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Good Things

‘Anyone who likes to eat, can soon learn to cook well,’ begins Jane Grigson’s Good Things, a stylish collection of cookery articles and recipes from one of the great pioneers of 20th-century food writing. I’ve always believed this: that a fascination with food, with how to make it delicious and how to get the most pleasure from it, is all that’s needed to cook and eat well. It’s easy to get distracted by flashy new techniques or the latest superfood, but, as the chef and restaurateur Fergus Henderson observes: ‘Trends are a tragedy in food – they condemn the sublime to the realm of the temporary, or they elevate the flimsy beyond its merit. Good things should be a constant and cooked with conviction.’

And so, to put it very simply, this is a book about good things to eat. It’s also a collection of brilliant writing by some of the most talented cooks and scribes, from legendary food writers and lauded chefs to up-and-coming poets and debut novelists. You’ll find memoirs, essays, short stories and poems alongside recipes, menus and monthly reading lists, presented within the framework of a seasonal food almanac: a month-by-month guide to the culinary year. Each chapter begins with an introduction to the month ahead, followed by seasonal highlights for the larder, spotlights on ingredients and passages on food history. The chapters end with a menu, each recipe carefully chosen to show off the best of the season, and a reading list, should you wish to delve deeper into the ingredients explored and the stories told.
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As you may have guessed, this is not a traditional almanac. It won’t tell you about the tides and the phases of the moon, list the times for sunrise and sunset, or suggest when to sow seeds and harvest crops. It will tell you the best time to eat each harvest, though, and I hope the following pages will spark ideas and intrigue and inspire, weaving practical advice and recipes through stories that are at once universal and intensely personal. This is not a manual, dictating and reprimanding, but a book about enjoying food. It’s about cooking in harmony with the seasons: how it can be a pleasure, not a chore, to follow the rhythms of the growing year. There’s a sense of anticipation as the landscape changes around us, and there’s joy to be found in the bounty it brings.

As well as looking to contemporary writers for their thoughts on food, I’ve borrowed from the great cookery writers of the past, in particular Jane Grigson, M.F.K. Fisher, Elizabeth David and Margaret Costa, their wise and witty words a constant companion as I write. I admire their attitude to cooking and eating, their appetite for both food and knowledge. They have written books to live with and learn from, books to keep among the pots and pans, or scatter across the kitchen table, well-thumbed and reassuringly familiar. ‘No one who cooks cooks alone,’ said the American novelist Laurie Colwin. ‘Even at her most solitary, a cook in the kitchen is surrounded by generations of cooks past.’ I look to these writers for guidance, and perhaps also because of a niggling feeling that we’ve lost something of our food culture over the years – our connection to the land and the seasons, and to our culinary heritage. To reclaim it, we must look to the past and the future. This is not nostalgia, but a practical way to fill in the blanks – though there’s always room for a little romance in the kitchen, too.

Although this book is rooted in the British seasons, there’s an openness to the influences of the constantly shifting world around us. ‘No cookery belongs exclusively to its country, or its region,’ said Jane Grigson. ‘Cooks borrow – and always have borrowed – and adapt through the centuries.’ It’s therefore difficult to be purist about British cookery, or any country’s cooking for that matter. And as individuals, we each draw on our own experiences and history to form our personal repertoire. So yes, you’ll find notes and stories on whisky, wild garlic, apples and quinces, the joy of toast and the comfort of puddings, picnics and English seaside snacks, but also pieces about Malaysian durian, Caribbean Carnival, Chinese New Year, Australian Anzac biscuits, Nigerian efo riro, Venetian cichèti, Canadian maple syrup, Middle Eastern ma’amoul and Californian Meyer lemons.

I hope this volume will be both a companion in the kitchen and a book to curl up with; that you’ll enjoy the literary musings on food, cook recipes from the carefully curated menus and perhaps learn something new along the way. Food can be a portal to other worlds and a tool to illuminate broader subjects; it can embody the anthropology of a culture. But I’ll refrain from grandiose statements and look once more to my favourite food writers. Diana Henry simplifies it wonderfully: ‘Cooking and eating is about taking pleasure in the things that are quite ordinary in a way.’ And in the end, it’s about appetite. As M.F.K. Fisher once said, ‘First we eat. Then we do everything else.’

MIRANDA YORK




A Note on Seasonality

The seasons cannot be rigidly defined; they are unpredictable and ever-changing. Apply a similar attitude to the way you use and interpret this book, flicking to the chapters either side of your chosen month for recipes and culinary inspiration.

