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Introduction

I am a cook who writes. You could measure my life in recipes. Each one a letter to a friend, a story of something I have made for dinner, the tale of how it came to be on my table. A salad tossed together with broad beans, salted ricotta and the first white-tipped radishes of spring; a roast chicken, its crisp skin served with a fat jug of its roasting juices on an autumn day; or a gloriously messy platter of grilled aubergines, hummus and torn flatbread shared with the best of friends.

That letter might accurately chronicle the details of a cake with which I am quietly pleased, tell the reader of a quince that has simmered peacefully in lemon juice and orange blossom honey on my hob on a winter’s afternoon or mention a pillowy dumpling I have just lifted from a steaming bamboo basket. Sharing food with those at your table – passing round a bowl of late autumn raspberries or a slice of sugar-encrusted blackberry and apple pie – is heart-warming enough, but a recipe posted in a newspaper, ephemerally on social media or in more lasting form in the pages of a book, has the chance to be shared even more widely. It is just a recipe, a suggestion for something you might like to make for others, but it is what I do.

The first recipe I encountered – for a Christmas cake – belonged to my mother. Handwritten on a piece of ruled Basildon Bond notepaper, it lived in the bowl of the electric mixer that only saw light of day once a year, when I helped her make The Cake. The first cooking I did on my own was a tray of jam tarts – blackcurrant, marmalade and raspberry. The ghost of them lingers still, me standing on a stool in an attempt to reach the kitchen table, rolling out scraps of pastry into a craggy rectangle with a red-handled wooden rolling pin, pressing Mum’s crinkle-edged cutters into the pale dough and filling the little tarts with jam as bright and clear as jewels. The jam boiled over and glued the tarts to the tin, but peeling off the chewy crumbs and eating them was a delight.

There is something – and this is the point really – that goes hand-in-hand with making something to eat, that transcends putting the finished dish on the table. Cooking – for me at least – is about making yourself something to eat and sharing food with others but is also – whisper it – about the quiet moments of joy to be had along the way. Watching the progress of dinner as you stir onions in a pan, at first crisp, white and pungent – you may have shed a tear – then slowly becoming translucent gold, darkening to bronze, all the time becoming softer, sweeter. Take them too far though, and those sweet onions will turn bitter. And that is where a good recipe comes in and partly the point of what I do, to guide a new cook towards a pleasing dinner, and for those who have been cooking for years, to share a recipe that they may not know.

I am not a chef and never have been. The word means ‘chief’ and is therefore somewhat inappropriate. It is no secret that I ran away from the heat of the professional kitchen. The stress and frenetic speed of the work, the dedication required to be really good at what you do and the relentlessness of that life, simply wasn’t for me. I wanted to cook for a living but without the seasoning of stress and adrenaline. I fell into writing about food by accident – whilst working in a rather lovely café – so it is odd to think I have had a cookery column for nigh on thirty years, written ten cookery books and penned a memoir (which itself spawned a film and stage play). My respect for professional chefs not only remains undimmed, but I find myself in awe of what they do. It just wasn’t my thing.

How I cook

I am a home cook. I have cooked for half a century and still love every slow turn of the wooden spoon. Simple food, nothing fancy. Just something to eat really. Yes, I go out to dinner or bring home a tray of sushi; I will phone for gyoza or biang biang noodles but even then I will probably have cooked lunch at home. I once described my cooking as ‘straightforward, everyday stuff, the sort of thing you might like to come home to after a busy day’. I still stand by that.

Making a few ingredients into something good to eat continues to give immeasurable pleasure. Making dinner for others even more so. I love the deep reassurance that comes from cooking and eating something familiar, a dish I know well, but I also possess an endless curiosity with the new – an insatiable hunger for what is to come. I am never going to be someone who repeats the same old dishes year in year out as if on some sort of culinary treadmill. There is far too much fun to be had for that.

As cook and writer I have got things right, wrong and somewhere in between. I know my faults – in particular my ability to be contradictory, by turns pedantic (handmade basil pesto is better than that made in a food processor, broad beans are much nicer to eat if you take the time to pop them out of their papery skins), and can at other times be happily laid-back (it truly doesn’t matter if the fruit sinks to the bottom of your cake; it is just as delicious). We are what we are.

I enjoy eating complex, exquisitely presented food. I just don’t like cooking it. More truthfully, I can’t. I leave such delicate artistry to the professionals.

So, back to simple

Dinner is rarely more than a single dish in this house. A bowl of noodles with chilli and greens; plump, garlicky beans slowly cooked in the oven, a boned chicken leg on the grill brushed with thyme and lemon. Sometimes we feast: a vast dish of pasta with mussels and prawns; a steaming pie of sweet potatoes and lentils; baked fatty pork with butter beans and broth. Even then, this is straightforward eating. The nearest you will get to a ‘starter’ is a bowl of olives. Dessert or cake is more often a mid-morning thing. Tiramisu, after all, means ‘pick-me-up’ – a neat, sweet punch of energy for when we start to flag. Come to dinner and you are just as likely to get your food in a bowl as on a plate. And those bowls won’t match either.

But casual does not mean careless. There is much pleasure to be had from doing a little thing meticulously – taking your time to perform a kitchen task that could be done more quickly. There is a lot of satisfaction in slowly, carefully unfurling and washing salad leaves. Drying them too. If I am enjoying a specific kitchen task – making a salad dressing, shaping a loaf or grating a lemon – I will often slow down, taking a minute or two more to enjoy the process. It is why my pestle and mortar gets as much use as my food processor. Both have a place in the kitchen, but one is about getting something done, the other about enjoying doing it.

It is true that I like to keep things minimal. I often look at a recipe and consider what I can take out rather than what else I can put in. Following a recipe with nineteen ingredients is rather like walking into a room where every surface is awash with ‘ornaments’.

I have little truck with perfection. I would rather have a good time round a table with friends and some rough-edged cooking than marvel in silence at the cook’s technical precision. I have been to too many dinners like that and they are painful – it is almost a relief to go home. To put it another way, let’s just make something good for dinner and enjoy ourselves.

My cooking is free, without being constrained by the rather tiresome idea of doing something as it has always been done, or worse – how someone else feels it ‘should’ be done. Unfettered by the chains of classical cooking or misplaced authenticity, I am free to enjoy myself in the kitchen.

I couldn’t care a jot what is, or is not, considered fashionable. I only care whether or not it is delicious. When some keyboard warrior – or heaven forbid ‘influencer’ – decides that ‘sourdough is so yesterday, gochujang is a passing fad,’ I just find myself laughing at the ridiculousness of it all. Something is either good to eat, or it isn’t.

A cook’s book – a kitchen chronicle

I am a writer who cooks. It is as simple as that. Not a day goes by when I am not grateful for being able to make a living out of it.

