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Praise for Towpath

Towpath is one of the reasons I live in London. It’s a jewel-like, dream of a place. Somewhere to sit and watch the world go by. A treat for each one of the senses. This book is an invite into their magical world.

KEIRA KNIGHTLEY

Lori & Laura are a magical team with the ability and flair to know what is right, beautiful and tasty. Laura cooks an incredible, culinary juggling act – as she battles with crazy cyclists, the weather and a canal. This book is packed full of food you want to know and cook. I suggest you dive in and cook up a Towpath feast for your friends and family.

FERGUS & MARGOT HENDERSON

I want to go full-on ‘Julie and Julia’ on it and cook a dish every day until I have cooked every single one. This is a cookbook that absolutely everyone should possess. It’s a life-changing kind of thing that you’d want to pass on to your children. The only tricky thing about this book is that I will cook so much from it, I will probably have to get one each year as it will be cooked from to death.

OLIA HERCULES

When people ask about my favorite restaurants, I instantly think of Towpath. Warm, quirky, intimate, it’s a restaurant you never want to leave. This cookbook is the same: personal, inviting and filled with fantastically appealing food.

RUTH REICHL

I find myself transported. Your voices, my dears, are as clear as bells, the words float off the pages like the coots of the canal. The sense of place and time, wonder and friendship, the sheer joy of generosity and giving and pleasing are all beautifully woven together. The love and respect you have for each other shines through on every page as you recall adventures and dishes and people and instances galore. This book, inspiring as it is useful, is a masterclass in the good things in life.

JEREMY LEE

A book of stories and recipes for honest, unfussy food that sings of its season, and of the intelligence, love and companionship that is at the heart of Laura and Lori’s Towpath.

RACHEL RODDY

Family, community, friendships, sensational food in an unlikely spot. Lori and Laura create canal-side magic. It’s my family’s happy place. This book is beautiful. The recipes are not daunting to copy which is wonderful for someone like me. I love all the stories of how hard it was to start something like this. It’s funny and human and you get the sense of what hard work it is too. It’s great that people all over the world will get to have a little slice of the magic.

TRACEY ULLMAN

Towpath is my absolute favourite place in London to eat out and pass time. This book is the perfect reflection of it and will sit close to my stove forever, becoming more stained, splattered and thumb-worn as each season passes. It’s an incredible gift to us that we can now cook Laura’s food at home too.

ED SMITH

Towpath is the definition of community and has become our veritable home away from home. This book conjures memorable days and nights spent canal-side at the thoughtful oasis they have generously conceived.

PETER DOIG
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Foreword

It’s hard to imagine a life without Towpath, yet there was a time when this stretch of canal offered only a blank wall. Now on sunny days the lunchtime scene is a piece of street theatre, the narrow space thronged with people, a line snaking back from the counter, waiting staff calling out names and bearing plates to the tables, old friends meeting, dogs and toddlers getting under foot, runners trying to bash their way through the throng and amidst all this hospitable melee, Lori at the wooden counter greeting both new and familiar faces with equal warmth, pouring wine and making coffee while simultaneously describing what you might like to eat or drink with her own special grace. In the next alcove along Laura is in the kitchen, head down, pinny on, toiling with such fierce concentration, putting all her considerable skill and intellect to use for our benefit.

It seems so right and inevitable that it should be here and yet the beginning was a leap of faith. How can you have a restaurant without a front door, without walls or windows to keep out the weather (or to hold back the hordes on busy sunny days)? It might seem a bit mad to look at a bleak stretch of post-industrial canal and project a vision of an unassuming yet highly ambitious eatery. It is a happiness in life that wonderful things sometimes occur spontaneously and so it was with Towpath. It came about almost by accident when three newly converted units at the base of a warehouse came up for sale soon after Lori left Italy to begin her new life as a Londoner. Towpath’s starting point, like all unrepeatable successes, was deceptively straightforward. A ‘small is beautiful’ approach inspired by the winning simplicity of a hole in the wall bar in Florence and Lori’s realisation that people want less, done better.

