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CHEFS HAVE A DIFFICULT RELATIONSHIP WITH BREAKFAST.
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In truth it’s the meal they least like to be on duty for – not just because they’re likely to have been at work until 1 a.m. the night before, but also because it involves a lot of last-minute work. With most meals you live or die by your mise-en-place (all the preparation you do in the hours before service, getting the vegetables chopped and part cooked, the stocks reduced, the garnishes ready), which leaves you free to concentrate on the main element of the dish. With breakfast, though, it doesn’t work like that and there’s not much you can do in advance. Inevitably it means more hard work when your guests have already sat down and made their choices – short-order cooking, we call it.

It’s easier at home, of course, because you are presumably not giving your friends or family a choice (if you are, you need to stop that right now!), but there is still a danger you’ll spend your time chained to the stove, so it’s important to plan even a breakfast or brunch carefully and do all you can to make it easy for yourself. The first rule is to choose the right dishes. This will depend in large part on how many you are catering for: pancakes for two is easy; pancakes for 12 is a nightmare. Scrambled eggs and omelettes won’t hang around and must be served straight away. Poached eggs, on the other hand, can be cooked in advance and reheated in boiling water.

If your house is like mine, weekday breakfasts are a bit of a write-off. They are a functional business – a quick bowl of cereal, a piece of toast, a hunt for Jack’s school tie, and out of the door – but that doesn’t mean you can’t still have a couple of things on standby. Being a good Scot, I was brought up on porridge, but these days I tend to see that more as a weekend treat, especially my spiced and baked version. Recently, though, I’ve become a convert to Bircher muesli, a cross between porridge and muesli that makes a fantastically healthy start to the day. You simply soak oats in yoghurt and apple juice, ideally overnight, and top them with toasted nuts, seeds and grated apple the next morning. Another popular dish is home-made granola – a combination of oats, bran and puffed wheat baked with honey and seeds. It will keep for weeks in an airtight jar. By the way, if you are a fan of traditional porridge and need to make it in a hurry, you should either use rolled oats, which have been steamed and flattened into flakes so they cook more quickly, or you can use a trick of my mum’s: she soaked more flavoursome pinhead oats in cold water overnight, about 2 parts water to 1 part oats, then cooked them in the usual way the next morning.

For a more leisurely weekend brunch you can get more adventurous. There’s the classic repertoire of English dishes, from boiled egg and soldiers, Eggs Benedict or smoked haddock to the full English, but don’t limit yourself to these shores. America has a strong brunch tradition and hash browns and proper home-made baked beans are both brilliant in the morning. You can also go down the spice route to reinvigorate jaded palates. Mexican eggs or even a chilli-flecked Asian fruit salad will perk up your guests in the same way as a spicy Bloody Mary can. And don’t forget that French classic, pain perdu, or eggy bread as we always call it. It’s brilliant as a savoury accompaniment to baked beans and bacon, but even better dusted with cinnamon and icing sugar and served with stewed apples. After that, you’ll be ready to face the day, I promise. Here’s my list of breakfast essentials.
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BACON

Buy the best you can, traditional dry-cured British out of preference. Ensure it is at room temperature and start with a hot pan. Slices of Parma ham make a quick, super-crispy alternative.

POACHED EGGS

Add a splash of vinegar to a deep pot of simmering water. Crack very fresh eggs into a tea cup, stir the water to create a vortex and then very gently lower into the water. Cook for a couple of minutes, then ‘shock’ them in iced water, to be reheated in simmering water for 1 minute when needed.

PORRIDGE OATS

Coarser pinhead oats typical of Ireland have a nuttier flavour, but rolled jumbo oats cook more quickly.

SCRAMBLED EGGS

The secrets of soft, rich scrambled eggs are to start with a cold heavy-based pan, only beat the eggs once they’re in the pan, and to add cold butter before stirring constantly with a plastic spatula to get right into the corners. If the eggs start sticking, take the pan off the heat for a moment.
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HOME-MADE GRANOLA

SERVES 4

If you’ve never made your own granola, do try it. It’s really healthy and so much cheaper and tastier than the versions you can buy in the shops. You can add any mix of seeds and nuts you like, even a bit of spice such as cinnamon. Goji berries are one of nature’s superfoods and are full of vitamins and antioxidants.

