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For my mother, Wendy Robertson, who encouraged me to cook and then to write it all down.

˜
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Introduction

Everything I know about life I learned in the kitchen.

˜

I’VE BEEN TO A LOT OF PLACES. I’ve cooked a lot of things. But I am never more content than when I am in my London kitchen, wondering what we will have for dinner.

This is a book of essays with the recipes that made me, just as I made them. I describe how I learned to love cooking, from the least promising of starts. I come from a long line of working women who viewed the kitchen as hostile territory, but from my earliest days it was my favourite playground.

On these pages are stories of my favourite meals, foreign and domestic, from baking margarita pie one golden Texan summer and cooking dinners for diplomats in my tiny Moscow kitchen to the lazy feasts I make every summer in my favourite village in the Languedoc, and Turkish-ish weeknight dinners tumbled together with ingredients foraged (this is the only foraging I do, obviously; I don’t have the shoes or the temperament for the other sort) from my local Turkish supermarket in Hackney, East London.

In this book I share my secrets for creating delicious meals every single day, without pretending to weave my own water or knit my own tahini. I describe some of the life- and dinner-saving lessons I’ve learned in all the kitchens I have cooked in, and share the daring tales of disaster too. Because there are always disasters – the inedible in chase of the unInstagrammable.

All the chapters are shot through with tales of my London life, because London is every place, a city where myriad cultures mix, where every ingredient is available, and every single one comes with a story, once upon a dinner time.
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Chapter 1

˜

Not like Mother used to make

ALMOST ALL THE GREAT COOKS I KNOW – and I know a lot of great cooks – have reams of family recipes to draw upon. You compliment them on the perfection of their pastry or the just-so seasoning of their noodles, and it’s met with a shrug and, ‘Oh, that’s my mother’s, my auntie’s, my grandmother’s recipe …’ Their Instagram accounts and their book jackets feature pictures of them as children standing on chairs at the stove or at the kitchen counter, stirring something, flour on their aprons, chocolate around their mouths. Adorable.

Meet my family.

My grandmother’s proudest – and only – kitchen boast was that during the Blitz in Coventry, my grandfather made her a kitchen table from reinforced steel so they could hide under it if getting themselves and four small children into an air-raid shelter in the middle of the night proved too challenging. This is literally my only family-related food story. Where others have Lancashire hot pot and fondant fancies, my kitchen heritage centres on defying the Luftwaffe.

My mother, born in 1941, grew up without any great interest in food, as what there was of it was not very interesting. As she explains, if she’d loved or cared about dinner, she would have lived in a landscape of persistent, gnawing disappointment. To this day, she could cheerfully live on smoked salmon sandwiches.

When my grandfather died, my grandmother and her children – my mother, her sister, Susan, and brothers, Tom and Ian – moved from Coventry back to County Durham to be closer to her family. She got a job in a factory and later became a nurse in a psychiatric hospital. My first memory is being held in my grandmother’s arms next to a stall at the hospital’s summer fête. She often used to take me to see ‘her ladies’. Many of them had spent years in the hospital, and I was the first baby they’d seen since they had had or had lost babies of their own, decades before. Years later, they still asked about the baby. I was almost an adult by then, I think. Time stood still.

Anyway, my mother was the first in her family to go to college. When my brother, Grahame, and I were small, she was teaching, taking another degree in the evenings, going to talks on feminism where I sat on the floor with paper and crayons. Grahame wasn’t welcome at the meetings despite being all of four or five years old because: patriarchy. At weekends, my mother wrote children’s novels and wrangled our large Victorian house into submission, one eye on Jocasta Innes’s The Pauper’s Homemaking Book, one eye on the clock.

There wasn’t much time for carefully tended stews, despite JI’s Pauper’s Cookbook also sitting on the shelves, somewhere. We had a lot of things on toast – scrambled eggs, beans, something called, helpfully, toast toppers, which was essentially a thickened cream of mushroom soup. Even though this was the era of potato waffles and crispy pancakes, those were seen as too expensive, not quite the thing. I do, however, have an abiding love for fish fingers, which were somehow allowed.

