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and our beautiful baby boy Alfie.




[image: ]



CONTENTS

[image: ]

	Foreword

	Introduction

	La grande fête

	Starters

	Eggs

	Fish and shellfish

	Meat and poultry

	Potatoes

	Vegetables and salads

	Sweet

	Basics

	Glossary

	Index







Foreword

Dear Matt,

What an achievement! With deep love and passion for the humble home-cooked dishes of France, as well as for bistro and brasserie classics, you have created a beautiful debut cookbook that is filled with mouth-watering recipes and stunning photographs. I absolutely love it.

Within these pages you have served up a true feast, just as you do at Maison François, where I have sat at lunchtimes with my friends and loved ones, merrily drinking a sumptuous, powerful, punchy Gigondas while relishing the food: a well-risen cheese soufflé; globe artichokes with sauce ravigote; roast chicken with frites; steak au poivre… Slowly the meal leads towards cheeses and the dessert trolley, a triumphant showcase-on-wheels for irresistible classics such as Paris-Brest, crème caramel and crème brûlée. I am salivating at the memories.

So many dishes in this book evoke the fondest recollections of my beloved Maman Blanc at the chopping board, the hob or the oven door, or carrying vast platters to the table. Every plate and bowl would be licked clean by my siblings and me. From white asparagus with beurre blanc, to celeriac rémoulade, tartiflette and quiche Lorraine, to sole meunière, boeuf bourguignon and coq au vin; they are all here in this book. You include a recipe for French onion soup, which, as a teenager, I would rustle up for my friends after a night on the town. I am not sure if your chocolate mousse can beat Maman’s, but I’ll certainly try it and let you know…

You have also covered the specialities of home cooking in Provence and the south of France, which I first visited at about the age of twelve and, again, your fantastic recipes spark early food memories of pistou soup and ratatouille, as well as bouillabaisse, that fantastic fish soup, which I adore with a dollop of rouille and garlic-rubbed croutons. At sweet-scented boulangeries I tried pissaladière, not quite a pizza, but similar and topped with lightly caramelised onions, criss-crossed with anchovies and dotted with black olives. Often these dishes require little skill to make, but they do need good-quality ingredients, a bit of patience, some passion and – if you are a cook at home – plenty of affection for those who will be eating the food that you make.

Matt, you have told me how, as a young boy, you would watch me as I cooked on television. This, you say, partly inspired your decision to become a chef. My own childhood was spent foraging for mushrooms and hunting for asparagus in the dark and mysterious forests of Franche-Comté. But I must tell you that I am extremely glad that you were glued to a television screen. All of us who come to Maison François – and the readers of this book – have certainly benefitted from your childhood viewing and I feel humbled.

You are truly carrying the torch of French cookery for the next generation, and I am extremely proud that you came to Le Manoir as a young apprentice and spent time training in our kitchens. I am delighted to be here with you and send to you – the chef – my compliments, as well as my heartiest congratulations.

Vive la France et bon appétit!
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Introduction

I suppose I should start by explaining how my deeply rooted love of French food came about. To do that, we need to go back a little bit. Being born in the French countryside and taught to cook from the land at a young age by my grandfather (himself a chef for more than forty years) would have been an ideal start... Unfortunately, my beginnings were a lot closer to home, in a village called Purley on Thames, close to far-from-glamorous Reading.

Whether or not I knew it at the time, my obsession with French food started at an early age. The simple pleasure of slurping pots of supermarket crème caramel as a kid remains vivid in my head. That first bite of a croque madame on a family ski trip to the French Alps, like no other ham and cheese toastie I had ever experienced. And though my initial encounter with French onion soup on that same holiday caused some battle wounds in the form of a burnt tongue, every time I catch its scent – simmering on the stove or wafting through a restaurant – I’m transported to a place of scalding happiness. However, ultimately it was as a food-fixated teenager in a French-focused chef school, cooking these dishes for the very first time, that my passion was really ignited.

This is a cookbook not only about my favourite recipes, food memories and experiences, but also about how French cookery has shaped who I am.

French food is your friend. If you need a hug after a long hard day at work, open this book and cook your problems away. It’s the ultimate home cooking. This food is for everyone: it’s about cooking and eating with friends and family, not about fancy restaurant plates. I wanted to create a book that you can use on any weeknight to create a tasty dinner, and also that offers something special for when the in-laws are coming over and you hope to impress them.

This is my favourite food to eat. Roast chicken, a plate of chips piled high and a salad of crisp lettuce with a simple vinaigrette. Melting beef, chewy lardons and a rich, velvety red wine sauce. A simple bowl of mussels steamed with white wine, garlic and parsley. A perfect meal for me and many others consists of dishes such as these, almost universally appealing and forever satisfying to eat, yet most of us don’t cook them at home. It’s time to change that!