In each chapter you’ll find a ‘cook’s larder’ on the opening page, followed by a spotlight on a seasonal ingredient. These lists draw attention to some of the highlights of the season, a quick reference to provide instant ideas when you’re shopping for your supper. The lists lean towards British produce, although there are specialities from our neighbours, too. With the exception of forced produce (such as rhubarb, radicchio and sea kale), the lists refer to fruit and vegetables that mature outdoors without artificial heat or shelter. You’ll also discover wild foods to forage from the fields, woods and hedgerows, followed by game whose quality or availability varies significantly with the seasons. Finally, a small and highly subjective selection of cheeses, which are surprisingly seasonal despite their year-round availability (flick to May and December to find out why). The recommendations come from two excellent cheese shops: Paxton & Whitfield and La Fromagerie.

Most fruit and vegetables are now available all year round, whether it’s because we’ve found clever ways of extending the seasons or because produce is shipped to us from the other side of the world. The edges have blurred and the idea of seasonality has been all but forgotten. Yet there’s still something special about dipping spears of crisp asparagus into soft yolks in spring, biting into the perfect peach in summer, gently moving wild mushrooms around a pan frothing with salted butter in autumn, and peeling a jewel-like blood orange, its citrus mist thrilling the senses, on a grey winter’s day. Eating with the seasons brings a rich variety to our lives and is, of course, more sustainable. But most satisfying of all, it tastes better. Flavour should always win.
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THE COOK’S LARDER

Ingredients to look out for in January:


• Blood oranges, lemons, Seville oranges

• January King cabbage, Jerusalem artichokes, kale, radicchio

• Black mustard leaves

• Hare, venison

• Gruyère, Lanark Blue




Beginning the year in the depths of winter can feel overbearing, but, viewed in a different light, the prolonged darkness becomes cosseting, offering a chance for repose. ‘Nothing can be as peaceful and endless as a long winter darkness’, wrote the Finnish author Tove Jansson – and Finns, of all people, know what it is to experience the extremes of this season.

January is a time to recentre, restock, move slowly. Is there a better excuse to spend time in the kitchen, enveloped by steam and bathed in the warm glow of the oven, than a grey day that neither tempts nor necessitates being outdoors? Bright citrus fruits come into season just when we need them most, and making preserves will lengthen their influence: bitter Seville oranges made into marmalade; perhaps lemons too, although a classic lemon curd cannot be beaten.

It isn’t just fruit that peacocks in the greengrocer’s window. January King cabbages can survive the winter chill, their blue-green leaves splashed with burgundy, the colour intensifying with each frost. Bitter leaves come into their own – blousy pink radicchios, endive spears tipped with gold, and the palest Castelfranco flecked with claret – cleansing the palate and prettying our plates thanks to the dark art of forcing.

Dabble in resolutions if you will, but most important of all, begin the year as you should begin every day, with a good breakfast. Elizabeth David said, ‘One of the main points about the enjoyment of food and wine seems...to lie in having what you want when you want it and in the particular combination you fancy.’ So eat cake for breakfast (you’ll find a recipe at the end of the chapter) or breakfast for dinner – all under the cover of darkness.




Lemons

CULINARY CATALYSTS

Citrus fruits bring flashes of brightness to the dull grey days of January. For the cook, they are welcome saviours, arriving just in time to lift the flavours of dwindling winter produce. Unlike Seville and blood oranges, whose arrival we eagerly await, we rarely think of lemons as a seasonal fruit. After all, they’re available all year round. Yet Italian lemons, such as Amalfi and Sorrento, are worth seeking out in winter; their irregular beauty contains an intensely fragrant juice, the skins are softer, the pith less bitter.

It’s easy to toss a few lemons into a shopping basket without a second thought, so common is the sight of their vibrant yellow skin, but in the 16th century, when vinegar and verjuice (the juice of unripe grapes) were used to add acid piquancy to dishes, lemons were the ultimate luxury. At a banquet for Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn in 1533, it is recorded that ‘among the princely luxuries which graced the feast was one lemon’. Just one.

Today, it’s hard to imagine cooking without lemons. Perhaps more than any other ingredient, this elliptical fruit has the power to transform a dish. It has the rare ability to both distinguish and harmonise: drawing more clearly into view each ingredient, while uniting disparate flavours. Lemon juice enhances savoury qualities, brings out the sweetness of other fruits, prevents discolouration and tenderises or ‘cooks’ food without heat. Lemons are vital to everyday cooking. ‘There are indeed times,’ said Elizabeth David, ‘when a lemon as a seasoning seems second only in importance to salt.’