I can cook because my mother can’t. I mean, really can’t. To her the kitchen is hostile territory where pans commit scorching hara-kiri and ovens spontaneously combust. She would have rather been anywhere else. Which, conveniently, allowed the kitchen to become my happily anarchic playground.
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In friends’ houses, the kitchens were most definitely their mothers’ territory. We might be allowed to distract ourselves after school by making a Victoria sponge from a Green’s cake mix, but that was quite enough self-expression, thank you.

At home, I could make anything. With the Hamlyn All Colour Cookbook by my side, and Marguerite Patten as my pretend mother, I worked my way through chicken Mornay (sprinkled with cheese and crushed cornflakes), crunchy-topped fish bake (plaice cooked in tinned cream of mushroom soup, finished with a handful of crisps and anchovies), sherried kidneys, Bakewell tart, devil’s food cake with marshmallow frosting, curried egg salad … All the 1970s greats.

My parents entertained a lot. Women in flowing dresses sat around while exuberantly sideburned men played folk songs on the guitar. Or Glen Campbell (‘and I need you more than want you, and I want you for all tiiiimmmme’) played on the stereo, though that was more something my mother listened to in the afternoon, with our neighbour Bernice, over sticky glasses of sherry or Cinzano.

For these parties, my mother might make coq au vin or spaghetti Bolognese, with more efficiency than passion. Or she might not. In that case, I would be there passing around canapés I’d concocted like a tiny Margot Leadbetter. I remember a tuna fish pâté which was essentially tinned tuna beaten with softened butter and a squeeze of juice from a squeezy plastic lemon, dash of pepper from a tub, spread on to Jacob’s crackers, mushroom vol-au-vents (tinned condensed mushroom soup was in high rotation in the 70s kitchen), cheese balls rolled in toasted nuts, all kinds of things on cocktail sticks. And an elaborate apple charlotte made using every implement in the kitchen. I just made what I wanted. Still do. I am just a little better at putting things together and I set my own bedtime.




Chapter 2

˜

Stoke Newington, mon amour

MORE THAN TWENTY YEARS AGO, WHEN SÉAN AND I WERE NEWLY MARRIED and looking for our first flat in Stoke Newington, we went to see a place off the High Street, our hands clutching crudely printed estate agents’ details and our hearts full of hope. Directly in front of the flat was a burned-out car and a sagging, stained sofa. As we walked towards the front door, a rat jumped out of a damp cushion and skittered across the path in front of us. There is only so much a Philippe Starke citrus juicer and an orange statement wall can do, and it wasn’t enough to win us over to this fixer-upper. We consoled ourselves with cappuccinos and damp quiche in The Cooler, a café on Church Street whose name was possibly derived from the chilly welcome. No one knows. It closed soon afterwards. Word got around that the owners had done a flit and the staff were selling off bags of pasta and organic granola at bargain prices to make up their wages. Wholesome Hackneyites gathered in the shop, with the slight sense of urgency and shame that during the war the borough’s residents might have displayed when furtively buying nylons and fags from black-market spivs.

Eventually we found a place, a flat in a Victorian house on Brooke Road with a large, bright, bay-windowed sitting room, a fireplace, wooden floors, essentially the late-90s dream. Downstairs there was a small, square kitchen big enough to hold a small, square table and four tatty chairs. It had a door which opened on to the garden. This was just as well, because I bought a huge, American fridge when such things were still quite new. It was too big to come in the front door, so it had to be heaved through the bay window at the front, carried across the sitting room, lowered two floors out of the dining-room window, hauled across the garden and then finally into the kitchen through the garden door. I guess you had to really want a chilled water dispenser, and I guess I really did.