I flew the nest, aged sixteen, in pursuit of French food. I embarked on a specialised chef’s scholarship where basic stocks, the ‘mother sauces’, cutting techniques and French regional specialities were all on the curriculum. I was fascinated by the history of food in France; finally it all made sense. French cooks worked with what they had to hand: this is how the classic dishes were born. Coq au vin was created when the world-famous poultry from Bresse met red wine from Burgundy. Dairy and cheese production in the Savoie? Welcome, tartiflette. There is an explanation like this for every single one of the canonical dishes. They aren’t about special ingredients; indeed, the French classics typically use relatively common and inexpensive produce. Often, all that’s needed to elevate them to exquisite heights is allowing time and the cooking process to work their magic.

I won’t bore you with a list of restaurants I have worked at, but in the past fifteen-plus years I have been fortunate enough to cook with some of the best chefs and mentors in the world. The short period I spent with Raymond Blanc at Le Manoir opened my eyes to the joys of French food the most. It’s enough to say that, over my career, I’ve learned a huge range of techniques in high-end kitchens. Now, I run two busy, bustling brasseries in central London – Maison François and Café François – but it’s the simple methods and recipes from my college days that remain the tools I rely on most. And in the pages that follow, I’ll be passing all of them on to you.

This book is full of French dishes that have stood the test of time, most of them straightforward, others needing a little more time or skill, but all of them set out clearly and including tips, pointers and essentials picked up over my many years of cooking them professionally. Sure, I’m a chef, but my whole approach is about explaining methods simply, understanding what home cooks want. Whether you prefer to serve your coq au vin with microwave rice or decadent pommes purée is up to you; it’s your choice if you follow my recipe for homemade stock when cooking chicken and mushroom fricassée or simply use a shop-bought version (though I’ll try to convince you why making your own is worth it). This book isn’t about making life harder than it need be, I just want you to enjoy cooking this delicious food as much as I do!

I started sharing my love of French food on social media, making recipe videos for traditional dishes, and I’ve been blown away by the response. My aim was to remind people of dishes they once loved but have forgotten, to give mouth-watering recipes, put classic French food back on the agenda and show that this kind of cooking is easier than people think. French food has earned an unfair reputation for being complicated to make and I want to dispel that notion.

Let’s take the example of one of France’s most famous dishes: boeuf bourguignon. A rich stew originating from Burgundy (renowned for its excellent wine and prized Charolais cattle), this is a dish – like so many of the classics – that started as a peasant recipe, a means to slow-cook tough, unwanted cuts of meat using the ingredients to hand. Then, in 1903, chef Auguste Escoffier published a version of the recipe that refined it into the haute cuisine dish which it is generally regarded as today, despite its humble home-cooking roots. Sure, it takes a while to make (with both long marinating and cooking times), but really, it’s very simple to execute well with minimal effort. If it was chefs who made this simple everyday food into haute cuisine, it’s only fair that another chef brings the recipes back to their domestic beginnings.

Writing a book about French classic dishes is intimidating; the people of France are very protective of their food, and rightly so. So I’ll tell you upfront that, while these are as true to the original recipes – as I know them – as they can be, some have been slightly adapted for ease in a present-day kitchen. These are my French classics: we live busy lives and this book is a modern approach to making these timeless dishes accessible. I want my recipes to help you to become a better cook. I’ve included the dishes that have given me my culinary scars, those I got wrong a hundred times and more. But now, after years of trial and error, I have written every recipe in this book with the thought in the front of my mind of my mum – a great home cook, but quite set in her repertoire – being able to pick it up and cook from it without any issues at all. Hopefully this book will help you (and my mum) push the boundaries and jazz things up… I’m sure my dad would be happy if his weeknight meals were to get a French Classics facelift.

Each recipe falls into the category of either ‘EASY’ or ‘ELEVATED’, marked at the top of the ingredients list, helping you to choose which dishes to make on any given occasion. Start with the basics and work your way up to more complex dishes; that’s how I did it when learning how to cook. Each recipe has specific tips for success, but there is one bit of kit I always recommend: get yourself an accurate digital probe thermometer. In this book, I use it on multiple occasions; it’ll help simplify things in the kitchen, make you a more confident cook, and – without doubt – will be the best money (and not much of it) that you’ll ever spend on equipment; it takes all the guesswork out of cooking.

I wrote this book with my first child on the way, and, now that it’s published and in your hands, my amazing wife and I have an eight-month-old baby, so at least the book-writing happened with a clear head and plenty of sleep! Where am I going with this thought? It’s that, one day, I hope to cook and share the recipes in these pages with my little family, making memories for life, and I want you to do the same in your kitchen for
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