I keep notes, handwritten scribbles in scruffy food-speckled notebooks. Annotations on what I make for dinner, which I then turn into a hopefully clear and workable recipe. I test it to make sure it will work for others, then cook it again so it can be photographed. I then do the washing-up.

Often a published recipe is mine and mine alone; sometimes it is some­thing I work on with my long-time friend and collaborator James. Kindred kitchen spirits, we constantly bounce ideas off one another and have had, and continue to have, many good times at stove and table. I hope we always will.

Food is the way I make a living; it is literally how I put food on the table, but I slightly wince when I hear people say they think about food all day – or that they ‘live, eat and dream food’. I know I am not that guy. Food is just part of the ebb and flow of my life; it is both a pleasure and a privilege, but not all-consuming. As I see it, making something nice to eat should not be an obsession, it should simply be part and parcel of everyday living.

Between these covers is a collection of the recipes I make most frequently. Recipes that have stood the test of time in my own kitchen and that I make again and again. This collection is very much a roll call of those that have become an essential part of my life. There are many new ones too (I couldn’t resist). Eagle-eyed readers will notice that some of the recipes appear here with slight alterations from the original. This has been one of the unexpected perks of writing this book, the ability to be ruthless with an unnecessary step or an ingredient that wasn’t pulling its weight. The chance to illuminate a crucial detail, to find a way to do something more efficiently, or to take a more sustainable route.

I have incorporated the jottings I have made in the margins of my own books into the recipes that I feel might be helpful to others. (My cupboards have decades of kitchen chronicles, thin pages of fading pencil notes, studded with Post-it notes and marbled with butter or oil.) Every recipe has been retested, and not just by me. Sometimes, the recipe has simply been updated because I felt it needed refreshing. Cooking should not stand still. Eating, cooking and therefore recipes move on.

A Cook’s Book is a diary of sorts, a chronicle of a life spent mostly at the stove but also a conversation with the reader. It is a collection, a celebration, of the intimate details of hands-on cooking, the small pleasures that are often overlooked in our quest to get food on the table. (I leave the bigger picture – the politics, science and provenance of food – to those who do it better.) All I have done for years is write about my supper.
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A note about the recipes

A recipe must work. Otherwise, what is its point? At its most basic, it is simply a set of instructions for making something to eat. Fine, if that is all you want. Such recipes are concise, neat, spare. But I also enjoy those that are more than just cold instructions, those that are more generous, more than simply ‘do this, do that’. The best recipes are those that not only work but are a delight to read, contain a useful tip or two and guide the reader to a good result with ease. I like to hear the voice of the cook who has tempted me to follow their recipe, to feel they are beside me in the kitchen as I cook, a guide and a friend. It is my greatest hope that you feel I do just that.

A recipe must be clear and precise. It is perhaps worth remembering they were once known as ‘receipts’. A recipe can contain the grace of accuracy yet without being authoritarian. When I transcribe a recipe from notebook to printed page I like to keep the tale of how the idea came about – its back-story if you like – in a preamble which can be read or ignored as the reader wishes. I don’t want anyone to have to extract the instructions on how to boil an egg from a five-hundred-word ramble.

I have never gone in search of ‘authentic’ recipes. To be honest, authenticity is a bit of a red herring. ‘Authentic’ is simply to repeat one person’s way of doing something. It is unlikely they were the first to ever make that recipe. The fact is that everyone can argue theirs is the ‘authentic’ version. Every cook tweaks a classic dish to suit their own taste, so who is to say which is the ‘right’ one. Every bowl of ash reshteh in Iran, every shepherd’s pie in Britain, each French coq au vin is a variation on a theme, and no one can claim true ‘authenticity’.

All you need is a good recipe (well, actually, no)

It is an arrogant cookery writer who insists that their way is the ‘only’ way to do something. Ask forty cooks the ‘correct’ way to make a classic recipe and you will get forty different answers. Some of them will go on to insist that their way, and only their way, is right. (Indeed, some seem to have made a career out of it.) The fact is that no recipe can work every time for everyone.

As I said in Appetite, there are many variables. Your pan may have a heavier base than mine (which makes giving exact cooking times tricky), your oven may run at a slightly different temperature (you have no idea how common that is) and one person’s tablespoon may be slightly more heaped than another’s. No two pork chops are ever the same, because they come from different animals. Each variety of potato will cook differently, and a winter onion and a summer onion will produce sometimes strikingly dissimilar results. (The summer one has more water in it so it will take considerably longer to caramelise, if at all.)

I have said, many times, that it is unwise to cook by the clock alone. Cook instead by using your sense of smell, touch and eye. To put it bluntly, use your good sense. That said, there is nothing to beat experience. Following the timings for a cheesecake, a first-time cook may think it isn’t ready because the filling is still awobble. A helpful writer will tell you not to worry as that is how it should be, because it will thicken on cooling. (It is the same story with custard tarts and quiches. Some things need time to settle.) And sometimes, ingredients are just plain naughty. A cake that is usually cooked in 40 minutes will, on other days, take 45. Same oven, same cake tin, same recipe. No one knows why. Sometimes ingredients play up. We shouldn’t get into a fizz about it.

A cookery writer’s job can occasionally be a frustrating one. We can suggest, perhaps inspire and lend a hand, but we can also only go so far. No one likes to have their hand held too tightly, or to have a set of instructions barked at them. The line between being helpful and patronising is sometimes a thin one, especially when you are writing for people with vastly differing levels of experience. Every cookery writer I know works hard to ensure that a recipe makes sense, that the outcome will be successful. Some of us like to go the extra mile, to give the reader details that are more than just a set of weights and timings opposite a picture, and that is what I have always tried to do and hope that I have continued to do here, in this book.
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The quiet table – the unshakeable importance of breakfast

My day starts at the kitchen table. It always has done. Espresso. Make that two. Then breakfast. I cannot remember the last time I failed to eat breakfast.

As a child, breakfast meant cereal. A bowl of porridge with a scandalous pool of golden syrup or perhaps a patterned china dish (‘Midwinter’, the willow-pattern of the 1960s) of honey-coated puffed rice. Once I left home, the first meal of the day was all about the bacon sandwich – of varying levels of quality, depending on my means at the time – the arrival of which I still regard as a moment of unsurpassable merriment.

Breakfast takes a full hour in my house. During the week there will be (unfailingly) a tiny bowl of kefir or yoghurt. A single piece of fruit. (As I write, mangoes and cantaloupes have just come into season; there is no better start to the day.) There is always, always, toast.