When Lori met Towpath’s cook and co-proprietor, the modest yet enormously talented Laura Jackson, the alchemy of a truly great partnership was forged. A mutually strong work ethic, an approach to food that is serious but worn lightly, a commitment to sourcing ingredients that are grown or made with care (both for the quality of the product and the environment) and personalities that are contrasting yet complementary mean that together they make one extraordinary whole.

Any words will fail when placed against a plate of Laura’s food, which somehow manages to be simultaneously exciting and comforting. Laura has a great talent for putting a few simple ingredients together so that they sing. I know of no other chef who has her way with vegetables (my favourite, a plate of asparagus and ajo blanco). But there is so much else, her homemade soft scoop ice creams, the cordials, the impeccable crumbly pastry of her tarts, the carefully planned menus for long evening meals where delight follows on delight till you rise from the table late at night, replete and a little bit tipsy.

Towpath is special in so many ways, but one element makes it unique, its position, tucked away from traffic by the water gives it a secret, off radar appeal. On still days, the canal is a deep green vault of mirrored clouds; cormorants pierce the surface with serpentine grace while plucky coots defend their patch. In May, creamy elderflowers froth against the warm old brick of the bridges; beneath the arches glitter with refracting light while above roses climb the wall. At night the water, dark and silent, provides a shimmering backdrop for those candlelit suppers. Eating so well yet being outside makes a kind of magic. I have a particular fondness for grey, drizzly days when Towpath shines its welcome from afar, a beacon of warmth where good food and hospitality await.

[image: ]

The recipes in the book you are holding have developed over ten years and like all slowly maturing things they are rich and deep in flavour. For those who love Towpath (and I am certainly one) this book will provide solace in the cold and lonely months from November to March when this restaurant, so open to the elements, is closed. For anyone who cannot visit physically, it is a chance to experience at one remove what makes this a place to cherish.

JOJO TULLOH
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nota bene

Like all things Towpath, this book is a wholly collaborative effort.

The ‘I’ of the recipes is Laura.

The ‘I’ of the stories is Lori.

 

Hello

A lot has changed since Towpath first rolled up its shutters more than ten years ago on the Regent’s Canal in Hackney and everything but the toasted cheese sandwich was cooked from home across the bridge. And a lot hasn’t. It is still as much a social experiment as an admittedly unusual set-up from which to try our very best to satisfy your hunger. A place where seasonality means we close every year in November because England’s cold, dark winters are incompatible with hospitality from our little perch beside a shallow, man-made waterway that snakes through East London. Where we don’t offer takeaway coffees, in the hope that people will decide to stay awhile and watch the coots skittering across the water. And where we are still without a phone or a website, because we’d rather you all just show up like hungry kids at a playground.

We’ve learned a lot in our time at Towpath about what makes people happy. It’s the simple things really. We thrive on connection. On honest, unfussy food that sings of its season. Our eyes brighten near water, wildlife and sky. I am writing this from home on the kind of crisp spring morning our customers would call, ‘a perfect Towpath day’. Except that it is March 2020 and we are closed, like so many others during this surreal time, sheltering at home. Laura is at her house writing recipes for some of our purveyors, which they will pass on to their customers with fresh ideas for what to cook from their home kitchens. The days are bewildering in their uncertainty. And sometimes spacious too. We’ve never had so much time to think about what matters. There is solace in the smallest pleasures. Our dreams of being back out in the world have a childlike simplicity. We long to see our friends and our families. To sit together at the table and share a meal.

This book will be born into not quite the world it was imagined for. We’ve asked ourselves if it could still be relevant – not as a nostalgic relic from more carefree times, but in whatever future we’ll be awkwardly feeling our way into. Yes, we say, humbly! Towpath has always been not only our most heartfelt offering of joy and deliciousness, but also a kind of social and gastronomic response to the malaise running alongside all our first world striving. And what we’ve cared about all along – connection, community, simplicity – feels more important than ever. This book is filled with tales of our adventures and misadventures. We hope they will inspire you to approach your own work, your neighbourhood and your community with whatever your version of that spirit may look like.

