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Introduction

Cooking, for me, has always been an act of elevating the most basic ingredients into plates full of vibrancy. Growing up, our table was full of flavour and colour, and I guess my palate was accustomed to eating well. We were graced with Tamil Sri Lankan food every night: bright yellow dhals (or parippu as we call it), deep brown mutton or chicken curries, bold purple beetroots and refreshing green spinach. Dinner was a colour palette that transferred effortlessly to flavour. Even the nights that saw my parents branching out to European dishes like Spaghetti Bolognese or a simple jacket potato, there’d still be a strong undertone of Jaffna curry powder and a spicy tingle… meat and two veg just didn’t exist in our household.

It’s not until recently that I’ve been able to look back and truly appreciate the food I grew up on. Nourishing and vegetable-heavy, I do now kick the younger me for the nights I asked for frozen pizza instead of the beautiful food my parents had made. Although my cooking style isn’t entirely Tamil based, it takes huge inspiration from the culture and the food I grew up eating. It’s not easy to create a table full of bold flavours that comes together in harmony, but that’s exactly what my parents, uncles and aunties did. I truly think that is where my love of boldness and vibrancy, and my ability to balance them, comes from.

Of course, there are smatterings of my Tamil Sri Lankan background that empower some of my dishes, but there are just as many influences from many other parts of the world. From Sichuan province, whose food can numb and tingle your mouth in such an addictive way, to lesser-known Italian dishes that bring warmth and comfort with every mouthful – you’ll find that, in this book, I don’t stick to the rules and boundaries of cultural cuisine. I’m not trying to create fusion food per se, but I’m doing my best to show how blurred the boundaries between cultures and cuisines are. More importantly, I want to show how intensely delicious food can be when we allow ourselves to combine the flavour-based lessons that our cultures have learnt over centuries. The reason for such diversity in my food is because my culinary creativity is a total amalgamation of my Tamil background and my British upbringing; rich with food from all over the world, thanks to the diverse nature of this country and the opportunities my parents have given me. Travel naturally plays into my love for global flavours and I owe a lot of that to my lovely wife, Anna. Anna’s always instilled in me the importance of travel and enjoyment instead of fixating on work or other trivial worries. It’s the reason we’ve seen the world together, which has had a big impact on the way I cook. Frankly, it’s also a huge factor in why I’m here writing this book as part of this whole new world I’ve had the pleasure of delving in to.


Once I started cooking as a university student, I quickly discovered a need for budgeting but was unwilling to compromise on flavour. They say beggars can’t be choosers, but I wanted to make incredible food on a student budget – and it wasn’t impossible. I would often scout out the best deals and reduced-price ingredients (regardless of my familiarity with them) and head home to research what tasty dish I could create with my haul. There was a lot of trial and error, learning what worked together and what didn’t; testing out flavours that I’d heard of but hadn’t yet tried. I still remember the first day I cooked celeriac and thinking to myself ‘Damn, this tastes like celery… and I really hate celery’. But it was an important lesson that helped me learn how to remove the attributes I didn’t like by using new techniques. I found that I could enhance the caramel-like sweetness that comes from celeriac when it was roasted, which removed it’s celery-like bitter crunch. Over a decade on from starting university, I’m still constantly learning, using trial and error, to create recipes. What I have learnt so far has built the collection of recipes in this book: some that have come from familiar flavour combinations and others that are a result of the boundaries I pushed while I trialled (and errored) – but they’re all certainly delicious.

Creativity is important to me. I didn’t know that until I started in this wonderful world, after five years working as a vet. For my whole life, I’ve been on a fairly rigid path: studying hard for a ‘respectable’ degree and securing a ‘prestigious’ job. But, since leaving school, I had no opportunity to take advantage of the creative urge that I’ve always had in me. I went from being a school student, engrossed in art and music, to a university student who craved a creative outlet that fitted around my career path. We’ve all got to eat several times a day, so food felt like a natural starting point!

My cookery journey reached new heights when I was accepted to join the 20th series of MasterChef. I’ve always watched MasterChef at home with my family. Even once I’d fled the nest, I’d still call my dad to make sure he knew when the new series was starting. I’d reached a point with my cooking where I finally felt ready to put myself in a difficult position – as well as a point in my career where I was ready to try something new. I knew that if I didn’t apply that year I’d be sitting at home watching the show, wishing it was me cooking (and probably thinking I could do better… how arrogant!).

