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Let Me Help

Lengthy experience has taught me that my books can have a counterproductive impact on their readers. As they turn the pages, people become hungry. Carefully crafted paragraphs about the joys of chicken cracklings pelted with smoky spices, or a wobbly onion and Parmesan tart or perhaps Hong Kong-style French toast, dribbling with tributaries of syrup, can have that effect. And as we know, hunger is no friend to concentration. You might start reading, only to find yourself a few minutes later standing in front of the open fridge and wondering how you got there. This is not in my interests, nor is it in yours. In the past I have suggested various solutions: an emergency bowl of shell-on pistachios, the good ones from Turkey, so you can get lost in the repeated crack and pluck, or perhaps a serving of a pimped Bombay Mix, richer in toasted cashews than is standard.

These are both very good options, as, frankly, is a bag of crisps. We all appreciate a bit of convenience. But there is another way to go, culled from certain of the restaurants I write about. Twenty or so years ago I fell into conversation with an enthusiastic food blogger, a new and rare breed back then, who was extolling the virtues of a recently opened restaurant in New York by the superstar French chef Alain Ducasse. The restaurant had caused a storm in the city because it easily cost $500 for two, quite a sum now, an astonishing one in 2006. Was it worth the cost, I asked. Yes, he said, ‘because you get lots of freebies’. He reeled off a list of canapés and amuse-bouches, unadvertised mid-courses and pre-desserts. I nodded sagely. ‘You do realize,’ I said, ‘that when dinner costs $250 a head nothing is free.’ To his credit, he accepted the point. That said, I also understood his. There really is a special pleasure to be taken from the unexpected; in a detail which makes you feel like the kitchen has gone the extra distance to make sure you have a great time.

One of my favourite details like this is served at Bentley’s, the fish restaurant just off London’s Piccadilly. It is not cheap and nothing is free, but everything is lovely. I will return to Bentley’s in more detail later on. For now, let me introduce you to thick discs of their seaweed butter, served alongside treacly soda bread as you pull up a stool at the downstairs seafood bar. It is leaf-flecked and deeply, naturally savoury, the flavours carried aloft by the sweet, yellow dairy fats. At Bentley’s the dish it arrives in is constantly replenished, and the challenge is to avoid filling up on the best bread and butter before your order arrives.

That makes it the perfect accompaniment to reading this book, because it also happens to be straightforward to knock up at home. To 125g of salted butter at room temperature, add three good tablespoons of toasted nori seaweed (available from most supermarkets), blitzed to a crumb. Finely chop at least five Provençal or Moroccan black olives, the crinkly, stoned ones sometimes crusted in dried herbs which can only add to the flavour, plus three salted anchovy fillets. At which point you can start freestyling. I like to throw in a really good pinch or two of chilli flakes. You can leave out the chopped anchovies if you want to keep it vegetarian, and use chopped capers instead. Mash it all together with a fork and spread it straight from the bowl on to slabs of bread to accompany your reading of this book. Alternatively, go Bentley’s style and plonk it in the middle of a double sheet of cling film, roll it up into an even log, tie off both ends like you’re an underpaid commis chef, and put it in the fridge for at least four hours. Then you can slice it up into fancy-looking discs and when it’s warmed up a little, you can spread it on bread.

A warning: once you get into making compound butters like this, it can become a little addictive. What about roast garlic and caramelized onion? Or ground, salted almonds and smoked paprika? Or harissa and crushed hazelnut? Or finely chopped rosemary, lemon and cracked black pepper? Experiment. Try anything you like. Not only are these butters great on toast. You can also smear them all over a chicken before roasting, or chuck them into a dish of caramelizing vegetables, or add them to a heap of boiled new potatoes, so their flavours melt into the bowl, and your kitchen ends up smelling delightful. But perhaps we’re getting ahead of ourselves. For now, all you need do is get yourself something nice to eat, find somewhere comfortable to sit and turn the page.
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Introduction

I am a home cook. The inspiration for the dishes I love making may well come from far away: from a New York diner or something I once ate in a Parisian bistro thickly buttered with history, or from a fancy restaurant in the centre of London, where the leather seats are button-backed and the glassware shines. They may also come from a magazine or a TV cooking show, or the spinning pixels of an Instagram reel. Or perhaps they’re simply the product of a game of culinary tag, taking the building blocks of one dish and applying them to another. But they all end up in the same place: the kitchen at the back of my home in south London, overlooking the fox-squatted garden. That is where the food of elsewhere becomes, through trial and error, adaptation and evolution, the food of my kitchen table. That is where the food of elsewhere becomes mine.