On a Sunday, there will be a small bowl of sticky rice with iridescent Japanese pickles of radish, cabbage or ginger. A lacquer bowl of miso soup. I take my time, I turn the pages of a book. I will not be hurried. Sixty precious minutes in which I organise the day ahead, write my diary, read a book, drink coffee and eat breakfast. If this sounds indulgent, so be it. This is my version of meditation. The entire day is about other people. This single hour is mine.

I love breakfast almost more than any other meal. Staying in a hotel, I will always come down first thing and most probably tuck into a full English. (Hell is a basket of miniature croissants, pain au chocolat and Danish pastries.) My favourites are those in Scotland where good thick sausages come with fried bread and haggis and a fat coin of black pudding. There will be toast wedged tightly in a silver rack and a pot of orange marmalade of whose bitterness I am inordinately fond. Such breakfasts are a treat beyond measure. The icing on the cake is that someone else cooks it.

If I am far from home, I will drop my early morning habits in favour of theirs. What is the point of travel, only to take your own culture with you? Rust-coloured kimchi with my breakfast soup and rice in Korea – you bet. Warm sheets of softly puckered flatbread with sour cherry jam and cream cheese in Lebanon – most certainly. A silent bowl of butter-soft pumpkin in a puddle of dashi in Japan – yes, I’ll take that too. Other countries’ breakfasts have informed my own and are probably why mine now resembles something of a hybrid.

I am at my desk by seven-thirty.

It should be noted that we don’t always eat in the kitchen, cosy though it is. There is a room upstairs that doubles as office, study and photographic studio, in which there is also a large table. It is here that we have meetings and eat. It is also where Jonathan has taken pictures of everything we cook, for as long as I can remember. On fine days, at every possible opportunity, I will eat outside, either in the overgrown courtyard outside the kitchen or in the garden proper.

The joyous sound of dinner

The kitchen may have a sense of order and calm, but I keep a noisy table. I thrive on the sound of dinner. The clatter of plates, the tinkle of knives and forks, the chink of glasses. A table which, when food is placed upon it, comes to life. Can someone pass me the mayonnaise? Would anyone like some of this? Hands reach across. Bread is torn. Bottles are opened. The table, once so precisely laid, becomes untidy, messy even. (You can leave your table manners at home.)

There is no real plan to the way food appears. Most times, I put a large serving plate or bowl in the middle and let everyone help themselves. Occasionally I will serve, passing plates and bowls down the table, but it feels too much like being school prefect. If there are just two of us, then supper will often be plated at the stove. Sometimes, eaten there too. Each meal is treated differently, a fluid, open-ended event. To a cook, this, the sound of everyone tucking in, having a good time – the happy thrum of dinner – is the pay-off. A plate licked clean is thank you enough, although those two little words rarely go amiss.

Occasionally, I dine alone. It is one of life’s unsung luxuries, especially in a restaurant or, better still, a hotel dining room. Now and again, I will order a home delivery – a massive treat. There may be plump and jolly dumplings with a mysterious liquorice-coloured sauce, slices of sashimi with wasabi paste or skeins of noodles wolfed from a waxed cardboard carton with chopsticks.

In the kitchen

You’ll usually find me in the kitchen. They are those most genial of spaces, somewhere you can cook, eat and drink, where you can gossip and console, laugh and feast. A place to share food and drink with others. I can cook pretty much anywhere, and indeed have done, but some spaces are easier, more pleasurable to work in than others. Maybe now, the kitchen is an even more important place to us than ever? A space whose purpose as the heart and soul of the home is even more evident. I know that time spent in my kitchen means more to me than it has ever done. The space is even more cherished.

My first kitchen, a small, low-ceilinged space with dark wooden beams and a stone floor, led on to a raggedy kitchen garden. My childhood home, a kitchen of Pyrex, melamine and Formica in which the days were marked less by the calendar than by the food cooked in it. Wednesday for ham and parsley sauce spied through the fugged-up kitchen window, faggots and thick gravy from a foil container on a Friday and if there was a pork pie or a rust- and cream-coloured crab on the table it must be a Saturday lunchtime. For a kid trudging back from school in all weathers, the repetition of a cycle of half a dozen meals came in warm, reassuring waves. Balm for a teenager’s simmering discontent.

Once I left home, ‘my’ kitchens, or at least the ones I found myself cooking in, varied from a redundant fisherman’s loft in Cornwall to a mullion-windowed castle in Somerset. There was a sixteenth-century pub in Worcestershire and a frenzied and intimidating restaurant kitchen in Yorkshire. There was the tiny kitchen – the size of a fireside rug – of my first London flat. There are cupboards larger than that kitchen, but we had some good times there, and some good food.

I have now cooked in the same space for two decades.

You walk down a flight of worn stone steps. The long, slim kitchen runs the full length of the house. It enjoys both early morning sun and soft evening light, a room as good for breakfast as it is for dinner. A room which, even on the hottest days of the year, has the cool, calm air of a dairy. The colours – milky white, grey stone and shades of celadon – accentuate a feeling of peace. I loathe clutter, so the space is kept open and airy. Plates and pots and pans and cooking ephemera live behind cupboard doors; bare essentials (olive oil, sea salt, wine vinegar and such-like) reside in tall cupboards by the cooker; other less regularly used ingredients in a little larder down the hall. A clean and gentle room in which to make food.

When I bought this old house, twenty years ago now, the basement had become a separate dwelling – a granny flat. The space intrigued. Adjacent to the one large room were several smaller ones whose layout didn’t really make sense until I realised (a lightbulb moment if ever there was one) that the space had originally been the kitchens of the house, with a cluster of store rooms attached. I knew, from that moment, that one day it would be so again.

Over the course of a long, long year I turned the space back to being somewhere in which to cook and eat. Walls were stripped in the main room, revealing a pair of hidden fireplaces, one large enough to stand up in, each flanked by the original cupboards. Stone floors and shelves appeared, wooden laths and lime plaster were restored, as was a tiny room that contained ceiling hooks and a fireplace and whose original purpose remains a mystery to this day. It is now, unromantically, the boiler room. The bedroom has its original life back as a scullery and the bathroom is once again a small larder lined with narrow wooden shelves, a marble slab and racks in which to store a few bottles of wine. I sometimes think, on a winter’s afternoon, of those who lived and cooked here before me (the house has previously been a hospice, a slum and an art gallery) and wonder what ‘they’ made for dinner.