You can use this book to learn to cook beloved Towpath recipes. But it is our real wish that you take a page from Laura’s honest, unfussy and comforting approach to the table: one that celebrates the flavours of every season, wastes nothing, delights in cooking with whatever is at hand, and finds inspiration everywhere – so long as it’s about making the ingredients shine.

Here’s to when we meet again. Or meet for the first time. Or perhaps never meet at all, but raise our glasses to each other all the same.

LORI & LAURA
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The Towpath Year

The Towpath year begins the first Tuesday in March and ends (with fireworks, music and much carousing) in the wee hours of the Monday nearest to Guy Fawkes night in November. Or at least it’s meant to.

I am writing from home on the Sunday morning of what was meant to be the last day of our first week back from Towpath’s 2018 winter hibernation. Laura, Towpath’s other half, and the tireless creative force behind the deliciousness that comes from its kitchen, is spending an unexpected day at home with her husband Alex – probably the last he’ll see of her on a Sunday until winter returns. The temperature reads -1°C. There are dusty patches of snow on the ground and the sky is a dull, steely grey. Cakes have been made. Yoghurt and Seville marmalade too. Not to mention slow simmering stews and all manner of hearty fare to welcome in another Towpath year. Nonetheless, after much discussion, the metal shutters on the four little kiosks we call home remain firmly shut. We’d already delayed opening by a week this year in the hopes of escaping the ‘Beast from the East’, a polar vortex which spiralled in from the Arctic to trumpeting headlines. Who knew it would be so swiftly followed by this mini-Beast?

We have learned a thing or two over the years, one of which is that we will always lose an arm wrestle with winter. On days like today our little patch of the Regent’s Canal in East London is no place to be. Coots and ducks still skitter across the water and the occasional intrepid jogger lopes past. But anyone with half a bit of sense is not at an outdoor café on the canal, however warm the welcome and delicious the food. We’d made a valiant effort yesterday – four of us dressed for a polar expedition, setting up tables and flowers, chalking up the menu, stomping our feet behind the counter while snow flurries blew across the water. In truth, we did have a few customers – almost all of them Towpath friends, bless them, coming out to keep us company and offering to sign a permission note, if we needed one, to close up shop and go home.

Strange end to a week that began with so much delight, under warm(ish) sunny skies and the near constant refrain that, ‘If Towpath is open it must mean winter is OVER!’ It is a lovely thing to be compared to swallows. Or daffodils. To be seen as a sign of something as joyful as spring. This dire weather is not meant to last. We will roll up the shutters and begin again on Tuesday.
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PORRIDGE, WALNUTS, BROWN SUGAR AND BUTTER

It’s the start of the Towpath year. As we prepare to open, people cycle, walk and run by shouting in excitement, ‘Towpath is opening, so Spring must be here’. It’s time to dust off the cobwebs, open the shutters and gently wake up Towpath. There is something lovely about putting Towpath to sleep for a few months and then re-opening invigorated and enthusiastic. Hopefully the customers feel the same. Every year I have the same conversation with Lori just before opening. Will we still have any customers? Surely, they will have found somewhere better to go? Do I remember how to cook? Will people still want to eat my food? It is a constant worry, but I’m always surprised when people turn up on the first day, so excited about our return.

Porridge is a breakfast staple. It’s been on the menu since day one. It’s perfect for an early March day when it’s most likely to still be very cold. Nothing warms you up more than porridge.

The great thing about porridge is the limitless toppings and how wonderfully they can follow the seasons. Seasonal fruits either fresh, poached or stewed. Rhubarb, quince, blackberry and cherry. An overripe plum or some squishy strawberries that would be too sad to eat uncooked make for a delicious compote to add to your porridge. Our most popular porridge is with toasted walnuts, brown sugar and salted butter. I use pinhead oats, which have a much more toothy texture than rolled oats and a nutty flavour.

Serves 4

180g/6¼oz pinhead oats

pinch of salt

750ml/11/3 pints full-fat milk

60g/2¼oz salted butter

100g/3½oz walnut halves, toasted

30g/1¼oz muscovado or rapadura brown sugar

Put the oats in a saucepan with 1 litre/1¾ pints water and the salt.