WHAT TO DO WITH LEMONS


• Dry the zest and add to jars of sugar or salt.

• Make a light syrup with the peel for poaching fruit.

• Beat the zest into ricotta and add to soups or broths.

• Eat the whole fruit: try deep-fried slices (a signature fritto item at Zuni Café in San Francisco) or make lemon sandwiches – thin slices of soft-skinned lemons between thickly buttered wholemeal bread – to serve with smoked salmon.

• Pack the fruit into large jars with salt for a few months to make preserved lemons, or cheat by simmering the pared zest for an instant version (look to Anna Hansen’s The Modern Pantry for the recipe).

• Infuse honey with the zest, and play with flavour combinations by adding herbs and spices.




Meyer Lemons

THE ADVENTURES OF A DAREDEVIL BOTANIST

The plump, orange-tinted Meyer lemon is sweeter and juicier than other lemons, with a heady perfume that sends chefs and home cooks into rapture. Most lemons deliver a lightning bolt of acidity, but Meyers have a mellow sweetness when picked at their peak, bathed in California’s golden winter sunshine.

For a fruit so cherished by gardeners and coveted by chefs, the Meyer lemon has a dramatic past with more plot twists than a best-selling mystery. It was discovered in China in 1907 by the botanical explorer Frank Nicholas Meyer, whose adventures would sound too outlandish to be credible had he not documented them in great detail: he was regularly threatened and robbed on his travels, attacked by bears, tigers and wolves, and accused of being the devil by people who had never before seen a white man.

Yet Frank Meyer persevered. He trekked across China and gathered thousands of new plant varieties – from soybeans and oats to persimmons, wild pears and asparagus – to bring back to America. He promised his family, ‘I will be famous. Just wait a century or two,’ before dying in mysterious circumstances after falling from a steamboat bound for Shanghai.

Despite Meyer’s untimely end, the lemons he discovered flourished in California, ripening in the Central Valley from November until March, and even year-round along parts of the coast. The Meyer lemon is now emblematic of the local foodways and, like so many facets of Californian cuisine, its recent popularity can arguably be traced to Berkeley’s famed Chez Panisse, where founder Alice Waters and pastry chef Lindsey Shere showcased the fruit in many of their recipes. In the early days, the lemons were foraged from parks and backyards, then sliced, squeezed and zested into lemon meringue pies, ice creams, sorbets and soufflés.

When Chez Panisse opened on April Fool’s Day in 1980, Alice Waters wrote that she wanted ‘to create a community of friends, lovers, and relatives that spans generations and is in tune with the seasons, the land, and human appetites’. At the time this was a radical notion, and it has influenced the food world more than we perhaps realise. One restaurant changed the way we eat, just as one piece of fruit, plucked from a small tree found beside a family’s doorway in China a century ago, changed the landscape and cooking of a faraway land.


Lemons at My Table

by Deborah Levy

It has often occurred to me that the eggs and lemons in my kitchen are the most beautiful things in my home. I see no reason to hide either in the fridge and instead place them centre stage in a bowl on my dining table. They are sculptures, each of them a one-off, despite their similarity in form and colour. Eggs have the added uncanny allure of being an artwork that is made inside the body of a hen. Freud, who disliked eating chicken, apparently once shouted, ‘Let the chickens live and lay eggs’. I agree, although I admit that I don’t always listen to Freud and sometimes roast a chicken, usually with a lemon stuffed inside.

It’s uplifting to glance at a bowl of sunny lemons with their startling palette of yellows on a cold British winter morning. I have been lucky enough in my life to have spent summers walking down a mountain to a beach in Majorca through lemon orchards that eventually lead to the sea. By the end of summer, many of the lemons have fallen to the ground and lie scattered below the trees. I often think about this walk when I buy a lemon from my local London corner shop in January. Shivering in the rain, I know that the lemon (and I) would rather be in that orchard, and that we are both migrants.

When I first came to England from Africa, aged nine, my new best friend brought lemon curd sandwiches to school. I had never heard of such an exotic thing as lemon curd. The bread was white and soft with a thin stripe of the sweet yellow paste just visible between the slices. My friend came from a religious Christian family and always said grace before she ate her packed lunch. For a while, I associated lemon curd with a higher spiritual force, as if it were a substance somehow entwined with God. When she shared her sandwiches with me, I thought they were holy.