As anyone who has restored a house knows, you sometimes wish you hadn’t started. The dust, the mushroomy dampness of old wood – and yet more dust – can seem endless. I won’t pretend it was an easy year; there was no heating, the winter damp went through to my bones and I twisted my ankle more than once balancing on heavy scaffolding boards over the dug-out floor. I watched every penny of my savings dissolve. Once the dust had settled, I rather liked that the kitchen had been returned to its former use. Twenty years on it feels right. As I said, I can cook pretty much anywhere, but you need to cook in a collection of places before you can really decide what works best for you. (And to anyone in the midst of kitchen renovation and wishing they hadn’t started, I say keep going. Just keep going. It’ll be fine.)
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This is a kitchen of stone, oak and zinc, with deep fireside cupboards for odd plates and bowls, one for tea caddies and coffee pots and another for ‘slow-cooking’ stoneware casseroles and a handful of cookbooks. There is a drawer for the bottle opener and corkscrew, napkins and flea-market wooden trays. Another for cookie cutters and rolling pins. Everything in this kitchen has its place but for no other reason than I genuinely feel time is getting short and I am not going to waste 20 minutes of my life looking for the bloody bottle opener.

The aesthetics of a working environment are important, though more so to some than to others. I value a workspace that is uplifting. Which, to me, means light, clean and ‘relatively’ tidy. Yes, there is art on the walls, music and pale, beautiful ceramics. Such details matter to me. Sadly, there are no plants (my green thumb is confined to outdoors – I can kill a houseplant at twenty paces).

The kitchen is an important space in my life – I spend much of my day there – it is where I take breakfast and bake bread, make tea and dinner and feed friends. It is crucial to me that every piece of kit, no matter how mundane or basic, is well made, pleasing to use and good to hold. Why would I want to cook or even wash up with something made of plastic when it can have the gentle tones of wood or porcelain or clay? It is, I suppose, rather old-fashioned but I don’t miss having a microwave or a rice cooker, a deep-fat fryer or a bread-maker or any other ‘essentials’ of the modern kitchen. For this cook, they take away rather than add to the pleasure of cooking. The fewer things I own with a plug the better.

I do, however, need light. (I speak as someone whose first kitchen had no window – it was like cooking in a cupboard.) As I chop and peel and knead and stir, I want to know what is going on outside. I need to see the sky change colour and to know if it is raining. There is a window with an old horsehair blind that looks out over a tiny brick-floored courtyard. A rescued basement space, once rubble and bins, now home to a second-hand zinc-topped table, white jasmine and a rampant climbing rose. There are wayward pelargoniums in old terracotta and a potting table where I keep rosemary and thyme and several mint plants for tea. It’s a small space, now greened – almost wild – and I love it.

As with so many others, my kitchen doubles as a dining room. There is much to be said for this. It feels right to me that food is eaten in the same room in which it is cooked. The journey from stove to table is short, the food arrives hot on your plate. The economy of space appeals. But there is more to it than that. I like the feeling that cook and eaters are more connected. That perhaps, just perhaps, those at the table will understand a bit more of the story of what is on their plate.

Perhaps surprisingly, it is the table, not the cooker, that is the heart and soul of my kitchen. It is the point of it all. The point of everything. It is where what I do for a living begins to mean something. Where I can share what I have been doing all my working life with others. It is also where I sit down and write my letters to you.

A few essentials

I may, one day, stop making notes and writing down recipes. Who knows? But it is my belief and hope that I will always cook. The idea of not making myself and others something to eat each day seems unthinkable now. I may end up living on grilled chicken and green salad and that would be no bad thing. But that grilled chicken will be basted as it cooks with a marinade of lemon and dried thyme or of miso and honey. The salad will come with a thoughtfully made dressing. I will char lemons to squeeze over my dinner and maybe make a pot of golden, glossy mayonnaise.

There are a few basics, a handful of what I think of as ‘essentials’, that I would genuinely hate to live without. Small things, but to my mind important. I offer some of those here – not so much recipes as ideas – a salad dressing; a bowl of mayonnaise; an instant green sauce and a nutty, herby cream. They are small details that make a big difference. But then, there is so much else to celebrate, so much pleasure to be had. Making something delicious for someone to eat really is as good as life gets.
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Salad dressing

There is not a day when I don’t toss salad leaves in a bowl, but not every salad is dressed. A few are shown little more than the olive oil bottle, and maybe a sprinkle of vinegar. Bitter leaves – chicory, watercress – may get a thick vinaigrette dressing made with twice as much mustard as usual. When a dressing is made, there will be enough to last a day or two, stored in a glass jar in the fridge.

I put the smallest clove of garlic I can find into a mortar, a pinch of salt, then smash the garlic to a paste. Four tablespoons of red wine vinegar are poured over the garlic and then it is set aside for 10 minutes. A short time, but enough to take the heat and crude pungency out of the garlic. A teaspoon of soft, smooth Dijon mustard and then I beat in 175ml of olive oil with a small whisk, a few twists of the peppermill, pour it into a screw-top jar or Kilner and keep it in the fridge. This is enough for 4 bowls of salad leaves, generously dressed.

My dressing is a variant of that of Chez Panisse, Alice Waters’s legendary restaurant in Berkeley, California, simply the best dressing I have ever come across. The ratios of oil to vinegar are theirs, but I use different vinegar and a little less garlic.

Mayonnaise

I make my own mayonnaise… sometimes. A big shining bowl of it, glossy and upright for when it is almost the whole point of the meal – to serve with asparagus or radishes or a bowl of hot and salty chips. When mayonnaise is to be used as a dressing – a supporting role – then it invariably comes from a bottle. Mayonnaise made at home is a very different beast from that you can buy. Thicker, a shimmering crocus yellow, it will come with a deep flavour of olive oil. I sometimes loosen the mixture with a little warm water, add lightly steamed wild garlic leaves, finely chopped, or basil leaves I have pounded to a verdant paste with a pestle. I use two different oils. To use exclusively olive will give a too strong and rasping mayonnaise. A more pleasing result is to be had using half and half with another more neutral oil.

I start with two egg yolks in a deep bowl. The sort of yolks with a proud, upstanding dome, more orange than yellow. I beat in a teaspoon of smooth Dijon mustard, a pinch of sea salt, 2 teaspoons of white wine vinegar (sometimes I use tarragon vinegar), then add 250ml of oil – half groundnut, half olive – at first drop by drop then, as the mayonnaise thickens, a thin but steady stream. I finish with a squeeze, no more, of lemon. The mixture should stand in thick, shiny peaks; it should wobble when shaken, almost like a jelly.

Marinades

A basic marinade, a sloppy paste in which to soak vegetables, fish or meat before cooking under a grill. A quick, no-messing way to transform your dinner into something really rather wonderful. I use two basic mixtures, using them to soak the ingredients for half an hour before cooking, but, just as importantly, with which to baste them as they cook. They couldn’t be simpler or more effective. They are little kitchen lifesavers.

The miso marinade

This is the marinade I use for chicken, for slices of aubergine, for pork chops. I toss everything in it until thoroughly coated, then cook in a foil-lined grill pan under a hot grill.