The first round was called ‘Basic to Brilliant’ and, looking back now, I realize that I was truly in my element. I chose onions as my basic ingredient and showed off their versatility by cooking and presenting them in six different ways – miso onions, spring onion purée, crispy shallots, pickled shallot shells, shallot granola and a spring onion garnish. It didn’t occur to me until later in the series that I’d been practising this concept of elevation ever since I started cooking. Since winning the series and giving up my day job to become fully thrusted into the world of food, I knew my first book had to be based on this concept: basic ingredients made beautiful and brilliant.

Cooking has always felt like a hobby, a release and a type of therapy to me – I guess a career change into the culinary world was my version of running away with my therapist. I believe even the most stressful day can be escaped by locking yourself away in the kitchen for an hour or two to produce (and eat) something comforting, nourishing and homely. Even after making the big move from veterinary medicine to food, I still find time in the kitchen invaluable. It’s a place to create and be free – a time to forget about the trials and tribulations of a whole new career! I’m not saying everyone needs a drastic career change to eat and cook well – or even to scratch the creative itch that many of us have. Frankly, there’s no need for you to do that because that is exactly what this book is made for. The recipes are your catalyst for transforming bad days into good ones and relieving any stress. I want you to feel a sense of pride when you eat the food you make from these recipes. They may be my dishes, but they can still be your creative outlet.

I’ve spoken at length about the positive impact food has had on my life, the almost medicinal effect it’s had on my happiness. I won’t for one second pretend this will be the case for everyone, but I do truly believe it’ll be the case for many. If you’ve had a challenging day, week or month, I want you to be able to pick up this book and flick to a recipe that feels exciting. I want to you to be able to immerse yourself in it to clear your head from the negativity: to come out with an end product, a plate of food, that makes you breathe a sigh of relief. A realization that the last 20 minutes, hour, or even 3 hours have flown by without remembering the initial stress that prompted you to pick up the book and start cooking. I hope this book gives you the tools to embed a little bit of culinary creative release into your daily routine.

INGREDIENTS ▸ SKILLS ▸ MOOD ▸


This book has three aims:

The first and most obvious is the elevation of basic ingredients into delicious plates of food. Cans of tuna become moreish, spicy bites of pure joy (see here), frozen parathas transform into a delicious dessert and humble aubergines rise into juicy and flavoursome showstoppers (see here).

The second is to elevate your skills as a home cook; with small tips and tricks that make everyday cooking easier, more enjoyable and more efficient. Small things, like learning how to julienne carrots or even a mango, will provide you with more confidence in the kitchen and provide you with the tools to tackle cooking from scratch at more mealtimes.

The third and final is maybe the most important to me: the elevation of mood and how food can totally alter your day in the greatest way. Whether it’s as simple as a warming bowl on a rainy day, a fresh plate of greens after a weekend of overindulgence, or a sweet treat because you deserve it after the day you’ve had – there’s a subsection of food that aligns itself to every mood. That’s how this book and its chapters work – from Feeling Fresh, to Great Company, to Picky Bits or Sweet Treats, you can find the right food for your mood.


Although I’ve been creating recipes and content for a while now, seeing this book in my hands feels a lot like my first piece of art, something to frame, something to be proud of. It represents a lot. On the surface, it represents who I am and how I like to eat and cook – but, on a deeper level, it represents freedom, change and, dare I say, bravery. It was easy to leave my old world and try and make something of this new one, but it was harder to persevere and get through the lulls. I’ve loved writing this book – the early starts when the creative parts of my brain are harnessed best, and the late nights eating all the tested food with friends around the table (because frankly, there’s no way two people can, or should, consume that much food in one night!).

I want you to delve into this book in whatever way suits you. If you find you’ve got an odd ingredient at home that needs using up, flick to the index and find the recipe that elevates that one ingredient into a bold and beautiful dish.

Maybe you’re not sure what you’d like to eat? Work out what mood you’re in and head to a chapter that satisfies it – whether you’re in need of some Hearty Comfort or you’re feeling adventurous with a hankering for a Twist.