We painted the cabinets emerald green, installed a thick wooden counter and a white butler’s sink, and tucked a shiny cream stove with six burners into the gap where the old fireplace once was. Outside the kitchen door I planted pots with thyme, tarragon, rosemary, mint, bay and parsley, though I soon realized I could never grow as much parsley as I used and that I could buy huge bunches of it for less than a quid at one of the many Turkish supermarkets dotted along the High Street. Ditto coriander and dill.

During the day, I pitched magazine articles, balancing my enthusiasm with a gnawing fear of rejection. In the evening, I cooked and cooked. We’d only known each other for six weeks when we got engaged. It was all brand new, gentle, exciting. We ate dinner at the little kitchen table, getting to know one another and working out what our life together would look like over roast chickens and bowls of garlicky pasta. We acquired two kittens, and when we managed to keep them alive, made an attempt at creating human babies, which was a less successful experiment.

We filled our lives with friends, old ones and new ones. I developed then a habit which has never left me of celebrating life at every possible opportunity. Burns Night, Pancake Day, St Patrick’s Day, Easter, Midsummer’s Day, Bastille Day, Christmas, New Year’s Eve, my calendar was filled with food, menus, friends. We had lots of parties, where we plated up on the garden table because we had so little counter space and then raced the food up the short flight of stairs into the dining room before it was too cold and we were too hot. I tried not to think of how sniffily I had rejected my mother-in-law’s offer of a hostess trolley for a wedding present.

I went shopping at Ridley Road market, scooping £1 bowls of fruit and veg into my shopping trolley, and at Egg Stores, the kosher grocers on Stamford Hill, for schmaltz herring and tubs of chrain, the tear-inducing condiment of grated horseradish and beetroot. I went to Gallo Nero on the High Street for thin slices of finocchiona, fat salsiccia fresca, rough wedges of Parmesan, pots of their pesto and bottles of olive oil from their farm in Tuscany. Sometimes, I bought a bowl or two of tiramisù made by the owner Michele’s mum. From the Mediterranean Supermarket, I picked up tubs of feta in brine, olives and fat bunches of herbs.

Over the past twenty years a lot has changed in Stoke Newington, and also not much. It’s easy to think that today Stokey’s more Boden than bohemian, but it’s still grimy and noisy and you never quite know what you’ll see when you leave the house. It’s a little more polished, a little less weird. Today’s house-hunting couples work in the City, or law, or are something in tech at Old Street, London’s Silicon Roundabout – doing jobs that didn’t exist twenty years ago. The jazz club is now a Nando’s (for a while, a noisy group of chicken-resisters took up a position on the roof, hanging from it a large red and black banner: ‘Existence is Resistance’). Whincops wood merchants is a Wholefoods, the Mediterranean Supermarket an organic supermarket, General Woodwork a Sainsbury’s. Junk & Disorderly, where I bought fine linen sheets, ex-hotel stock, not quite perfect but perfect enough for me, is now a smart gift shop selling £30 notebooks and £50 candles.

Nothing stays the same. We moved from that pretty flat with its emerald green kitchen into a house just round the corner, where we built a big kitchen on the back with bi-fold doors and a glass ceiling, in line with the prevailing East London aesthetic. We installed a slab of Carrara marble – the kitchen island which became a column and then this book – I bought from an Irish builder called Jimmy who specialized in restoring altars for the Catholic Church. It is my own altar of sorts. We live our lives around it, measuring the passing of months and years in peaceful dinners together and loud parties, with crowds of friends gathered both around the island and into our lives. Its honed, bull-nose edges are now shiny from people sitting and leaning up against them, its once-perfect finish etched with the ghostly marks of lemon wedges, splashes of wine, the patina of a life lived.




Chapter 3

˜

Accidentally Turkish

IF YOU’RE LOOKING FOR ME ON SUNDAY MORNING, I’d start at the Turkish Food Centre at the top of Ridley Road market in Dalston. After I’ve bought my flowers at Columbia Road market, I usually head there. Very occasionally I go to Chatsworth Road market too, but that seems rather unnecessarily like a triathlon and even I don’t need organic churros, sourdough pizza or ninety-five kinds of kombucha that much. At least not before lunch.