In a mixing bowl, stir together 135ml of mirin, 4 tablespoons of white miso paste, 4 tablespoons of honey and a splash of vegetable or groundnut oil. As the ingredients cook, they get a further basting with the remaining marinade.

The za’atar marinade

Again, a marinade for chicken, for aubergine and pork chops, but also for lamb cutlets, courgettes and mushrooms.

In a medium-sized mixing bowl, mix together 50ml of olive oil, the juice of a large lemon, 2 large cloves of garlic and a tablespoon of za’atar. Marinate, grill and baste.

Burnt lemons

The difference a scorched lemon – its juice hot, sweet, smoky and sour – can make to a grilled aubergine is extraordinary. Slice a lemon in half, place it cut side down on a hot griddle and leave it there until the cut side is almost burnt. The juice will enhance almost anything you care to squeeze it over.

A green sauce for almost everything

A chuck-it-in-a-blender sauce for serving with whatever you like, from grilled fish and prawns to baked tomatoes. In a jug blender, mix together 10g of basil leaves, 15g of parsley and 10g of mint, 3 tablespoons of red wine vinegar, 6 anchovy fillets, a teaspoon of Dijon mustard and 2 tablespoons of lemon juice. Pour in 100ml of olive oil and process to a thick, emerald paste. Stir in a tablespoon of capers. It works without the anchovies too if you are looking for a vegan version, though you will need to add a little salt. This will keep for a day or two in a jar in the fridge.

A herb cream

An invaluable cream to accompany grilled and baked vegetables, fish and meat. It melts softly when spooned on top, forming an effortless, impromptu sauce. This is what I add to baked aubergines, each one cut in half, brushed with olive oil generously, then seasoned and baked till the flesh is soft and silky. When stirred with chopped dill, I use it with grilled salmon or mackerel; with chopped tarragon leaves it becomes something to melt over baked mushrooms.

Put 200ml of thick yoghurt in a bowl, then stir in 4 tablespoons of tahini and a squeeze of lemon juice. (I like it especially with the burnt lemons above.) I prefer to do this lightly, leaving ribbons of the sesame paste marbling the snow-white yoghurt. To this add shredded basil leaves (about 10 medium-sized), a handful of finely chopped dill fronds or a mixture of 12 finely chopped leaves of mint and 20 of coriander.

To use it as a dressing (shredded cabbage, crisp white or red; shaved fennel and sliced orange), whisk in a couple of tablespoons of iced water.

A cucumber labneh

A cool, pale green summer accompaniment to serve chilled alongside lamb cutlets from the grill, a dish of devilled crab or a plate of roast root vegetables. If I can’t find labneh, then I make my own: you stir a teaspoon of sea salt and a little lemon juice into a tub of yoghurt, pour it into a sieve lined with muslin and let it quietly drip overnight into a bowl. The next morning there is a pool of the milky whey that has seeped drop by drop through the cloth, and a snow-white parcel of curds firm enough to spread.

Halve a piece of cucumber weighing 250g lengthways and scoop out the seeds with a teaspoon. Using the coarse side of a grater, grate into a sieve then suspend it over a bowl and leave to drain.

In a dry, shallow pan toast 3 tablespoons of pumpkin seeds over a moderate heat for a few minutes till fragrant. Add 2 tablespoons each of white and black sesame seeds and continue toasting for a couple of minutes, then tip the lot into 400g of labneh.

Squeeze the grated cucumber between your hands to remove as much of the moisture as you can, then add the cucumber to the labneh. Stir everything gently together with a fork, then trickle 4 tablespoons of olive oil over the surface.

Kitchen kit – the essential knives, pots, pans and cake tins

I loathe gadgets of any sort, especially those made of plastic. That drawer crammed with bits and bobs, those that only come out once a year, doesn’t exist in my kitchen. I decided decades ago that there is no place here for a piece of kit that takes longer to find than it does to use. What works for me is a humble collection of well-made pieces of kitchen equipment and little else. Nothing matches. Everything sports the dents, chips and scars of battle. I guess we find space for what we need (my oyster opener is essential; others may use theirs only for opening tester pots of paint). If you get your jollies icing cakes then you will obviously need piping bags, nozzles and other fun bits of kit. Bakers will need a dough scraper (also good for getting ice off a car windscreen). Preservers might need a cotton jelly bag. My advice though is to edit your kit ruthlessly, if only for the relief of seeing your kitchen drawers half-empty. Oh, and always to the charity shop, not the bin.

In search of the perfect knife

There have been very few knives in my life. One, a thin, flexible filleting knife, has been with me since cookery school. I look after them, keep them clean and sharp(ish) and treat them with respect. I know cooks with a different knife for every task. (They tend to take themselves rather seriously.) There are just two or three I use all time, for pretty much everything.

The best knife is one with which you feel the most comfortable. The one that makes chopping or slicing almost effortless. That knife may be large or small, cheap as chips or eye-wateringly expensive. It could be the one whose purchase you agonised over in Kappabashi in Tokyo or it could simply be the one you inherited from your gran. What matters is that it works for you.

A good strong bread knife with a serrated edge is a must if you like to make toast as much as I do. A small all-purpose knife is invaluable. (Mine is as old as the hills and something of a workhorse.) My larger ‘cook’s knives’ – one with a stainless-steel blade, the other carbon steel – are used every day. I am enormously fond of them. I like that each has its own story – the handle of one, made by Dan Prendergast, is from an old oak beam that came out of a cottage dated 1757. Everything about his knife works for me. By which I mean it is neither too big or too heavy and I love knowing that it had a previous life. It just feels right in my hand.
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Pots and pans

My pans are few and much used. A couple of wide, shallow pans, 22cm to 30cm in diameter, some with handles, others without – a couple of which are non-stick, others that have developed their own patina through constant use. There is a set of Italian stainless-steel saucepans, each with two handles and a hidden layer of copper, that I have had for about thirty years. I guess they will be with me till I hang up my apron. My cupboards also contain a collection of deep earthenware casseroles for the slow baking of beans and meat on the bone and a couple of large Italian tin-lined copper casseroles for feasting. The assorted cast-iron pans, made in Shropshire, and a set of obscenely heavy enamelled pans, are endlessly useful.

Almost permanently on the hob is a French cast-iron griddle and a smaller Japanese grill pan. Both are much cherished and have developed a natural patina from years of smoke and caramelised food, which stops the meat and vegetables sticking. They are used almost daily for long-stemmed broccoli or cauliflower, for asparagus or thin, young leeks. A steak perhaps, a fillet of mackerel. Before their first use, both griddles were ‘seasoned’, an essential process that encourages the formation of a natural non-stick layer. I recommend anyone buying a cast-iron griddle goes through this. You brush the piece generously with oil, warm over a low flame or in a hot oven, then allow to cool. There is often quite a bit of smoke, so do put the extractor on. I completed this three times before showing the griddle any ingredients. The process works, and it would be difficult to imagine cooking without them.