Bring to the boil and cook until almost all the water has evaporated and the mixture has a cement-like consistency, stirring from time to time. This normally takes around 20–25 minutes. Unlike milk, the water will not catch or burn. Add the milk, bring to the boil and turn down very low, stirring regularly until the oats are cooked but not mushy – about another 20 minutes.

To serve, divide between four bowls. Dot blobs of butter over the top, scatter over the walnuts and sprinkle over the brown sugar. Pour a bit of hot milk on top, if desired. Serve immediately.





 

The Fruits of Winter

There’s a little game that Laura and I play right before we open where she has me try to guess what will be on the menu for those very first days.

Here’s what I know. Among other things, there will be Scottish pinhead oats for breakfast. This has, in fact, been a staple on our breakfast menu since Towpath’s first kitchen-less days, when we cooked from home across the canal (more on this later). Laura would always choose a fried egg over porridge to start her day, but she understands that this is the ultimate comfort breakfast for a frigid morning on the cusp of spring. The seasonality part of this equation has to do with what she’ll put on it. Apple compote? Poached rhubarb? Blood orange and muscovado sugar?

Apples (and potatoes, for that matter) are to the English garden what tomatoes are to the Italian. So many varieties! Such nuanced understanding about their qualities, flavours and behaviours! Certainly not, as I used to think, nature’s dowdiest fruit. We get our apples from Chegworth Valley, some for cooking with cinnamon and butter, others to slice, crisp and raw, over granola and yoghurt.

Rhubarb, despite its bright pink stalks and tart sweetness, is actually a vegetable pretending to be a fruit. I’ve only recently made friends with it. Until moving to London I had a vague notion that it was poisonous (actually only the leaves are) and no recollection of ever having seen it in any market in California or Italy where I’d lived. Laura poaches it in apple juice with bay leaves, aniseed, peppercorns, orange peel and rosemary. We use the poaching liquor to make a cordial, which we serve at the bar with sparkling water and ice.

Oranges in winter, especially when you live in a damp, cold, sun-deprived part of the northern hemisphere, are a revelation. The closest thing there is to edible sunshine. Blood oranges are the best version of an already extraordinary thing. We juice them at the bar and sometimes scatter slices of them over our porridge.

Bitter Seville oranges we love for the particularly British reason that they are the best of all oranges from which to make marmalade. They have only the briefest season – around 6 weeks in January and February when they are picked in Andalusia and shipped to the UK. Their arrival in London precipitates a marmalade-making frenzy in those predisposed to such winter diversions. My friend Hilary and I made 25 litres of it at her house this February. Two days of juicing, chopping and packing pith and seeds into little pectin-rich muslin balls, each step dutifully followed according to recipe, except for foolishly boiling the whole lot in one giant, never-to-fully-set but nonetheless delicious batch. ‘Surely it’s almost there?’ we kept repeating to each other as it bubbled endlessly on the stove and then failed, again and again, the famous ‘saucer test’. Finally, I sent Laura a little video of our efforts. She was 10,000 miles away in Sydney visiting her parents. She pinged back a wide-eyed emoji… then patiently rebottled our marmalade in small batches in the Towpath kitchen on her return. Moral of the story is don’t bottle more than six litres in one batch or it will never set. And be thankful if you have a Laura in your life to correct your mistakes.





 

THE MAKING OF MARMALADES,
JAMS AND JELLIES

I love the idea of being able to preserve something that’s only in season for a short time and then appreciating it in a different form at another time of year. The joy of eating a mouthful of raspberry jam in the thick of winter is such a blessing. A little reminder of the long, balmy, sunny days where we top our granola with fresh raspberries, make a raspberry cordial for a thirst-quenching drink or bake a simple raspberry frangipane tart.

Another reason that I love making preserves is that it allows me to use up the week’s excess fruits. A purist would probably be upset with this as they would only use the freshest ripest fruits, but for example, I might get in 10kg (22lb) of strawberries for the week and then on Friday realise that it’s going to rain solidly all weekend and I won’t use them all up.