Of course, TFC (we’re friends, I’m allowed this familiarity) sells washing powder, loo roll and light bulbs like any normal supermarket, but that’s not what brings me here.

Whenever I travel to a foreign country, I’ve barely unpacked my pants before I’m off to find the nearest supermarket. Trawling the aisles of condiments, tinned food and cleaning products is like a social anthropology field trip to me. What can you deduce about a country that has a dozen different kinds of ketchup, twenty varieties of tinned anchovies, or where their washing-up liquid is scented with raspberries and peach, rather than citrus? Let me give you my considered theories on that over the course of the next ninety pages. I will show …

OK, I won’t, but I’m sure you know what I mean.

Strolling around the Turkish Food Centre is like a nano-holiday, except within minutes I can be in my own kitchen making lunch. I fill my inevitably wonky trolley with fistfuls of herbs, whole trays of tomatoes and peaches, bags of lemons, tubs of olives and feta, fresh from huge vats of brine, pillowy, still-warm flatbreads, links of sucuk, the spicy beef sausage, and bags of sweetly hot pul biber chilli, which I use almost as much as a condiment as an ingredient whenever I want to cheer a dish – or myself – up.

Usually, I’m not recreating Turkish recipes but, inspired by what I find, creating Turkish-ish dishes of my own. When I first moved to this part of London twenty-five years ago, I’d scan TFC’s shelves for unfamiliar ingredients in alluring packaging and scribble down their names, before going home to look them up via my dial-up internet connection. This is how I introduced into my kitchen the everyday poetry of kaymak, pekmez and kadayif. That’s clotted cream, fruit molasses and stringy pastry, possibly to you and certainly to me.

Whenever we’re apart too long, I miss Hackney – my dearest, dirty, cranky and sometimes just plain weird belovèd. I miss being able to eat lunch whenever I want, a petition on every counter and a pop-up on every corner. I miss the bearded boys and the tattooed girls and being able to buy five different kinds of anything you like at midnight. And I definitely miss Turkish food. When I come home, I like to have breakfast at one of the many cafés on Stoke Newington High Street. In summer, I’ll take the trad plate of olives, feta, tomatoes, cucumber, tomato, boiled egg, honey and a circle of chewy, sesame-encrusted simit bread. In winter, I choose menemen, that combination of green peppers, tomatoes and chillies with scrambled eggs and sometimes some added sucuk.

Even on cold days, I sit at a pavement table. This isn’t just because I usually have my dogs with me, but because it’s all the better to watch the neighbourhood theatre: the boys in the barber’s having precise and elaborate patterns shaved into their hair, skateboarders whizzing past (cue my dog Barney: ‘BARK BARK BARK YOU ARE MY MORTAL ENEMY AND I WILL DESTROY YOU IN A MINUTE’), young couples with buggies, old ladies wheeling bags of laundry, the women in the flower shop arranging their pavement displays and old men absent-mindedly working colourful tesbih, or worry beads, through their fingers. If I’m really lucky, I might see a Turkish wedding – so much mascara, so much hair, so much satin, so many metres of ribbon looped into festive decoration on newly polished cars. And I count myself very lucky to call this home.
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Chapter 4

˜

How to throw a party without losing your mind

LET ME TELL YOU ABOUT THE WORST PARTY I EVER THREW. Strictly speaking, it was a series of parties. I fully committed. Gather round, children, for this terrible story of yore.

It was the first Christmas after Séan and I were married and I had somehow spun myself into a Hallmark Channel-esque frenzy of cable knits, needlepoint stockings on the fireplace and a tree that would shame the good people of Norway with their paltry Trafalgar Square offering. All this in a two-bed flat in Hackney. My levels of control-freakery were unfettered, some might say unhinged, and I had cupboards full of wedding china and glassware desperately in need of their first airing.