Copper outside, stainless steel within, with stocky brass handles, my roasting tin weighs a ton and is even heavier with a fat chicken in it. Like every other pot and pan, it is well used and cared for. If something gets burned on, then I pour boiling water into it from the kettle and leave it to soak briefly. It is worth investing (and it IS an investment) in a couple of cast-iron baking sheets. Mine are constantly in and out of the oven and under the grill. They never buckle or bend, rust or split. I would be lost without them. Never is the saying ‘buy cheap, buy twice’ truer than on the subject of pots, pan and oven trays. I can’t even remember the last time I bought one. All have served me well.

A few notes about tart and cake tins

There are two non-stick tart tins with loose bottoms (20cm and 22cm in diameter) that have become invaluable; a wide-rimmed cast-iron pie plate (20cm across the base and 27cm from rim to rim) – the perfect apple pie plate – and a couple of deep-sided round cake tins with removable bases (the 20cm is the most used). Oh, and a square aluminium one for traybakes and brownies. Cared for, they will last you a lifetime. The trick with any pie or cake tin – and especially those of cast iron or tin – is to make sure you dry them thoroughly before putting them away. Obvious I know, but they have a habit of holding water in their corners. Being an old fusspot, I dry mine in the residual heat of the oven to make doubly sure.

Not being a hobby baker, cake decorator or home preserver, I find this thoroughly honed capsule collection more than enough. But then there are anomalies: I might not need a honey dipper or a pizza slice, a piping bag or a garlic press, but my fancy-schmancy Kugelhopf tin, the sort that makes the plainest of cakes look like a Bavarian fairy castle, is a keeper.
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A bowl of soup

It is the humblest of suppers, yet soup has always felt like a luxury to me. We never had soup at home. Soup was something to be chosen from a menu and brought by a waiter. Part and parcel of the treat of going to a restaurant. Oxtail, cream of mushroom, Scotch broth, with its tiny diced carrots and swedes, or cream of chicken. All of which were eaten at a table with a starched white tablecloth from a wide-rimmed soup plate with a round spoon.

Even now, soup comes with hints of indulgence. The velvet texture of puréed pumpkin. A wealth of beans in a crystal broth. The New Year lentil soup whose round pulses were supposed to represent coins and wealth. The most basic recipe in my collection, leek and potato with Parmesan, has the texture of silk, despite the limited ingredients. Whether embellished with cream or strips of chicken or plump dumplings or glistening with pools of goose fat on its surface, even a small bowl of soup seems to speak in generous tones.

Occasionally, on a visit to my godmother the two of us would share a tin of Campbell’s asparagus, smiling at each other at the sheer extravagance of it. One I make now is with leeks or onions, softened till they can be crushed with finger and thumb, joined by leftover vegetables and stock, cooked till soft, then blended. The flavours change depending on whether there are more carrots than kale, more peas than parsnips.

Bean soups, green soups, thin, clear broths, nubbly bowls of lentils and cheerful purées of scarlet and ochre, rust and mustard – there is a soup for every mood. In summer, I will happily take a bowl of chilled soup, by which I mean iced, into the garden. A green bowl of quiet contentment. In winter, soup is all about warming our soul, a bowl to bring colour to our frozen cheeks.

I stir soup with a wooden spoon but serve it with a ladle. A ladle carries with it a certain generosity. The volume of soup it holds, the capacious bowl, the implication that there is always more in the pot. A life-enriching thought on a winter’s night. The exceptions to all of this are the sachets of instant Japanese miso soup, which I have for breakfast or late in the evening, when in an ‘I’m-hungry-but-can’t-be-bothered-to-cook’ mood.

Pumpkin soups

There are, at the last count, eight pumpkin soups in my archive: the noodle-rich pumpkin laksa in Appetite; the golden squash puréed with lentils, its surface a tangle of fried onions (The Kitchen Diaries) and another with bacon and cream; with tomatoes, rosemary and cannellini beans (The Kitchen Diaries II); and finally a smooth and silky version with tahini and butternut (Greenfeast: autumn, winter). Favourite of all is the stew-like offering in Tender, Volume I, where the squash’s golden flesh is cooked with chickpeas, ginger, cardamom and coconut. Good luck working out the inspiration for that one.

At its simplest, when the pumpkin’s sugary flesh is simmered with onions and perhaps dried chilli, you get a soup that warms and consoles. It fulfils your aim with minimal additions. In some ways, the soup is perfect as it is, and yet the sweet blandness is a perfect point for additions that are spicy, savoury or crisp. Out come the cumin and the coriander, the chickpeas and tahini, the bacon and the Parmesan. (You really must try slipping a piece of Parmesan rind into your pumpkin soup.) Smooth though the golden purée is, you can turn the texture from mere wool to cashmere with the addition of cream or coconut milk.

A straightforward pumpkin or butternut squash soup can be made by simmering 1kg of flesh (skin and seeds removed) with a litre of vegetable stock for 15 minutes till soft enough to crush, then blending till super-smooth. Salt, black pepper, toasted sesame seeds, tahini or grated cheese can be added as you think fit.


Roast butternut soup with mushrooms and ginger

Rather than the usual velvet-textured pumpkin soup, I have kept the pieces of squash in large pieces, served in a broth red with paprika and hot with shredded ginger. You end up with a textural soup with deep bosky notes, a pleasing change from the usual deep orange, silky soup.

Serves 6

butternut 1kg

shallots 6, medium

olive oil 5 tablespoons

sweet paprika 1 teaspoon

hot smoked paprika 1 teaspoon

vegetable stock 1 litre

For the mushrooms:

chestnut mushrooms 200g

olive oil 3 tablespoons

ginger a 10g piece

soured cream 150g

Set the oven at 200°C. Peel the butternut, halve it lengthways and discard the seeds and fibres. (There is no real necessity to peel a butternut, but mine had very hard skin.) Cut the flesh into large chunks, then place in a single layer on a baking sheet or roasting tin. Peel the shallots, halve them, then tuck them among the squash.

Mix the olive oil and the paprikas then spoon over the squash, slide the dish into the oven and bake for about an hour or until the squash is patchily browned but thoroughly soft and tender.

Warm the vegetable stock in a large saucepan. Add the squash and shallots to the stock, place over a moderate heat (use a few spoonfuls of the stock to deglaze the roasting tin if there are any interesting bits of roasted squash and shallot left), then season with salt and a little pepper and bring to the boil. Partially cover the pan with a lid and simmer for 20 minutes until the squash is falling to pieces. Crush a few pieces of the squash into the liquid with a fork to thicken it slightly.