Making marmalades, jams or jellies in large quantities is a labour of love. Every batch comes out differently. I use a thermometer as a guide. Once the jam reaches a temperature of 104.3°C/220°F, it should set. However, this is not always the case, so I rely on the saucer test. Put a plate in the fridge before you start. When you think the jam is at setting point, use the thermometer as a guide, then put a teaspoon on the cold plate. Leave in the fridge for 5 minutes and then run a finger through to see if the jam has set – if it has the jam will wrinkle rather than run.

Making marmalade in large quantities is problematic as Lori discovered. It will never set, it will reduce and turn very dark in colour. It must be done in smaller batches. One must be so patient.
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SEVILLE ORANGE OR BLOOD ORANGE 
MARMALADE

Makes 1 litre/1¾ pints marmalade

1kg/2¼lb Seville or blood oranges

100ml/3½fl oz lemon juice

800g/1¾lb caster sugar

Wash the oranges, remove the buttons at the top, cut in half and juice.

Keep the juice in one container and any pulp that came out with the juice in another container. Spoon the remaining pith out of the juiced oranges (Seville oranges are much pithier than blood oranges) and add to the pulp container.

Lay a muslin cloth in a bowl and tip the pith/pulp mixture into it. Tie the cloth up tightly.

Using a sharp knife, thinly slice the orange peel halves into thin pieces. Place in a bowl and cover with the orange juice and 2.5 litres/4½ pints water. Add the pith and pulp tied up in their cloth and leave overnight or for up to 24 hours in the fridge or cool place.

The next day, place in a preserving pan along with the muslin bag, bring to the boil and then simmer until the peel is soft, mixing from time to time. This will take 1½–2 hours. Continue simmering until the contents of the pan are reduced by about one third. Remove the muslin bag and place in a bowl. When it is cool enough to handle, squeeze as much liquid from the bag into the preserving pan as possible, scraping the sides with a spatula. The pectin released will help the marmalade set.

Add the lemon juice and sugar. If I am using blood oranges, I add less sugar – about 600g/1lb 5oz – because they are sweeter than Seville. Stir and bring to the boil, making sure all the sugar dissolves. Skim off any scum that forms on the top. This will appear white and frothy on the surface of the marmalade.

Cook rapidly until setting point is reached – around 30–40 minutes. Use the saucer test (see page 19) to see whether the marmalade is set. If not, keep boiling, but remember to stir frequently so it doesn’t catch. Once the setting point is reached, skim off any remaining scum and pour immediately into hot, sterilised jars.

Notes

Some general rules when making marmalades, jams and jellies:

Always add lemon juice because it contains pectin which helps set the fruit. As you heat the fruit, the proteins change and form scum. Sometimes it is impossible to get rid of all the scum just by skimming it. If you add small blobs of butter on the scum and whisk it in, the butter reacts with these proteins and gets rid of the scum.

When sterilising for personal use, soak the kilner jars in hot, soapy water, then rinse with hot water and place the jars upside down in a low oven (around 100°C/212°F) to air dry. Put the marmalade, jam or ketchup into the warm, dry jars and seal immediately.
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RHUBARB JAM

This recipe can be used with forced rhubarb or field rhubarb. Field rhubarb is just as delicious and far more economical, but I love using forced rhubarb as it produces such a vibrantly coloured jam. Forced rhubarb literally means rhubarb that has been forced to grow. Initially the plants are grown normally outdoors for at least 2 years. They are then forced to grow indoors in dark sheds, excluding light to speed up growth and encourage thinner, longer and less woody stalks. It is brighter in colour, sweeter and more delicate than field rhubarb. By forcing it to grow, it is ready to eat about 6–8 weeks before the natural season. This normally lasts from January to the beginning of March. In the UK, most forced rhubarb is grown in the ‘Yorkshire triangle’, an area between Wakefield, Morley and Rothwell.

Makes 1 litre/1¾ pints

1kg/2¼lb forced rhubarb

600g/1lb 5oz jam sugar

100ml/3½fl oz lemon juice

large piece of ginger, peeled and sliced thinly (optional)

Wash and trim the rhubarb and cut into 3cm/1¼in pieces. As rhubarb varies in size, make sure to cut the rhubarb so it is all of similar size for even cooking. Put into a preserving pan or other non-reactive pan.