200g runny honey

1 vanilla pod, split open and seeds scraped out

300g jumbo rolled oats

100g sugar-free puffed rice

4 tbsp wheat bran or oat bran

100g whole almonds, blanched

75g pumpkin seeds

75g sunflower seeds

50g linseeds

Pinch of sea salt

50g goji berries

50g dried cranberries

1. Preheat the oven to 180°C/Gas 4. Line a shallow baking tin with baking parchment.

2. Put the honey and vanilla seeds in a small pan and heat gently, stirring to combine.

3. Place the oats, puffed rice, bran, almonds and seeds in a mixing bowl. Pour in the honey mixture and stir well. Transfer to the prepared tin, sprinkle with a pinch of salt and bake for 25–30 minutes, stirring now and again to ensure even toasting, until crisp and golden.

4. Once cooked, set aside to cool slightly, then break into small pieces if necessary. Stir in the berries and, once cold, store in an airtight container until wanted.
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QUICK BIRCHER MUESLI

SERVES 4

Bircher muesli is like a cross between porridge and regular muesli in which oats are softened, sometimes overnight, in yoghurt, apple juice, milk or a mix of any of the three. It’s a great start to the day and one of those simple recipes where you can make it up according to what’s to hand – you can add extra seeds, nuts and fruit as you see fit. I always include grated apple for the vitamin C and toast any nuts in a dry pan for extra crunch.

200–250ml yoghurt (flavoured yoghurt, e.g. blackberry or vanilla, is great)

4 tbsp apple juice

200g jumbo rolled oats

4 tbsp flaked almonds

½ apple, grated, to garnish (optional)

150g blackberries

1. Whisk the yoghurt and apple juice together in a bowl until well combined, then stir in two-thirds of the oats. If you wish, you can set the mixture aside for up to an hour so the oats soften; otherwise, use it immediately.

2. Once you are ready to serve, toast the almonds in a dry frying pan until golden.

3. Mix the remaining oats. Top the muesli with the blackberries, grated apple (if using) and toasted almonds and serve.
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SPICED BAKED PORRIDGE

SERVES 4–6

As a Scot, I have to include porridge, don’t I? It is sometimes seen as a bit of an austere breakfast, and made in the traditional way, with just water and salt, it can be. But this is porridge like I never had as a child, enriched with cream, nuts and spices. Cooking it in the oven takes away the pain of having to stir it constantly on the hob, and caramelising the sugar under the grill at the last minute turns it into a kind of healthy crème brulée.

150g jumbo rolled oats

Seeds from 1 vanilla pod

1 tsp ground cinnamon

½ tsp freshly grated nutmeg, plus a little extra to sprinkle

50g whole blanched almonds

50g blanched hazelnuts

75g raisins

1 ripe pear, peeled, cored and chopped into small chunks

500ml milk, plus extra for serving

200ml double cream

2 tbsp demerara sugar

1. Preheat the oven to 180°C/Gas 4.

2. Combine the oats and vanilla seeds in a mixing bowl – use your fingers to rub the seeds through the oats. Add the spices, nuts, raisins and pear and mix well. Stir in the milk and cream, then pour the mixture into a baking dish. Dust with a little extra grated nutmeg.

3. Place in the oven and bake for 30–35 minutes, or until the oats are completely softened and the liquid absorbed.

4. Heat the grill on its highest setting. Sprinkle the top of the porridge with the sugar and place under the grill for 3–4 minutes, or until the sugar has melted and created a crust.