In Nights Out at Home, my first collection of recipes and stories, the inspiration came almost entirely from great chefs and great restaurants, their stories and techniques. Now it’s time to share a little more of my love for home cooking and the merry dance of appetite and technique that lies behind the dishes I make; dishes which perhaps can’t be pinned directly on a restaurant’s work. It is time to bring to the table more of the home cook that I have become.

But let’s start on a winter’s evening in 2024, firmly in my comfort zone. I am perched on a curving leather banquette. This one belongs to a newly opened restaurant in London’s St James’s, a Mediterranean place called Claro where the ceilings are just a little too high, and the bass notes holding down the bottom of the piped music are just a little too low. Displaying my prejudices, I can’t help but wonder whether the demographic who might enjoy the thumping beats are the same ones who could afford these often-double-digit prices. Then again not everything on offer here breaks £10. My eye shifts across the piece of paper in my hand from the right-hand column full of pound signs and numbers, to the left-hand column full of words. A restaurant menu is a promise you hope will be kept and, as a restaurant critic for over twenty-five years, I have always tried to travel hopefully.

This evening, that hope may be rewarded because here is something which sounds promising: deep-fried Brussels sprouts with a caper aïoli for £9. I have a mild obsession with Brussels sprouts, like they’re an unreliable character in a novel I’m trying to understand. I’m intrigued by the way a vegetable, dismissed by one generation as a rank over-boiled cyst beaten into submission at Christmas for reasons no one can quite explain, has been allowed a second act in the twenty-first century. They are the clumsy silent movie stars of the vegetable world, now tap-dancing into the age of Technicolor. They have been charred and fried with pancetta or toasted almonds, or dressed with hazelnut vinaigrettes. They have been heaped under crisped minced garlic, chillies and fresh coriander. They have been shredded raw for crunchy slaws.

Now, they are hitting the boiling oil. What arrives is everything I had hoped for and rather more. Each sprout has first been cut across the top in two directions so they open up like a flower, and then left in the bubbling oil until dark and crisp. Perhaps they were blanched first. I’ll work that bit out later. They remind me of Rome’s more aristocratic carciofi alla giudia, or baby globe artichokes cooked in the ‘Jewish style’, which is to say deep-fried until every leaf is crisp and brown and friable. (I like the fact that us Jews are credited with doing something so outrageous to an infant artichoke.) We think of brassicas as leafy green vegetables, to be handled gently, but in truth they can take serious amounts of fire and smoke. In the fierce heat they become deeply savoury, and rich in toasted notes, which can be helped along with a little seasoning. Good on you, Claro. These Brussels sprouts are a brilliant idea, and the sharp, garlicky caper aïoli is exactly the companion they need to help them along. It is certainly an idea I am taking home with me, because coming up with recipes inspired by the food I have enjoyed as part of my job is a habit of mine. And old habits die hard, especially the good ones. See how I did with that one on page 195.

To step out into the light as a writer of recipes, having been known for so long only as someone who eats other people’s food rather than cooks it, is a tricky manoeuvre. Publishing Nights Out at Home felt like a flamboyant coming out. I was admitting that I wasn’t just an eater. I was admitting that I liked to get my hands mucky, and then wash them before getting them mucky all over again. But it made an awful lot of sense that the recipes I offered should be ones inspired by my favourite restaurant dishes over the years. This was because the food was delicious, but also because it was the ideal way in which to tell the stories of the restaurants I had eaten in and the chefs I admire; to examine the way in which we eat now and how it has changed.