Add the sugar, lemon juice and ginger, if using. Mix well and leave overnight or for up to 48 hours.

Bring the mixture to the boil. Boil rapidly for about 12 minutes, removing any scum, then test for the setting point using the saucer test (see page 19).

Depending on how close you are to the setting point, cook for another 15 minutes and check again.

Once set, remove from the heat and immediately pour into hot, sterilised jars.
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WILD GARLIC REVUELTOS

For me, wild garlic signifies the start of spring. The punchiness and brightness of wild garlic tells us that the days are getting longer. In season, wild garlic is so abundant that you see it everywhere. I’ll go out foraging for it and many customers bring in bagfuls for me, so it appears on our menu all the time. I love serving this dish for breakfast or lunch. Revueltos is Spanish and is a cross between an omelette and a scrambled egg. It’s a quick and delicious dish to make – the combination of the wild garlic, smoked paprika and lemon go so well together.

Serves 1

1 tablespoon olive oil, plus extra for frying revueltos

generous handful of wild garlic, washed and dried

2 eggs, plus 1 yolk

dash of double cream

salt and pepper

sweet smoked paprika, to sprinkle

wedge of lemon, to serve

Heat a small frying pan with the olive oil over a high heat. Quickly sauté the wild garlic in the pan and remove once it has wilted. Place to one side.

Mix the eggs, egg yolk and cream in a bowl, season with salt and pepper and beat well. Be cautious with the amount of salt you use.

Using the same frying pan, add enough olive oil so it generously coats the pan. Heat over a high heat and when the pan starts smoking, pour the egg mix into the pan. Let the egg mix sizzle and quickly move it around using a spatula so it looks like a cross between an omelette and scrambled eggs. When the eggs are still a bit wet on top, turn the pan off as the residual heat will continue to cook it.

Scatter the wild garlic over the top, then sprinkle with smoked paprika. Season. Turn out onto a plate so the wild garlic is on top. Place a wedge of lemon on the side.

Serve with hot toast and butter.

Notes

Wild garlic is great as a sauce, drizzled over beetroot and braised lentils. Blanch the garlic (or use raw) and blitz with lemon juice, olive oil and salt and pepper.

You can also make a delicious wild garlic pesto to toss through pasta or serve on the side with meat or fish.

Make a wild garlic aioli or add it raw to steamed clams and chorizo.

It’s delicious chopped through a savoury tart or frittata.
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POACHED RHUBARB WITH BLOOD ORANGE

The combination of rhubarb with blood orange is a seasonal delight. At this time of year, often after a long and miserable winter, a little pick-me-up is a good thing. The vibrancy of rhubarb with the punchiness of blood orange makes everything feel better. This is perfect served on granola or porridge, and I also love it just with yoghurt and some seeds scattered over.

750g/1lb 10oz rhubarb, leaves trimmed away

6 bay leaves

handful of black peppercorns

1 cinnamon stick

4 whole allspice berries

4 star anise

½ vanilla pod, seeds scraped or 1 teaspoon vanilla extract

2 sprigs rosemary

juice of 4 blood oranges, peel of 2

juice and peel of 1 lemon

250g/9oz sugar

Preheat the oven to 140°C fan/325°F/gas mark 3.

Rinse the rhubarb and cut into 5cm/2in pieces. Since rhubarb comes in different thicknesses, make sure the pieces are cut into similar sizes to make for even cooking.

Add the bay leaves, black peppercorns, cinnamon stick, allspice berries, star anise, vanilla pod and seeds or extract, rosemary, orange juice and peel, and lemon juice and peel. Dredge the fruit in the sugar.

Cover with foil and bake until the rhubarb is soft but not falling apart. This could take anywhere between 30–60 minutes, depending on the type of rhubarb, so check after 20 minutes.