5. Serve warm, with a little extra milk on the side if desired.
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TANGY FRUIT SALAD

SERVES 4

I’ve travelled around the Far East quite a bit over recent years, and as you’d expect, it’s opened my eyes to the possibilities of spice. One of the most surprising dishes I came back with is this chilli-spiked fruit salad. It makes a light, refreshing pudding, but I’ve developed a real taste for it first thing in the morning too. The secret is to make sure your fruit isn’t too ripe, so the salad stays crisp and tangy and gives a proper kick-start to your day.

1 small pineapple, peeled, cored and cut into bite-sized pieces

2 crunchy green apples, quartered, cored and cut into bite-sized chunks

2 pears, not too ripe, cored and cut into bite-sized pieces

1 mango, not overly ripe, peeled and cut into bite-sized pieces

½ cucumber, peeled, deseeded and cut into bite-sized chunks

FOR THE DRESSING

1½ tbsp tamarind paste

Zest and juice of 1 lime

2–3 tbsp palm or brown sugar

½–1 red chilli, finely sliced, to taste

3 tbsp skinless unsalted peanuts

Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

1. First make the dressing. Mix the tamarind paste, lime zest and juice, sugar and chilli, then season with a little salt and pepper. Mix well, taste and adjust the seasoning as necessary.

2. Toast the peanuts in a dry frying pan with a small pinch of salt until golden and toasted. Wrap the nuts in a clean tea towel and run a rolling pin over them to crush them.

3. Mix the crushed peanuts into the dressing. Taste and add a little more sugar and/or salt if needed.

4. Combine the fruits and cucumber in a serving bowl. Add half the dressing and toss well. Taste and add the remaining dressing if needed.

USING TAMARIND

Tamarind’s tangy flavour makes it a very useful addition to salads, and it’s definitely worth tracking down a jar if you can. Adding a little extra lime juice can sometimes be a good substitute, though you may find the salad will lack a certain fruity sharpness. Tamarind paste can also be used in pad thai and Asian fish dishes, chicken curries and my Sticky Spiced Chicken Wings.
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CRISPY FILO WITH HONEYED YOGHURT

SERVES 4

The combination of pastry, Parmesan, honey and yoghurt may sound strange, but do give these a try. The Greeks often eat feta and filo triangles drizzled with thyme honey and sesame seeds as a snack, so I decided to rework them with Parmesan and added some luxurious thick yoghurt. It’s the perfect combination of savoury and sweet and works particularly well for brunch.

50g butter

Small bunch of thyme, leaves only

75g Parmesan or pecorino cheese

4 sheets of filo pastry, each trimmed to a large square

Olive oil, for frying

Freshly ground black pepper

TO SERVE

250g Greek or thick yoghurt

2 tbsp runny honey

1. Melt the butter in a small saucepan. Meanwhile, put the thyme leaves in a bowl and mix with a good pinch of pepper.

2. Place a square of filo on a work surface. Brush with a little of the melted butter, sprinkle over a quarter of the thyme leaves and grate over a quarter of the cheese. Brush the edges with butter, fold the square into a triangle and press the edges to seal. Slice the triangle in half, creating two smaller triangles, brush the cut edges with butter and press to seal. Repeat with the remaining pieces of filo until you have 8 triangles in total.

3. Heat a large heavy-based frying pan over a medium heat. Brush the pan with a little oil or any leftover melted butter and fry a few triangles at a time for 1–2 minutes on either side, until crisp and golden. Set aside and keep warm while cooking the remaining triangles.

4. Mix together the yoghurt and honey and serve alongside the crispy filo parcels.

HOW TO HANDLE HONEY

Sticky ingredients, such as honey, treacle and golden syrup, can be a mess to measure out, so rub the spoon first with a neutral oil, like grapeseed. The ingredient will slide off easily.
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CINNAMON EGGY BREAD WITH QUICK STEWED APPLE

SERVES 4

Like most families we often have some slightly stale bread knocking around, and this, along with bread and butter pudding, is a great way of using it up. Normally recipes call for the cinnamon and sugar to be sprinkled on only at the end, but I like to add them to the egg mix so that the sugar caramelises slightly as you cook it. A few stewed apples make the perfect accompaniment.

