easily take three times longer than you have been led to expect.

The large amount of egg white in brioche also makes it vulnerable to drying out during the baking process. Some briochiers avoid this by replacing an egg white or two with yolk. Even so, it should be noted that home-made brioche does not enjoy the same shelf-life as the supermarket variety. Make sure there’s room in the freezer for any brioche not consumed within 48 hours, or put stale remainders to good use as pain perdu, in bread-and-butter pudding, or sliced and toasted, then drizzled with syrup and served with cream. Use a rum syrup and you’ll have something approaching a low-rise rum baba.

BABAS & SAVARINS

Babas and savarins are the next starting point along the continuum. Take a bite before pouring over the syrup and you’ll note that the bun is quite dry. Its destiny, however, is to be so soused in rum that it becomes, in effect, an after-dinner drink with a pudding in it. According to Elena Molokhovets, it was traditional to give babas three rises, but most modern recipes stipulate two, and some, as in this book, only one. There are even versions that dispense with yeast in favour of baking powder, like the baba in The Art of French Baking. The mixture in our starting point is at the wetter end of the spectrum – instead of replacing most of the water or milk with eggs, as in brioche, I use them in addition: 150ml milk and 3 eggs for 250g flour. The result is closer to a thick batter than a dough.

According to culinary historian Richard Foss, the French flavoured their babas with brandy until 1835, when a Parisian pâtisserie switched allegiance to rum, thereby bringing the idea to the attention of chefs. It was, however, the ring mould, invented in 1844, that won the rum baba its continental fame. Alain Ducasse serves his baba in the alternative classic shape, akin to a stout-stalked, small-capped porcini mushroom, presented on a gleaming silver dish. The waiter splits the baba from cap to foot and offers a choice of six premium rums, giving tasting notes for each, before finishing off the dish with Chantilly cream.

In contrast to the neat rum used by Ducasse, most recipes call for (a more economical) sugar syrup laced with rum. Elena Molokhovets says this should be ‘sweet but watery’. I’m not so keen. The classic rum baba is too close to the proverbial cake left out in the rain. I prefer the denser sweetness of gulab jamun and baklava, each bite exuding a sweetness as sticky as a romantic novel. For this reason, I make my rum syrup with a 3:2 sugar-to-water ratio, as opposed to the standard parity. Many recipes recommend cooking the rum with the sugar syrup. Unless you’re about to operate heavy machinery or treat a subdural haematoma, this is a terrible idea. To cook the rum is to drive off its flavour molecules, leaving the good stuff tasting cheap and the cheap stuff tasting like bad vanilla essence. If you do want to restrict the amount of alcohol in your syrup, far better to add a teeny amount of raw rum to a sugar syrup flavoured with a vanilla pod. Alcohol content can also be reduced by replacing the rum with liqueur, most of which contain about half the ABV. Crème de cacao and Kahlua are excellent candidates if you plan to garnish your baba with cream. If fruit is involved, try Amaretto. You might alternatively consult a cocktail book like Death & Co, or, for non-alcoholic inspiration, the syrup Flavours & Variations section.

In some recipes the baba itself is embellished. Russian babkas are often flavoured with lemon zest or almond. Currants, soaked in more rum, or kirsch, are popular too, and may be augmented with grated citrus zest and candied peel, like a miniaturised panettone. Obviously, whatever cake flavouring you choose should complement the flavour of your syrup, and vice versa.

You may have noted that the mixtures along the continuum have been getting steadily wetter, from unleavened bread, dry enough to roll very thinly, through yeasted bread and tacky bun dough to buttery brioche and batter-like baba. As a rule, they get richer too. At the heart is the same basic idea: 300ml liquid to 500g flour, which makes them pretty easy to commit to memory. Ruined floorboards or no, you’ll soon be able to fetch a bowl, grab the ingredients and get on with it. The reward is in the eating, and the sharing. Good fresh bread is irresistible to all but the stoniest-hearted devotee of low carbs.

Flatbreads & Crackers

A versatile starting point that can be used to make a dough for all sorts of flatbreads, including chapatis and tortillas. Make a few batches, and you’ll see why people in India and Mexico bother to make their own. Don’t feel restricted to their cuisine of origin. Fresh flatbreads are excellent with thick soups, bean stews and for quesadilla-style sandwiches. The same dough can be boiled to make noodles (see buckwheat) and baked for crackers.

For 8 × 17cm round flatbreads, or 16 × 9cm round crackers

INGREDIENTS

250g flour A B

1 tsp salt

150ml warm water C D

1–2 tbsp fat – optional

1Sift the flour and salt into a bowl, make a well in the centre and add the warm water. Mix to a dough using a spoon, your hand or both. Add a little more flour or water as necessary to create a soft dough that’s not too sticky.