If you feel like levelling up your skills, find a tip or trick from the section at the back and pick a recipe that utilizes it. The next time you need to fillet a chicken thigh or butterfly a round fish like mackerel, you’ll do it easily and be filled with pride.

Make this book work for you. There’s no one way to use it.

- Brin
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Cabbage Curry Leaf Slaw

Most of my dinners at home include a slaw or pickle of sorts and it’s a great way to add crunch and acidity – two really important tricks to use when you’re trying to elevate a meal. I feel like white cabbage has been branded as pretty bland and boring but a simple recipe like this brings life back into it with fresh and vibrant notes. You can find fresh curry leaves from a local South Asian supermarket, where they’re very cheap for a big bunch. You can even freeze them and use them straight from the freezer in future. Frying them here imparts an earthy, slightly citrus aroma that pairs wonderfully with cabbage to make it a little bit more complex and interesting.

GF, EF, V


Serves: 6/Time: 15 minutes/Difficulty: 1/3



4 tbsp olive oil

20 fresh curry leaves

½ sweetheart cabbage, cut into thin strips

1 Granny Smith apple, cored (no need to peel) and cut into matchsticks

50 ml/2 fl oz apple cider vinegar

finely grated zest and juice of 1 lime

1 tbsp honey

salt

Add 2 tablespoons of the olive oil to a small frying pan over a medium heat.

Add the curry leaves and cook until they start to crackle a bit and release their smell, about 2 minutes. Remove from the heat and place the curry leaves on kitchen paper to soak up any excess oil.

Add the cabbage, apple and curry leaves to a serving bowl.

In a clean small jam jar with a lid, combine the remaining 2 tablespoons of olive oil, the apple cider vinegar, lime zest and juice and honey. Shake well to mix, then pour over the slaw. Add a sprinkle of salt and mix well.

Allow to sit at room temperature for at least 30 minutes (or refrigerate if making ahead of time) before tucking in, and give it a couple of mixes during this time.






Chicory Charred Chicory & Peaches

I struggle with bitter flavours, it’s the reason I don’t like grapefruit and why I don’t like negronis even after years of forcing myself to drink them because, let’s admit it, they are undoubtedly cool. However, I still enjoy cooking with bitter ingredients, like chicory, because it’s a great way to understand how certain flavours, such as saltiness and sweetness, can balance out others like bitterness. That balancing act means this salad is nowhere near as bitter as a negroni but is most certainly just as cool, or maybe even cooler.


GF, EF, V



Serves: 4/Time: 20 minutes/Difficulty: 1/3



2 chicory, each cut into quarters lengthways

olive oil, for drizzling

4 ripe peaches, stoned and each cut into 8 wedges

50 g/2 oz (shelled) pistachios

2 sprigs of fresh tarragon

1 ball of mozzarella or burrata, drained

For the dressing

1 tbsp olive oil

2 tbsp honey

2 tbsp balsamic vinegar

Place the chicory quarters in a bowl. Drizzle some olive oil over them, then mix and toss so each piece is coated a little.

Place a frying pan over a high heat and, once hot, place the chicory quarters, cut side down, in the pan. Once you get a bit of char, flip to the other cut side. Remove the charred chicory and place back in the bowl.

Place the peach wedges in the same hot frying pan with a little olive oil until they also char and caramelize slightly on the cut sides, turning once. Then add them to the chicory in the bowl.

Turn the heat down to medium and add the pistachios. Keep them moving so they don’t burn but toast them slightly, about 3 minutes. Tip them on to a chopping board and roughly cut them so they’re about half the original size.

To make the dressing, combine all the ingredients in a small bowl and whisk together. Alternatively, you can combine them in a jar and shake well. Pour this over the charred chicory and peaches. Sprinkle the toasted pistachios on top, then strip the leaves from the tarragon sprigs and add these to the bowl too.

Give everything a toss to coat in the dressing, then arrange it on a serving plate or platter. Tear the mozzarella or burrata into pieces and place it haphazardly over the salad, then serve.