3 free-range eggs, beaten

4 tbsp whole milk

1 tsp ground cinnamon, plus extra for dusting

2 tbsp caster sugar

4 thick slices of slightly stale white bread, halved into triangles

Butter, for frying

Icing sugar, for dusting

FOR THE STEWED APPLE

400g eating apples, e.g. Braeburn, cored and chopped into chunks

2 tpsp caster sugar

25g butter

1. First make the stewed fruit. Begin by melting the caster sugar in a small saucepan or sauté pan, swirl it around in the pan but don’t stir it. Once melted, add the apples and butter, cook for 2 minutes before adding a couple of tablespoons of water. Bring to a simmer and cook for 5–8 minutes over a low heat, stirring now and again until the apple begins to collapse and the chunks that remain are tender. Set aside.

2. Meanwhile, put the eggs, milk, cinnamon and sugar into a bowl and mix together. Dip the bread into the egg mixture until saturated on either side.

3. Heat a large frying pan over a medium heat. Add a knob of butter and cook the eggy bread on either side until crisp and golden.

4. Remove and serve with the warm stewed apple dusted with a little icing sugar.

HOW TO VARY THE RECIPE

This works just as well with thinly sliced baguettes and is even more decadent when made with day-old brioche, croissants or panettone.
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EGGS BENEDICT WITH CRISPY PARMA HAM

SERVES 4

Supposedly named after a New York stockbroker who ordered poached eggs and hollandaise as a cure for his hangover in the 1890s, this has become the world’s most famous brunch dish. It’s great with spinach or smoked salmon, but I like it best with crisp Parma ham. Timing is the real challenge here, but the hollandaise will hold in a warm place for 30 minutes or so, and you can always make the poached eggs in advance and reheat them (see the tip).

Olive oil, for frying

White wine vinegar, for poaching

8 slices of Parma ham

4 free-range eggs

2 English muffins, split in half

FOR THE HOLLANDAISE SAUCE

3 free-range egg yolks

2 tsp tarragon or white wine vinegar

200ml unsalted butter, melted

Lemon juice, to taste

Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

1. First make the hollandaise. Bring a large pan of water to the boil, then reduce to a simmer. Place a large heatproof bowl over the pan (it should not touch the water) and add the egg yolks. Add the vinegar and whisk vigorously, until the mixture forms a foam, but make sure it doesn’t get too hot. If necessary, take it on and off the heat while whisking to prevent this happening. The aim is to achieve a golden, airy foam.

2. Turn the heat off under the pan and whisk in the melted butter a little at a time, until it is all incorporated and you have a texture almost as thick as mayonnaise. Finally, whisk in lemon juice, salt and pepper to taste, plus a little warm water from the pan if the mixture is too thick. Cover and set aside.

3. Heat a frying pan over a medium heat, add a dash of oil and fry the slices of ham until crisp. Remove and drain on kitchen paper.

4. Put the muffin halves in the empty frying pan and toast on both sides until golden and crisp.

5. Meanwhile, bring a saucepan of water to a gentle simmer and add a dash of vinegar. Break an egg into a teacup or ramekin, then whisk the water to create a gentle whirlpool, and tip the egg into the centre of it. Leave to cook for 3 minutes, or until the egg floats to the top and the white is cooked but the yolk still soft. Lift the egg out with a slotted spoon, drain on kitchen paper and season with a pinch of salt. Keep warm while you cook the remaining eggs in the same way.

6. To serve, place each muffin half on a serving plate. Top with a slice of crispy ham and a poached egg. Spoon over the hollandaise sauce, and place the remaining crispy ham on the side.

HOW TO REHEAT POACHED EGGS

If necessary, you can make poached eggs in advance and reheat them by dipping them in simmering water for 30 seconds just before serving.
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BOILED EGGS WITH ANCHOVY SOLDIERS

SERVES 2

Who doesn’t like boiled eggs and soldiers? It’s one of those childhood dishes we tend to forget about but come back to when we have kids of our own. Here I’m turning it on its head by spreading the soldiers with butter and mashed anchovies to make a kind of home-made Gentleman’s Relish. It’s a great twist on a great classic and guaranteed to make your taste buds stand to attention.