So this is what I did. I organized a drinks party for the neighbours on Christmas Eve, before running off to midnight mass at St Mary’s with my parents. The next morning I inflicted on us all a choreographed-to-the-minute champagne, smoked salmon and scrambled egg breakfast, followed by the full jingle-bells-and-whistles Christmas lunch for a dozen or so of our family, and then, because too much is never enough, an afternoon tea on Boxing Day for those who couldn’t be with us on Christmas Day. Everything homemade. From scratch. Like a lunatic. Did I think I was the only person in the country who owned a dining table?

My friend Lola has an absolute aversion to ‘showing off’. It is honestly the very worst criticism she can make about a person. And while I think with feeding people we all crave that taaa-daaaaah! moment when we bring something delicious to the table (cooking: showbiz for greedy people), I think she may be on to something.

My demented Mama Claus act taught me this: my ego got in the way of a good time and it is most definitely not what the Baby Jesus – nor my poor guests – would have wanted. Not one person who spent Christmas with us would have cared if we’d eaten bought mince pies and drunk cheap fizz as we slummocked about in our pyjamas watching Home Alone. I learned that if you’re enjoying yourself, everyone else will enjoy themselves too. Nothing tastes as good as happy feels. This revelation was the Christmas miracle I will carry in my heart forever.

Since then, I have thrown hundreds of lunches, dinners, cocktail parties and big events. I’ve catered other people’s parties and weddings, and these are the things I have learned.

Do things for love or money, never out of a sense of obligation or to ingratiate yourself with people you think might be useful (they can always, always tell, and also it leads to the worst kind of showing off). Only accept invitations from people who you would be happy to have in your own home, or the guilt of not returning the favour will gnaw at you in an entirely undelicious way.

I love to make lists, lovely soothing lists. Writing down recipe ideas, shopping lists, cooking times, serving ideas, makes me feel, briefly, like the queen of the universe. When you cook for people you love, however simply, however extravagantly, you create your own contained world where the worst that can happen is a split sauce.

You know your own kitchen better than I do. You know how much you can have on the hob or in the oven at the same time, which ring burns hot, which part of the grill cooks unevenly, but more importantly, you know your own levels of skill and comfort. This is not to discourage you from being ambitious, from trying new and complex things, just don’t try them all at once after work on a rainy Tuesday night in November.

My own blueprint for an easy dinner is to lay out some platters of charcuterie, bowls of olives, salted Marcona almonds and other antipasti for when everyone arrives, to stave off hunger and drunkenness, particularly if you have late arrivals. I seldom do a sit-down starter, preferring the happy buzz of people chatting in the kitchen as I cook, but I sometimes do something simple and hot to pass around, such as salt and pepper squid or sautéd Padrón peppers, because a little bit of sizzle is a good and cheerful thing. As a main course, I love something generous which I can make ahead, like the duck Parmentier here (page 60). And I never tire of a roast chicken (page 56). Roast chicken is my love language. If I have lots of people, I just make a few of them and lay them out along the table like some sort of banquet for a medieval merchant. I might make a couple of generous vegetable dishes, but it’s important to remember not everything has to dance on the piano, not everything has to be ‘a recipe’. Sometimes all you need is some buttered green beans, roast potatoes (never wrong) or a green salad (page 27). This kind of simplicity is far preferable to lots of complicated sides, which leave you exhausted and your guests overwhelmed. Oh yes, and when it comes to serving, go easy. You can spend hours cooking only to ruin it at the last minute by piling the plates so high that things smoosh horribly together, imbuing your efforts with all the appeal of the compost bin. I much prefer to spoon a smaller amount on to the plates, then lay the serving dishes down the middle of the table so people can help themselves to more if they want.

I’d like to say something about delegation: do it. The most obvious benefit is that it takes some of the burden off your shoulders, particularly if you’re hosting alone. Rope someone in to lay the table (I always get Séan to do this, ever since he watched a documentary about a state banquet at Buckingham Palace where the butlers measured the distance of the cutlery from the edge of the table with a ruler and he said, ‘Isn’t that a good idea?’ Before he even finished the sentence, he had inadvertently got himself a job for life).