Notes

This is a perfect example of making a cordial by poaching the fruit. If you want to make a rhubarb cordial, just add more liquid before poaching – I add in 500ml/18fl oz. You could either squeeze more blood oranges, add water or apple juice or a combination of all three. Since rhubarb acts like a sponge, a lot of liquid will come out of the fruit. Once cooked, strain the liquid – though keep some for the poached rhubarb. This is something I do whenever I’m poaching fruit. It’s a no-brainer – two recipes in one!
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FENNEL, CITRUS, RADICCHIO AND CAPER SALAD

This is another of our odes to winter citrus. I love the freshness of citrus in winter. It’s like an instant zing, a wake-me-up for those dreary, dull days. This salad has become something of a tradition for our opening week each year – when I look back at all my menus over the last 10 years, this salad always appears. It’s fresh, light, nourishing and easy to make.

Serves 4

1 head fennel, outer leaves removed

½ medium head radicchio

1 grapefruit

3 blood oranges

3 clementines if in season

75ml/3fl oz best olive oil

1 lemon, juiced

1 tropea onion or 2 spring onions, thinly sliced on an angle

1 heaped tablespoon capers, drained

generous handful of flat-leaf parsley, roughly chopped

salt and pepper

Cut the fennel in half and thinly slice by hand or with a mandoline. If preparing in advance, coat the fennel lightly in some lemon juice to prevent the fennel from going brown and losing its lovely bright colour.

Cut off the end of the radicchio, remove the core and break into pieces.

Cut away the peel and pith from the grapefruit, oranges and clementines. Do this over a container as some of the juices will leak. Squeeze the peel into this container – you will be surprised by how much juice comes out of the discarded peel.

Thinly slice the fruit on the cross section. It becomes harder to slice as you get towards the end of the fruit. Separate the perfect-looking slices from the less-perfect slices.

Whisk together the olive oil, lemon juice and any juice from the container.

In a bowl, toss together the fennel, radicchio, tropea onion or spring onions, capers, parsley and the less-perfect citrus with the dressing and season.

Scatter the perfect slices of citrus on top and serve.

Notes

You could also scatter toasted hazelnuts over the top.

Roast the fennel first if it is very cold and grim out.

Substitute thinly sliced kohlrabi and radishes for the fennel or use all three.





 

A Bit of History

The Regent’s Canal in East London, where Towpath makes its home, is a very different place to what it was in the nineteenth century when horses walked the narrow path along the water pulling everything from coal to fruit and even ice from Norway. In those days, the buildings along the canal were mostly red-brick warehouses, factories and wharves. The canal itself was strictly for business, a no man’s land snaking through the city below street level.

[image: ]

During the infamous ‘Big Freeze’ in the winter of 1962-3, the canal froze so solidly that barges were trapped in a layer of ice for weeks. By the time it thawed, freight was being moved over land and the heyday of commercial canal navigation was effectively over. What ensued in East London was the slow dereliction of the canal and of many of the buildings running alongside it. Fast forward roughly 40 years…

The photographic studio/flat where I came to live with my then-husband Jason Lowe was a stone’s throw from the Regent’s Canal, although I didn’t realise it in the winter of 2000 when I first came to visit him from Italy where I was living when we met. Jason liked to call our part of town ‘the ass-end of London’. Even better were the words, ‘East Fucking London’, graffitied in bold on the wall outside the flat. My kids found this hilarious.

In so far as our little neighbourhood was concerned, Jason was visionary, and bold in a Fitzcarraldo kind of way. He foresaw its transformation and wanted to be a part of it. In the summer of 2009, he noticed something interesting happening directly across the canal from us. While most of the old warehouse buildings and factories nearby were being replaced by shiny modern new builds, the 1930s art-deco Bankstock building was being not so much restored as reimagined. The former factory had been stripped down to its original concrete-and-brick bones and its old accretions removed and replaced by a two-storey zinc, glass and wood rooftop addition. At the building’s canalside feet, four metal roller-shutters and a ‘For Sale’ sign had appeared. Jason asked me to find out what was behind them.