2 free-range eggs

FOR THE ANCHOVY SOLDIERS

5–6 best-quality tinned anchovy fillets in olive oil

Freshly ground black pepper

30–50g butter, softened

4 thin slices of sourdough or pain de campagne bread

2 tbsp finely chopped parsley (optional)

1. Drain the anchovies, reserving the oil, and place in a mortar with a pinch of pepper. Pound until smooth, then add the butter and pound again until well mixed. Taste and adjust the seasoning as necessary.

2. Cook the eggs in gently boiling water for 4½ minutes. Remove them as soon as the time is up.

3. Meanwhile, place a heavy-based frying pan over a medium heat and add 1–2 tablespoons of the reserved anchovy oil. Once hot, add the bread and toast it on each side until golden brown.

4. Spread the toast with the anchovy butter, sprinkle with the chopped parsley, if using, and slice into soldiers. Serve alongside the soft-boiled eggs.

HOW TO SOFT BOIL EGGS

The secret to softly boiling eggs is to lower them gently into boiling water on a spoon and tilting it so they don’t hit the bottom of the pan. Then count to five, turn the heat down, and cook for four and a half minutes.
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SPICED EGG AND SPINACH BREAKFAST WRAP

SERVES 4

You’ll find breakfast wraps like these sold by street vendors all over India and they make a really balanced meal, especially if you are on the go. At home I like to put the curried eggs, spinach mix and bowls of minty yoghurt on the table, leaving everyone to help themselves.

1–2 tsp cumin seeds

1–2 tsp mustard seeds

Olive oil, for frying

1 onion, peeled and finely sliced

Butter, for frying

200g baby spinach, rinsed

1 tsp garam masala

2 tsp ground turmeric

8 free-range eggs

4 parathas or thin naan breads

3 tsp finely shredded mint leaves

6 tbsp natural yoghurt

Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

1. Toast the cumin and mustard seeds in a lightly oiled pan until aromatic. Add the onion, a knob of butter and a pinch of salt and fry gently over a medium heat for 5–7 minutes, until the onion is tender and dark golden. Add the spinach and cook until wilted. Set aside.

2. Melt another knob of butter in a separate pan with a splash of olive oil. Add the garam masala and 1 teaspoon of the turmeric and cook for a minute or two, until aromatic.

3. Meanwhile, beat the eggs in a bowl. Pour the mixture over the spices, add a knob of butter and gently scramble over a low heat until cooked to your liking. Add another knob of butter to the eggs just before they finish cooking and mix through.

4. Warm the parathas or naan breads according to the packet instructions – usually about 2 minutes in a dry pan.

5. Chop the spinach mixture, discarding any liquid, then fold into the eggs.

6. Add the chopped mint and remaining teaspoon of turmeric to the yoghurt. Season with a pinch of salt and mix well.

7. Divide the egg mixture between the parathas or naan breads. Top with dollops of the yoghurt, then fold over and serve immediately.
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FENNEL SAUSAGE FRITTATA

SERVES 4

Sausage and egg, Italian style. The sausage meat is taken out of its casing so it cooks more quickly and allows all the meat flavours to mingle with the onions and fennel. Then you add beaten eggs to make a frittata – essentially an open omelette. Finish it off with melted mozzarella. There’s no need to use your best buffalo milk mozzarella for this – any good quality cow’s milk mozzarella will do.

Olive oil, for frying

1 onion, peeled and thinly sliced

1 tsp fennel seeds

2–4 Italian fennel sausages (about 350g in total)

8 free-range eggs

Small handful of parsley, finely chopped

50g Parmesan cheese, finely grated

1 ball of good-quality mozzarella cheese, sliced

Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

1. Heat a non-stick, heavy-based, ovenproof frying pan, add a dash of oil and gently sauté the onion with the fennel seeds and a pinch of salt until soft and lightly caramelising.