The water needs to be warm to make the dough more sticky and cohesive. For a richer, more supple dough, 1–2 tbsp oil, melted butter or lard can be added to the water. Or rub solid fat into the flour until it’s all but vanished, then add the water.

2Knead the dough for 1–2 minutes until smooth.

3Cover the kneaded dough with a clean tea towel and let it rest for 30 minutes. If making crackers, wrap in cling film and leave in the fridge for 30 minutes to firm up, so the dough can be rolled and cut into defined shapes.

FOR FLATBREADS

Divide the dough into 8 evenly sized pieces, then roll into balls. With a rolling pin, roll each ball out to a rough circle, about 2–3mm thick. Cook the breads on a hot, unoiled frying pan or flat-surfaced griddle until brown and spotted on one side. Then flip and aim for the same on the other. Keep the cooked breads wrapped up warm while you finish the rest.

You can use flour when rolling out, but this can make the bread a bit dry. A lightly oiled surface is preferable. Turn the circle like a steering wheel every now and then, and flip it a couple of times too. Keep any unused dough covered to prevent it drying out. To optimise the cooked bread’s flavour, you might brush it with a little melted butter or ghee while still hot, and give it a modest sprinkle of salt. The bread is best eaten soon after it’s cooked. Raw dough can be stored in the fridge for a few days.

FOR CRACKERS

Roll the chilled dough out to a 2–3mm thickness, then cut into crackers using a knife, pizza wheel or cookie cutter. Transfer to a greased baking tray and prick with a fork, or dock with a docking roller or skewer. Bake at 200°C for 8–10 minutes until the crackers have golden patches. Cool on a rack and keep in an airtight tin.

LEEWAY

AAtta or wholemeal flour will make a chapati. Note that wholemeal flours tend to need a little more liquid to make a good soft dough; start with 150ml and add more as necessary. Use plain white flour to make South African roti or Indian luchi. To make puris, which are also made with white flour, proceed as opposite, before deep-frying the rolled-out breads one at a time. The dough will puff up, so be prepared to keep it submerged with tongs.

BThis dough is hospitable to add-ins like grated carrot or chopped herbs.

CUse warm juice in place of the water. Some, like carrot, will give the dough a mild flavour and a vibrant colour. Remember to roll out on a lightly oiled, as opposed to floured, surface. (In the case of my beetroot flatbread, this looked not unlike calamine lotion rubbed on bad sunburn.)

DUse cold water, but you might need a little more of it.

Flatbreads & Crackers → Flavours & Variations

BARLEY

How medieval English peasants loathed their brown, coarse barley bread, even more so when supplemented with beans. Imagine the ragged churls, to bed on a heavy stomach, dreaming of soft bread made with wheat. If only they could try a slice of processed white loaf, compressible to a pellet of claggy, dense paste, and see where that desire has left us. As wheat strains became more adaptable to poor climates and capable of returning higher yields of easy-to-harvest grain, barley fell from favour. That said, in some places it remains one of a few viable crops – parts of Scandinavia, for example. In Norway, it’s traditional to celebrate a child’s baptism with a barley flatbread, some of which is put aside for their grandchild’s ceremony. Barley is now enjoying something of a comeback, precisely for the reasons it was once shunned: its strong flavour and lack of gluten, as well as more contemporary desiderata like its notably low glycaemic index. You can make flatbreads with 100 per cent barley flour, but using about 25 per cent wheat flour will make the dough easier to roll and the finished breads more tender. Compared to using wheat flour alone, more warm water may be required to bring the dough together, but start with 150ml and add in small increments until a soft dough forms.


BUCKWHEAT

[image: ]




The flatbreads starting point can be used to make noodles, including Japanese ni-hachi soba. Ni-hachi means ‘twice 8’: centuries ago a bowl cost 16 mon, the currency of Japan before the yen took over in 1870. As it happens, 2 and 8 also represent the ratio of wheat flour to buckwheat. Artisan soba are made with 100 per cent buckwheat, but for the inexperienced this dough is tricky to fashion into noodles that will cook without breaking up. By contrast, the gluten in wheat flour helps ni-hachi dough cohere. I use hot water to accelerate its activation, although this is not authentic. Use 200g buckwheat flour, 50g white flour (strong or 00, if you have it) and 150ml hot water. Make up a dough as for flatbreads. Note how the instant you add liquid to the flour the fragrance of buckwheat rises like the ghost of the grain: dry, nutty, with a tang that recalls sourdough. Once the dough has come together, knead it for 10 minutes, then roll it out as thinly as possible into a rectangle. Dust very lightly but thoroughly with buckwheat flour, then fold in the short ends so they touch. Dust the surface and fold in again. Cut into noodles about 2–3mm in width. Cook immediately in boiling salted water, green tea or broth for 1–2 minutes. A simple way to eat your practice noodles is with a few dashes of soy sauce, sesame oil and thinly sliced spring onion, though you can use them in any recipe that calls for fresh soba or, according to Shizuo Tsuji, for udon. Noodles can also be made with 100 per cent wheat flour, like pasta, but using semolina flour or cornflour to dust the layers.