[image: ]

The funny thing about physical spaces is that they almost always look smaller as bare empty shells than when they’re crammed full of things. This was certainly the case regarding ‘Kiosks 1, 2 and 3’ as Beverly, the estate agent, referred to them. (The fourth kiosk, which to make matters more confusing was really the first kiosk counting left to right, was not at this point for sale, though it would eventually become our kitchen.) Kiosks 1 and 2 were roughly five metres wide and two metres deep with grey breezeblock walls and rough concrete floors. Kiosk 3 was four metres wide, as shallow as its siblings and likewise a breezeblock and concrete rectangle, smaller than your average bus shelter and just as exposed to the elements. The ground outside the shutters was unpaved, scrabbly earth. The kiosks were separated from each other by thick concrete columns, not of the attractive design feature variety, but of the holding-up-the-building kind. There was no way of opening the whole thing up, no hope of knocking down walls to make the three little spaces into a single smallish one. It was not exactly inspiring, but somehow full of possibility.

[image: ]

In the beginning, Jason was going to buy them with Flo Bayley, an incredibly talented designer and an even better friend. There was talk about opening a shop selling random things that Flo (an artful magpie) had collected and that Jason had picked up on his wanderings as a food photographer, but as ideas do, this one morphed into something else, in a sequence of events that went vaguely like this:

Beverly the estate agent told us we’d lost our bid for the kiosks to someone who’d made a higher offer; Flo said something like, ‘That’s fine actually, I really liked it all better as a dream than a reality’; Jason asked Beverly to relay to the buyers that he’d be happy with only one of the kiosks if they didn’t want them all. Time passed…

I was driving our little white Fiat 500 from London to Tuscany when, somewhere in Switzerland, my mobile rang and it was Beverly, saying that the buyers had backed out and we could have all three kiosks if we still wanted them. I rang Jason and he renewed the offer. It was accepted.

I don’t remember the moment the shop idea gave way to the café or when exactly I started thinking to myself, ‘I’ll do this’, but sometime over the next few weeks I did. There was only one problem. Well, two really, the first being that the spaces were way too small to house anything resembling a kitchen. This we resolved by deciding that any cooking that needed to be done would happen in the flat. The remaining dilemma was that now the kiosks had been purchased, there was not enough money to transform them into anything remotely inviting. Actually, there was no more money at all.

And so I asked my parents for a loan. We emailed them photographs. Subjected them to endless fantastications. Asked them to imagine what we were envisioning while staring at a picture of three tiny concrete boxes on a dusty patch of a disused canal. It was only years later (and yes, I’ve repaid them) on a visit to London, that my father took me aside and said he had to tell me something. ‘Sweetie, hats off to you. I want you to know, way back in the beginning, when you told us what you wanted to do, I didn’t see it. I just couldn’t see it happening.’ And so bless them doubly, my parents, whom I love infinitely for a thousand other reasons. That they put their money on a vision they couldn’t fathom – because anything I wanted so much, they wanted for me.
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FENNEL AND BERKSWELL GRATIN

You will see throughout the book that I love to use things up and not waste anything. This is the perfect dish for doing so. Berkswell is a raw sheep’s milk cheese that is not dissimilar in taste to Parmesan and in texture to manchego. I often have Berkswell on the menu and so I end up with lots of bits and pieces. Melting them in a gratin is the perfect solution.

You can prepare this in advance and leave in the fridge until you are ready to cook. It is quite robust and can easily be reheated – it is lovely served the next day and will also last 2–3 days.

Serves 6–8

200g/7oz unsalted butter

2 tablespoons olive oil

4 onions, sliced

8 heads fennel, thinly sliced or shaved on a mandoline

4 cloves garlic, minced

4 bay leaves

2 sprigs thyme

75ml/3fl oz white wine

75ml/3fl oz full-fat milk

75ml/3fl oz double cream

250g/9oz Berkswell cheese, grated

½ lemon, juiced

salt and pepper

Preheat the oven to 210°C fan/450°F/gas mark 8.

Melt the butter and olive oil in a large saucepan over a medium heat.

Add the onions and sweat down until softened but not coloured – about 10 minutes.

Add the fennel, garlic, bay leaves and thyme. Cook for 5–10 minutes on a low heat to start softening the fennel, but don’t soften too much as the gratin will be cooked again in the oven. It’s just a lovely way to start the cooking process and
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