2. Meanwhile, remove the sausage meat from the skin.

3. Once the onions are cooked, crumble the sausage meat into the pan, breaking it into small chunks with a wooden spoon. Fry over a medium heat until cooked through and coloured on the outside.

4. Beat the eggs in a bowl and season with salt and pepper. Add the parsley and 25g of the Parmesan. Pour the mixture over the meat, mix well and cook over a medium-low heat for 5–7 minutes, or until the frittata is almost set.

5. Preheat the grill until hot. Arrange the mozzarella over the frittata in a single layer and sprinkle with the remaining Parmesan. Place the pan under the grill for 3–4 minutes, or until the egg is cooked through and the mozzarella melted, bubbling and lightly browned.

6. Set aside to cool slightly, then transfer to a serving board. Cut into wedges to serve.

HOW TO SOFTEN FENNEL SEEDS

Some people worry about fennel seeds being too hard and getting stuck in their teeth. If so, you can always soak them in cold water for 10 minutes and drain them before cooking. This will soften them up nicely.
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MERGUEZ-SAUSAGE-AND-FONTINA-STUFFED CROISSANTS

SERVES 4

This is a big, bold and punchy start to the day, a kind of European take on the hot dog, with merguez sausages, garlic and melted cheese, all wrapped up in croissant buns. Merguez are spicy lamb sausages originally from North Africa. When I was living in France I treated myself to them for breakfast at least two or three times a week as they can’t fail to wake you up. Fontina is a great cheese for grilling, especially when sliced thinly, but something like Gruyère or Emmenthal would also work well.

Olive oil, for frying

8 merguez sausages, cut into 3cm pieces

2 garlic cloves, peeled and finely sliced

Small handful of chopped parsley

2 tbsp capers, rinsed

4 best-quality croissants

175g Fontina or Port Salut cheese, thinly sliced

Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

1. Place a frying pan over a medium heat, add a dash of olive oil and fry the sausage slices with a little salt and pepper until cooked through and lightly coloured on the outside. Remove and slice on the diagonal, then place in a bowl.

2. Add the garlic to the pan and fry for 30 seconds, then add the parsley and capers and heat for another 30 seconds. Mix with the sausages.

3. Preheat the grill.

4. Slice the very top off each croissant to create a lid. Fry the cut sides in the hot pan until golden. Gently push down the inside of the croissants to create a hollow, then fill with the sausage mixture. Top with the slices of cheese and season with salt and pepper.

5. Place the filled croissants (without the lids) on a baking sheet and put under the hot grill for 1–2 minutes, until the cheese has melted. Place the lids on top and serve.

HOW TO USE FRESH HERBS IN COOKING

Add the stalks of soft herbs during cooking to impart flavour, and the leaves just before serving to impart maximum fragrance and colour.
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SMOKED HADDOCK AND SPINACH BAKED EGGS

SERVES 4–6

The combination of sweetly smoked haddock and spinach is a classic I’d be happy to sit down to at any time of the day, but like kedgeree, it really lends itself to a hearty weekend brunch. Instead of bothering to make a white sauce with milk and flour, I’m using crème fraîche as a quick cheat, cutting the richness with some lovely wholegrain mustard. You could always mix in some crispy bacon pieces or sprinkle over some freshly grated Parmesan before finishing it under the grill if you liked.

Butter, for frying

Olive oil, for frying

300g baby spinach, rinsed

300g undyed, skinless smoked haddock, chopped into chunks

300ml crème fraîche

1 tbsp wholegrain mustard

4 tarragon sprigs, leaves only

6 free-range eggs

4 spring onions, finely sliced

Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

1. Preheat the oven to 180°C/Gas 4.

2. Place an ovenproof frying pan or shallow casserole dish over a medium heat. Add a knob of butter and a dash of olive oil, then sauté the spinach with a little salt and pepper until wilted. Place the haddock chunks on top of the spinach and steam for 3–4 minutes. Mix the
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