CHARCOAL

In a paper published in the British Medical Journal in 1862, Thomas Skinner M.D. noted that the problem with charcoal, ‘a most invaluable medicine’, was the near-impossibility of administering it. Charcoal biscuits, he said, were one possible solution, if only patients could be encouraged to take more than a nibble. Around this time the Wigmore Street baker J.L. Bragg solved the problem by making a cracker with fine stoneground charcoal. The company bearing his name continues to make them today, using activated charcoal derived from coconut husks. Activated charcoal is still the main treatment for patients who arrive in A & E suffering from poisoning, especially of unknown or mixed origin. Usually administered as a soft drink or slurry, it absorbs toxins and has an emetic effect on most patients. Good to know if your unpasteurised Camembert is a bit on the ripe side. Make your own charcoal biscuits, so long as you don’t mind your kitchen looking like you’ve taken up action painting with blackboard paint. Rub 2 tbsp butter into the flour and salt at step 1, then mix in 4 tbsp fine activated charcoal (available at www.charcoal.uk.com) before adding the liquid and proceeding from step 2 to finish the crackers.

CHICKPEA, SPINACH & NIGELLA

Missi roti is an unleavened flatbread popular in Rajasthan and the Punjab that combines chickpea and wholemeal flours, and usually something green for flavouring – maybe some spinach, coriander leaves or spring onions, or all three. Pomegranate or ajwain seeds (a thyme-flavoured aromatic native to India and Pakistan) provide an optional sharp or bitter dimension. Ajwain seeds are sometimes labelled lovage on their Indian packaging, but be prepared for them to taste of thyme, with hints of anise and oregano, rather than the distinct celery flavour of European lovage. I like my missi roti with spinach and nigella seeds. The cooked rounds of bread are so fibrous you’d think they were woven rather than kneaded. Use 50/50 chickpea flour and wholemeal flour, then mix with the salt and 2 handfuls of frozen chopped spinach, defrosted and squeezed, and 1 tsp nigella seeds. Bring the dough together using warm water as per the method for flatbreads, but hold some back, as the spinach will yield its own moisture. Cook on a hot non-stick frying pan (or tawa) until, turning and brushing with ghee or butter once or twice. Brush the just-cooked bread with more ghee or butter and give it a little sprinkle of sea salt to maximise the flavours. Eat your missi roti while it’s still warm. I like mine with good-quality cottage cheese and a tickle of lime pickle.

CHINESE PANCAKES

Making your own crispy duck and pancakes is borderline eccentric – like, say, making your own car. If you insist, for the authentic Chinese-restaurant experience, make sure you provide at least one pancake less than each diner would like. James Martin gives a recipe that makes a wetter flatbread dough and requires boiling rather than warm water: 225g strong white flour to 175ml boiling water. No need to rest the dough. Simply divide it into 16 balls of equal size. Roll into rounds as thinly as possible, cook as per the flatbreads method and keep warm until needed. Serve in a bamboo steamer.

CINNAMON

I was relishing a plate of hot aubergine fries at Moro’s tiny tapas offspring, Morito, when I spied a piece of flatbread masquerading as a napkin at the bottom of our bread basket. I wrapped it around a faggot of fries and took a bite. The bread was flavoured with cinnamon, just enough to be noticeable. That we flagged down the waitress and ordered another basket with such urgency was only a matter of due diligence; we needed to verify the compatibility of cinnamon flatbread with salt-cod croquetas, harissa and a racy sheep’s cheese with honeycomb. The hint of warm spice wreathed the bacalao and cheese like aromatic smoke from a campfire. For something similar, use our starting point to make a dough with a mix of wholemeal and white flours. When cooked, brush the bread with a little butter then shake over some cinnamon. How much? Somewhere between a rumour and a whisper. If you start to hear jingle bells, you’ve overshot.

COCONUT

Pol roti is a very popular Sri Lankan flatbread made with a mixture of grated coconut and wheat flour. Grating fresh coconut gives juicing passion fruit a run for its money when it comes to Sisyphean kitchen tasks. Live a little by using a food processor, or better still, buy a pouch of frozen grated coconut from your local Indian or Thai supermarket. The rest is a breeze. It’s a lovely dough to roll, cooperative and smooth. Savoury pol roti might contain sliced onion, shredded
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