Slice the mushrooms thinly, then fry them in the olive oil in a shallow pan until golden. Peel the ginger and shred it into very fine matchsticks, then add it to the mushrooms and continue cooking for a minute or two. When all is golden and sizzling, remove from the heat. Ladle the soup into deep soup bowls, then spoon over the soured cream and the mushrooms and ginger.


A pumpkin laksa

At first glance, this noodle-rich supper may seem complicated. It isn’t. It is just a lot of ingredients, many of which you may well have in the fridge anyway. The point here is getting the balance to your liking. Something I have spent much time on. The considerations are the sourness and freshness (lime juice, mint, coriander), the body and sweetness (pumpkin, coconut milk) and the heat (ginger, garlic and chillies).

Serves 4, generously

pumpkin, skinned weight 350g

chicken or vegetable stock 600ml

coconut milk 400ml

nam pla (fish sauce) 2–3 tablespoons

tamari 1–2 tablespoons

the juice of a lime

dried noodles 100g cooked as it says on the packet, then drained

For the spice paste:

red bird’s-eye chillies 2 or 3

garlic 2 cloves

ginger a 35g piece

lemongrass 2 plump stalks

ground turmeric 2 teaspoons

coriander roots 5 or 6

coriander leaves 20g

groundnut oil 2 tablespoons

sesame oil 2 teaspoons

To finish: a handful of coriander and mint leaves

Remove the seeds from the pumpkin and cut the flesh into large chunks. Cook in a steamer or colander over a pan of boiling water for 10 minutes or so until tender. Remove from the heat.

For the spice paste, remove the stalks from the chillies, peel the garlic, peel and roughly chop the ginger and lemongrass. Put them all into a food processor with the turmeric, coriander roots and leaves and the oils and blitz till you have a rough paste.

Heat a large, deep pan and add the spice paste. Fry for a minute, then stir in the stock and coconut milk and bring to the boil. Allow to simmer for 7–10 minutes, then stir in the nam pla, tamari, lime juice, cooked pumpkin and the cooked and drained noodles. Simmer briefly, then serve in deep bowls with the coriander and mint leaves over the top.
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A pumpkin laksa




Bean soups

My interest in bean soups was initially spiked by Patience Gray, in particular the story of her life with her sculptor husband living around the Mediterranean. Her beautiful, grounding book Honey from a Weed (Prospect Books, 1986) talked of soup born from marbled beans simmered with stock and a ham bone; of pesto swirled through fresh bean soups; and of la pignata, the tall earthenware cooking pot used for simmering all manner of legumes over the open fire. By the time I arrived at ‘The Threatened Bombardment’, her rather splendid chapter about the beans’ side effects, she had ignited my interest.

There are two forms of bean soup. The first is made from scratch, by soaking dried haricot or cannellini beans overnight and slowly cooking them with aromatics and a good stock, and there is the sort I make more often, using tinned or bottled beans. They both have a place in my life, and therefore this book.

Twenty years ago, I made my first long-cooked bean soup. The kitchen filled with steam, an almost silent blip, blip coming from the big pot with its gently simmering cargo of onions, carrots, leeks, herbs and beans. Few moments in the kitchen have felt the way this did. It is a simple soup, born out of a need to feed ourselves in the depths of winter with a few very basic ingredients. The broth bubbled up, the smell of bay and thyme and sweet root vegetables teased us long before the soup was ready. We made toast, cut thick like a book and raggedly torn, to slide deep into the bowls of hot soup.

The recipe has changed a little over the years. The ham bone replaced by thick rinds of Parmesan; more sweet roots; a little longer on the hob. The soup will be made in this kitchen for ever.



Long, slow-cooked bean soup

Serves 4, generously

dried cannellini beans 200g

oil, butter or fat a little

bay leaves 3

thyme 6 sprigs

pancetta 250g

carrots 1 large or 2 smaller

swede 250g

celery 1 stick

leek 1, large

garlic 2 or 3 fat cloves

Parmesan rind 75g (plus grated Parmesan to serve)

parsley a small bunch

Soak the beans overnight in cold water. The next day, drain them, then tip them into a large, deep pan and cover with water. Add a drop or two of olive oil and the bay leaves and thyme sprigs. Boil hard for 10 minutes, then turn down the heat and simmer briskly until the beans are tender but far from squashy. The exact time will depend on the beans, but you can expect them to take anything from 30 minutes to an hour.

Cut the pancetta, carrot and swede into small dice, cut the celery quite finely and shred the leek into thin coins, discarding the tough green leaves. Peel and chop the garlic.

Warm a couple of tablespoons of olive oil in a deep pan, add the diced pancetta and cook over a moderate heat for a minute or two till the fat is translucent. Add the carrot, swede, celery, leek and garlic, and continue cooking for 7–10 minutes till the vegetables have softened and brightened, stirring regularly.

Drain the beans, bay and thyme and add them to the vegetables. Add the Parmesan rind, then pour in enough water to cover – a good 1.5 litres – and bring to the boil. Turn the heat down so the soup is bubbling gently, partially cover with a lid and leave for at least an hour and a half. Leave it for longer if you can.

Fish out the soft, gooey Parmesan rind, the bay leaves and the thyme sprigs. Check the seasoning, roughly chop and add the parsley and serve in deep bowls with a little more Parmesan.

There is a bean soup I make when I am short of time. It lacks the soaking of dried haricot and the clouds of aromatic steam they produce as they cook. There are no onions to chop and soften, or long, slow simmering. This is a soup that needs little attention. But it is still a worthwhile contender for supper on a cold night. Bean soup without the fuss. I finish it with a trickle of olive oil, a flourish I love, the oil pooling on the surface in glowing emerald bubbles.
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A quick pancetta and bean soup with spaghetti

Serves 4

pancetta in one piece 250g

a little olive oil

garlic 2 cloves

chopped tomatoes 1 x 400g tin

chicken stock 600ml

haricot or cannellini beans 1 x 400g tin

spaghetti 125g

parsley a small bunch

extra virgin olive oil

Chop the pancetta into small pieces, then fry for a minute or two in the olive oil over a moderate heat. Once the pancetta starts to turn golden, peel and crush the garlic and add to the pan, followed by the chopped tomatoes, stock and the drained beans. Bring to the boil and season with salt and pepper. Lower the heat so the mixture simmers gently, slowly thickening, for about 15–20 minutes.

Break the spaghetti into short 2cm lengths and boil in deep, salted water for 8–9 minutes till tender, then drain. Roughly chop the parsley and stir into the soup together with the spaghetti. Add a trickle of olive oil to each bowl at the table.