Mackerel Butterflied Mackerel with Hazelnut Romesco

Romesco is a Catalonian sauce supposedly created by fishermen to accompany the fish they caught, which explains why it goes so well with this simple butterflied mackerel. It’s also a sauce that can be altered to your liking, so versions of this vary from family to family, in Catalonia anyway. I’ve swapped out classic blanched almonds for hazelnuts, which adds a whole new level of complexity to this sauce. Check out my tips on how to butterfly mackerel and pair this dish with crispy, smoky Batata Harra for a fresh summer dinner.


GF, EF, P



Serves: 2/Time: 1 Hour/Difficulty: 2/3



2 red peppers

½ red onion

1 red chilli (if you like it hot)

50 g/1¾ oz cherry tomatoes

2 garlic cloves, peeled but left whole

2 tbsp olive oil, plus extra for drizzling and brushing

50 g/1¾ oz blanched hazelnuts

1 tbsp red wine vinegar

juice of 1 lemon

2 whole mackerel, butterflied

sea salt and freshly cracked black pepper

For the pickled red onions

1 red onion, thinly sliced

2 tbsp apple cider vinegar

juice of 1 lime

2 tbsp olive oil

pinch of sea salt

Start by making the romesco sauce. Preheat the oven to 180°C fan/200°C/400°F/gas mark 6.

Add the whole red peppers, red onion, red chilli (if using), the cherry tomatoes and the garlic cloves to a roasting tray, drizzle with olive oil and sprinkle with salt.

Roast in the oven for 30 minutes, then add the hazelnuts and return to the oven for another 10 minutes.

While the peppers are roasting, make the pickled red onions. Place the red onion slices in a bowl with the apple cider vinegar, lime juice, olive oil and salt. Mix well and massage with your fingers, then set aside.

Once the peppers have roasted, cool slightly, then carefully (as they will be hot!) remove the stems and seeds but try to hold on to the lovely juices inside the peppers.

Add all the roasted ingredients to a blender along with the 2 tablespoons of olive oil, the red wine vinegar and lemon juice. Blend to a paste, but it’s ok if it’s a bit lumpy. Set aside.

Preheat the grill to high. Season the butterflied mackerel with salt and black pepper all over and brush with olive oil.

Place the mackerel on an oven tray (preferably on a rack) under the grill, skin side down, and cook for 2 minutes, then flip and cook, skin side up, for 5 minutes or until the skin is crispy.

Spread the vibrant romesco sauce on a serving plate or platter and lay the grilled butterflied mackerel fillets on top. Top with the pickled red onions and a side of Batata Harra.

[image: Butterfly mackerel served on a bed of hazelnut Romesco, topped with pickled red onions on an oval green plate.]





Kale Brassic Fattoush

Roasting kale can be a bit of a challenge. You can go from lovely vibrant green, soft leaves to black, bitter crunch in the space of a couple of minutes. This recipe takes all of that risk away and ‘cooks’ the kale without cooking it at all. With a bit of tender love and care (and salt), you can massage the kale to relieve the bitter flavours and make it vibrant, soft and delicious.


EF, V, Ve



Serves: 6/Time: 30 minutes/Difficulty: 1/3



4 pitta breads

olive oil, for drizzling

2 tsp sea salt, plus extra for seasoning

280 g/10 oz kale

15 g/½ oz fresh parsley

15 g/½ oz fresh mint leaves

300 g/10½ oz baby plum tomatoes, quartered

1 green pepper, deseeded and finely diced

½ cucumber, finely diced

4 radishes, thinly sliced

4 spring onions, thinly sliced

150 g/5½ oz pomegranate seeds

For the dressing

2 tbsp olive oil

1 tbsp apple cider vinegar

1 tbsp pomegranate molasses or balsamic vinegar

juice of 1 lemon

2 garlic cloves, grated

1 tsp sumac

1 tsp dried mint

good pinch each of sea salt and freshly cracked black pepper

Preheat the oven to 180°C fan/200°C/400°F/gas mark 6.

Cut the pitta breads into bite-sized pieces and add them to a large baking tray with a hefty drizzle of olive oil and a sprinkle of salt. Bake in the oven for about 20 minutes, turning halfway. They should become dark brown with a decent crunch. Remove and set aside to cool.

Meanwhile, remove all the tough stems from the kale and add it to a bowl with the measured salt
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