Years later, I remembered my childhood friend when I was living in Paris and tasted every lemon curd pastry at my local boulangerie. Sometimes the curd was flavoured with thyme or lavender, but it is still a parfait tarte au citron, eaten slowly while sipping a small espresso, that represents my enduring romance with Europe. So, too, does the pasta sauce I make with lemon juice, Parmesan and olive oil. I feel sophisticated when I eat this dish, but slightly sick as well. Oddly, this has never put me off making it.

At Christmas my daughters pierce lemons with cloves and we decorate the table with them for the feast. In their teenage years, they would squeeze lemon juice on their hair, believing it would ‘bring out the highlights’. I’m not sure it did, but the juice was youthful, like them. They were excited to think their hair might develop new, unknown dimensions.

The taste and fragrance of lemon rind has a totally different mood from its juice: the oil in the skin, particularly when used as a ‘twist’ for a dry vodka martini, is intense, deep, flamboyant, serene, while the juice is perhaps slightly neurotic. Yet when the juice, along with finely grated lemon zest and sea salt, is added to Greek yogurt, it metamorphoses into something otherworldly. Guided by the great Yotam Ottolenghi, I add roasted tomatoes that have caramelised with olive oil and cumin to the cold lemon yogurt. Really, I see no reason to ever eat anything else again.

I am staring at the bowl of unwaxed lemons on my table right now. Wax is used to preserve the freshness of their skin and protect them in transit, but as I mostly use their zest, these are the lemons of my choice. Given the beauty of their form, I am not surprised they have been muses and models for many famous artists. Sometimes a lemon has had to take off its peel when posing for a still life, but it is more usual to see it resting on a plate, happy in its own skin.
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A Toast to Whisky

by Signe Johansen

Winter-evening cold.

Our backs might never warm up but our faces

Burned from the hearth-blaze and the hot whiskeys.

Seamus Heaney

Midwinter amber skies at sunset and sunrise are Mother Nature’s reminder to us to seek comfort and joy where we can find it; so take a moment and pour yourself a glass of ‘liquid sunshine’, as George Bernard Shaw described this most soothing of spirits.

While the history of beer and wine stretches back thousands of years, alcoholic spirits arrived in Europe more recently, around the 8th century, thanks to contact with Arab chemists who pioneered the technique of distillation for medicinal purposes. Uisge-beatha and usquebaugh – both Gaelic words for whisky – are translations of the Latin aqua vitae, or ‘water of life’, a clue to the supposed restorative qualities of these potent spirits.

The earliest written record of whisky is from the 15th century and for much of its early history the spirit was associated with enterprising monks in Scotland and Ireland. Emigrants from those countries brought a taste for whisky and, crucially, the knowledge of how to make it to the American colonies, where Founding Father and US President James Madison famously consumed a pint of the stuff every day.

Good quality whisky is still associated with Scotland, malt whisky in particular, thanks to the successful branding of Scottish distilleries and blends. Scotland has five whisky-producing regions: Speyside, Highland, Lowland, Islay and Campbeltown. As writer Rachel McCormack notes in her whisky travelogue Chasing the Dram: Finding the Spirit of Whisky, the flavours are lighter in the Lowlands and those big peaty drams are usually to be found on Islay. Head east to west in the Highlands and you’ll discover that the local whiskies are both smoky and peaty. There are exceptions in each region, so be wary of cleaving too fiercely to those descriptors.

On 25 January each year Scotland celebrates its national bard, Robert Burns. In recent years, the Burns Night tradition of feasting on haggis (a delicious savoury pudding made from offal, oats, onions and spices) and toasting the poet with whisky has become increasingly popular beyond Scottish borders. ‘O thou, my muse! guid auld Scotch drink!’ proclaimed Burns in his poem ‘Scotch Drink’.
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But when the sea is a shade of weathered pewter, Christmas trees have been unceremoniously dumped and the January blues threaten to descend, why wait until the 25th for that celebratory dram? Grab a book of poems, head outdoors, embrace the cold and take a small flask of whisky to sip when you stop for a reading break. Make drambling your New Year’s pursuit.

Slàinte mhath, as they say in Scotland. To your good health.

WAYS TO ENJOY WHISKY


• Islay Scotch such as Lagavulin matches perfectly with Maltesers. Next time you’re braving the January squalls and out on a coastal dramble, try it.

• Peaty whisky matches surprisingly well with blue cheese.

• A classic sponge cake iced with a simple whisky glaze makes a welcome change from butter icings.