The colder the weather, the thicker the bean soup I need. My last recipe (Greenfeast: autumn, winter) had the classic aromatics of onion, garlic, carrot and celery cooked with stock, black-eyed beans and kale. The structure was almost thick enough for you to stand your spoon up in.

The pulses change with the weather. Slim cannellini for a light, golden broth. Brown or green lentils for a thick bacon or mushroom rich soup-stew. Fat, mealy Judión beans for the coldest nights. The latter come from jars rather than tins, their flesh smooth as a sea-washed pebble. A butter bean of sorts.

I like running my fingers through jars of lentils, especially masoor dal, the tiniest of orange pulses. That they collapse with too much cooking is a good thing. The resulting purée is particularly soothing.

The underrated orange lentil (masoor dal) makes a soup that will become smooth and luscious in texture with just a rigorous stirring from a wooden spoon or brief pressure from a potato masher. I often make a soup similar to the southern Indian soup rasam with split red lentils, tomatoes, ginger and tamarind.

You can use chana dal (split chickpeas) and small yellow lentils (moong dal) if you prefer, but I feel I should mention that they take twice as long to reduce to a velvety purée.
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A spicy red lentil soup

From time to time I find myself with a bag of curry leaves. This soup is a good place for them. Crisped in a little oil in a shallow pan, then drained on kitchen paper and scattered over as you serve, like aromatic crisps.

Serves 4

red split lentils 175g

cumin seeds 1 teaspoon

black peppercorns half a teaspoon

cardamom pods 8

ginger a 35g piece

garlic 3 cloves

ground turmeric 1 teaspoon

chillies, small, hot 2

groundnut oil 3 tablespoons

yellow mustard seeds 1 teaspoon

tomato purée 1 tablespoon

tomatoes 250g

tamarind paste 3 teaspoons

To finish:

yoghurt 120ml

mint leaves 12

coriander leaves a small handful

groundnut oil a little

curry leaves 8

Wash the lentils in cold running water. Put the cumin seeds and peppercorns in a spice grinder. Crack the cardamom pods, extract the black seeds from within and add them to the cumin. Grind to a coarse powder. (You can also do this with a pestle and mortar.) Tip the ground spices into a food processor, then add the ginger and garlic, both peeled and cut into pieces, the turmeric and the chillies. Pour in a tablespoon of the oil and process to a coarse paste.

Pour the remaining oil into a deep saucepan over a moderate heat, add the mustard seeds and let them cook for a minute, shielding with a lid should they start to pop. Stir in the spice paste and fry for a minute or two till fragrant. Add the tomato purée. Chop the tomatoes and add to the pan, continue cooking for a few minutes, then as the tomatoes soften and collapse add the lentils, the tamarind paste, 750ml of water and a half-teaspoon of salt. Lower the heat and leave to simmer for 25 minutes. Stir regularly.

Put the yoghurt into a small serving bowl. Finely chop the mint and coriander and stir into the yoghurt. Warm the oil in a small frying pan over a moderate heat, drop in the curry leaves and fry them till crunchy, taking care they do not burn, then add them to the yoghurt. Mash the soup with a potato masher till thick and creamy (alternatively, process half of the soup through a blender until it is purée-like in texture, then return to the pan).

Ladle the soup into bowls and stir in the yoghurt and herbs at the table.

The small green and brown lentils, from Le Puy and Castelluccio, are the varieties I use for thick soups seasoned with herbs rather than spices. There will be garlic and onions amongst them, but instead of fiery chillies and earthy cumin you will find mint or tarragon, lemon, parsley or rosemary, and very often mushrooms of some sort. If my red lentil soups can be called hot and earthy, then those I make with green and brown lentils are bosky, like the woodland floor. They will often have spinach or chard stirred into them, and in winter, cavolo nero or crinkly-leaved Savoy cabbage.
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A creamy green lentil soup

Serves 4

onions 2 small or 1 large

olive oil 3 tablespoons

garlic 3 cloves, sliced

mushrooms, brown 125g

parsley a small bunch

Puy or Castelluccio lentils 250g

stock, or, at a push, water 1.5 litres

spinach 2 large handfuls, 150g

mint a small bunch, leaves torn

lemon 1

double cream 100ml

Peel the onions and chop them finely, then let them cook in a large, deep saucepan over a low to moderate heat with a couple of tablespoons of the olive oil and the sliced garlic. The onions should be soft and pale gold in colour. Chop the mushrooms, stir them into the onions and continue cooking for 5 minutes or so. Chop the parsley and stir it in.

Wash the lentils thoroughly, then stir into the onions. Pour over the stock and bring to the boil, skimming off any froth that comes to the surface. You can add a bay leaf or two if you like. Turn the heat down so the lentils simmer merrily, then partially cover the pan with a lid and leave until they are tender but far from collapse – about 30 minutes.

Wash the spinach thoroughly and tear it up a bit. Whilst it is still wet and dripping, put it into a shallow pan over a high heat and shut the lid tightly – it needs to cook in its own steam. After a minute it will be limp and bright green. Lift it out, squeeze it dry, then stir into the lentil soup.

Season the soup with salt, black pepper, mint leaves, the lemon juice and the cream. Make sure it’s hot, then serve.
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Green soup

Is there anything quite so spirit-lifting as a bowl of vivid green soup? Pea and parsley; broccoli and bacon; or greens and cheese. Bowls of vital, green energy. Recipes that are quick to execute if for no other reason than you want to cook green vegetables for as little time as possible.

 There are some recipes that barely qualify as cooking. Emptying a packet of peas into a pan with a pot of stock and a potato is one of them. This is a soup I make regularly throughout the year, equally suited to celebrate the arrival of spring blossom as it is to cheer us on a grey winter’s night.

I could have left the recipe where it was, a bowl of instant efficacy, but decided instead to give it a kick up the backside. If wasabi, the vibrant green Japanese horseradish root, does so much for the addictive little snack of crisp, dried wasabi peas, then could it do the same for my soup? On a whim, I squeezed the paste into my soup. Gingerly at first, a teaspoon of the hot paste at a time. I am not sure why I hadn’t thought of it before, considering how fond I am of the ubiquitous Japanese snack. A verdant bowl of sweetness and heat.


Pea and parsley soup

Serves 6

butter 60g

spring onions 75g

flat-leaf parsley 300g

a medium potato

peas 200g (shelled weight)

garlic 2 cloves, peeled

stock, chicken or vegetable 1 litre

wasabi paste

Melt the butter in a large, heavy-based pan. Chop the spring onions and stir them into the butter, letting them cook for 4–5 minutes over a moderate heat.

Chop 150g of the parsley, stalks and all, combine it with
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