Get someone else to set up the drinks if you can, and make sure there’s plenty of ice, mixers, soft drinks, sliced fruit, herbs, all that is required to pixie up a simple gin and tonic into a treat. That said, you are not the American Bar at the Savoy. Something sparkling, a white, a light red, a rosé in summer, the makings of one, maximum two, cocktails is quite enough (NB No showing off). I once interviewed the formidable Australian domestic dynamo Donna Hay, and she gave me this great tip. Write or print a recipe for a simple cocktail and lay out all that’s required to make it beautifully. Let your guests help themselves.

Speaking of which, delegation not only frees you to commit acts of culinary genius, it can be an enormous benefit to others too. If you’re inviting new people or have a shy guest, getting them to help serve drinks or pass round platters of salami is a great way to get everyone talking without awkwardness or descending into that absolute social null of discussing how you got there and where you parked. (PS Never discuss this. I would genuinely rather talk about sex and death.)

I have told you all this, but I could have stopped ages ago (I know I didn’t, I like a chat), and just told you this: mostly your friends don’t care what you put in front of them, unless it is actively poisonous. If all anyone’s talking about the next day is the food, you haven’t really got it right. I want them to be talking about new friends they’ve made, or who fell off a chair laughing. I want loud conversation and to be dancing around the kitchen to old vinyl. I want a little scandal and a lot of fun. And all that takes – in the kitchen as in life – is for you to make your plans, hope for the best, and whatever happens, keep going.
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Chapter 5

˜

Busy doing nothing: the weekend kitchen

ONE OF THE MOST STEALTHILY DELIGHTFUL THINGS ABOUT COOKING is that it can be our ally in sloth. It’s the finest way I know of looking busy while doing almost nothing. Could I pick up that parcel from the post office? Bath the dog? Go to that deadly yet improving lecture? No, sorry, I’m cooking. It’s the ultimate get-out-of-tedium-free card.

I am by nature enormously lazy but by birth, northern. These qualities conflict with each other, one requiring extensive sofa privileges and the other, relentless hard graft. The kitchen is where I can make these strange bedfellows best friends.

During the week, I play To-do List Jenga. Hard frying, pressure cooking, quickly assembling, finger-burning haste takes the place of slow simmering, gentle stirring and just letting things be themselves and seeing what happens. So at weekends, or honestly whenever I can, holing up in the kitchen, pottering about, is my yoga, my wellness break, my Zen. There is great, quiet joy to be had in letting things take the time they take.

In family legend, as a child I loved the seaside and spent hours, bottom in the air, gazing into rock pools, running my fingers through the salt water and decanting tiny crabs and sea urchins into bright plastic buckets. Hours. And that’s how I feel now when I’m in the kitchen. I tie on an apron, pull out some pans, grab a wooden spoon and then four hours have passed, or five, or six. I have chopped and stirred and tasted. I have listened to a whole book on Audible or half-watched a dozen episodes of something trashy on Netflix, or learned something I never knew, and never knew I wanted to know until now, from Radio 4.

This kind of pottering-about cooking takes two forms. The first is creating useful and delicious things which will add ease, savour and elegance to the following days, such as the pickled grapes to go with cheese (page 73), or the versatile curd cheese (page 74), which I crumble over salads and roasted vegetables, or use in open sandwiches. Jams, terrines, cured things, pickled things, things in jars and bottles, or wrapped in waxed paper – in short, anything Ma from Little House on the Prairie might cheerfully place in the Ingalls’ larder, to brighten another day. The second kind of bounty invariably produced – if that doesn’t sound too much like hard work – on kitchen-pottering days is those entirely trivial and life-affirming things, often sweet, which are just for right now, to make this moment better, sweeter, more precious. Cakes, pies, biscuits, scones and puddings, gone in less time than it takes to say their names, but each honouring the day of their creation as a special one. Just get someone else to bath the dog.
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