• Make a mild hot toddy by mixing apple juice, whole spices (clove, cinnamon, star anise, green cardamom, black pepper), sliced fresh ginger, a peel of lemon and a tot of whisky. Decant into a Thermos and take it with you to recharge after your next cold-water swim.

• As a nod to the Auld Alliance between Scotland and France, soak a handful of Agen prunes in whisky. Steep overnight or until the prunes become plump, then decant a few into a small bowl. Add a spoonful of whipped cream or crème fraîche, drizzle over some of the whisky and crumble a shortbread over the top.

• If you have some prunes left over, leave them to marinate in a large glass jar for a few weeks, removing one when you feel the urge for a strong coffee – the combination is remarkably revivifying.




SCOTCH RIVALS

In Ireland and the USA an ‘e’ is added, hence whiskey, whereas Scotch is whisky. There is no definitive answer as to why this is the case, except that the Irish are thought to have added an ‘e’ simply to differentiate their spirit from their Scottish rivals.





January Has Been Waiting for You

by Selina Nwulu


January arrives after the gluttony of December,

moving as languidly as the sunrise in the mornings.

A whole new month to remember yourself,

to recentre for the days ahead.

Restock the tea selection, fall in love

with a new recipe. Start a new hobby

that maybe you’ll stick with, or maybe you won’t.

Make plans while the calendar is still empty

enough for dreaming. Open the pantry

to a jumble of vegetables who knew you’d return,

however sheepishly. Give brussels sprouts

their chance to shine without the fame of turkey,

take a bite of radicchio, its bittersweet hand

a blossoming invitation. Turn the gnarled knuckle

of celeriac into a mash with a generous knob of butter

and sprinkle of pepper. Take yourself out for an afternoon

walk, just before the sun begins to set, listen

to your feet crunch the ice on the ground, keep going

until the tip of your nose is numb. Welcome yourself back

with a hearty vegetable stew and dumplings, a tart

rhubarb crumble eaten by the comfort of a lavish fire.

January has been waiting for you to work up

an appetite, savour it.






A Menu for January

IMPERFECT PIKELETS

by Ella Risbridger

Pikelets are like crumpets, but untidy. Pikelets shouldn’t be perfect or precise. In fact, with pikelets, every imperfection is proof that you did it all by yourself. I love recipes like this. There’s something brilliant about a recipe that doesn’t ask too much of you; a recipe, in fact, where getting it exactly right would be exactly wrong; a recipe you can fiddle with, and tend to when you remember. The bicarb here gives both a slight sour tang, and a gentle rise; it’s not in all pikelet recipes, but I really like it. If you’re on your own, I suggest you make the full quantity anyway. The cooked pikelets will be fine in an airtight container for a few days, and you can toast them in a regular toaster without hassle. I confess I have never been able to keep pikelets in the house without eating them for longer than about four days, so I don’t know how well they keep past that point.


Serves 4

175g (6oz) plain (all-purpose) flour

1 x 7g (¼oz) sachet instant yeast

½ tsp caster (superfine) sugar

½ tsp fine salt

½ tsp bicarbonate of soda (baking soda)

150ml (5fl oz) milk

150ml (5fl oz) hot water

Oil, for frying, if your frying pan (skillet) isn’t non-stick

Butter and jam, Marmite or strong Cheddar, to serve



So. Breakfast. You get up, and put the kettle on for tea. While the kettle’s boiling, you measure everything out: dry ingredients into a big bowl, and milk into a jug. When the kettle boils, pour the hot water into the jug with the milk (and the rest into the teapot). Stir to a sort of baby’s bath temperature, so it feels pleasant on the back of your hand, neither too cold nor too hot – and when it gets there (no hotter, please), pour it into the bowl with the dry ingredients.

Now whisk like billy-o. Keep whisking: 3–4 minutes of whisking with your whole strength. Come on, you’ll get an hour to rest in a minute… This puts the holes in the pikelet, which sounds like an old-fashioned idiom for breaking something (‘By Jove, that’s put the holes in the pikelet!’) but isn’t: the bubbles of air you’re beating into the mixture become the holes when you griddle it.

[image: Illustration]

Cover the bowl with a clean tea towel, and take your tea back to bed.

After an hour or so (it’ll stand a little bit longer, so don’t worry if you’re at a good bit of your book, or otherwise occupied), come back and check the mixture. It should be bubbly and frothy and about half as big again as when you left it. Stick your largest frying pan over a medium heat, adding a drizzle of oil if your pan’s not non-stick. Get someone else to put butter and jam on the table, or butter and
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