And so to Nights Out in the Kitchen: More Recipes and Stories from a Restaurant Critic’s Life. The ‘restaurant critic’ part of the proposition is obvious. A quarter of a century is a long time as a professional eater, which in turn has allowed me to eat out an awful lot. Unsurprisingly, there are many more gorgeous restaurant dishes to reverse-engineer; there are many more eating experiences to inspire recipes; there are many more marvellous people to meet. So come with me as I tell the story of a Northern lad called Rob McIntyre, chef-proprietor of Little Dumpling King in Stoke, and how his fascination with Asian flavours, combined with his love of the flavours from home, led him to come up with Chinese-style dumplings, but stuffed with peppery haggis and then liberally drenched with crispy chilli oil. Let me tell you about the rebirth at Climat in Manchester of the humble, often overlooked 70s buttery flourish that is the vol-au-vent, only filled now with a sprightly keema or minced lamb curry. There’s the romantic, but comforting, ballad of things on toast. Perhaps it’s the bruschetta Thermidor from the lovely Italian Domo in Sheffield, because what’s to stop you binding lobster in a boozy, mustardy white sauce and then putting it on toast before shoving it under the grill?

There’s the rare roast beef with horseradish on a duck-fat crouton, which is toast by any other name, from the Gingerman in Brighton; or the cod cheeks and clams in garlicky persillade from the Potted Pig in Cardiff. And from the sweet side of the ledger there’s the story of how the Talbot pub in rural Worcestershire ‘rediscovered’ the Treacle Hollygog, an outrageous if apparently forgotten English dessert of sweet shortcrust pastry cooked down in milk, and served in a lake of custard, which turns out not to be quite as venerable and old as it first seemed. I’ll take you to Aberystwyth, where a young Syrian refugee called Ghofran Hamza will teach me how to make her baklava. We’ll go to a humble Chinese takeaway in Reading. There Pui Sung, a former chef of the swanky Hong Kong Jockey Club until the security crackdown led him to seek a new life here in the British Home Counties, will teach me how to make his boneless pork chops with salt and chilli. And from the high street, especially the busy ones of south London, I will give you a way to make a version of the ‘radiantly brown’ BBQ chicken wings sold by the Morley’s chicken shop chain to generations of school kids looking for somewhere to hang out. Because as ever, the good things can come from anywhere.

At which point I should set my terms of reference, as academics like to say. These recipes really do draw on my years of restaurant reviewing at the Observer and more recently for my new professional home, the Financial Times. Those reviews have always reflected what was available for me to review. It remains the case that certain culinary traditions have been better represented in restaurants than others; the food of Africa, for example, has rarely been prominent in my reviews, quite simply because there have been fewer mainstream African restaurants to review, and the same is true in these recipes. And despite the fact we are more than a quarter of the way into the twenty-first century, there remains a gender imbalance at the top of restaurant kitchens. These aren’t delightful realities, but they do have to be acknowledged. That said, I am still reviewing restaurants. I continue travelling hopefully and I hope you will continue travelling hopefully too. At the back of this book is a listing for every single restaurant mentioned in the text because, while a recipe inspired by the best work of professional chefs and kitchens is a lovely thing, it is not a replacement for going out to eat. The hospitality business would appreciate your support in what have been difficult economic times.

That describes the 40 or so recipes and stories which are at the heart of Nights Out in the Kitchen. But there is another side to me. The fact is I could not have indulged my habit of reverse-engineering dishes created by fabulous restaurants and skilled chefs if I hadn’t first been learning my way around ingredients and processes by cooking many other things for a very long time. When people have asked me if I cook, and they have asked me often with a furrowed brow, as if the very thought of it was somehow ridiculous, I have said ‘of course’ and looked equally baffled at the question. The only reason I have been able to keep reviewing restaurants for so long is because I really do like to eat, but I can’t eat in a restaurant every night and nor would I wish to. So, if I want to eat the good stuff on my own time, I’ll have to make it myself. Over the years that has inevitably meant coming up with my own recipes and dishes, drawing on an idea from here or a method from there, because while recipe writers don’t like to admit it, almost every single recipe stands on the shoulders of something that went before, and often quite a few things.

Hence you will find another 20 recipes and stories in this volume; ones forged in the sweet glow of the domestic fridge light, which is where you will find me at some point most days, deciding what to make for dinner. Usually, that’s just after I’ve finished breakfast. A surfeit of spring onions might lead me to make the family favourite of chorizo in tomatoes with stringy mozzarella and eggs, to be scooped away with tortilla chips, so that the yolks leak richly across the beautiful mess of a dish. Or perhaps I’ll spot a bunch of cavolo nero which is crying out to be braised with borlotti beans, in a garlicky stock lightly spiked with a teaspoon of vinegar. There are recipes for a slow-roasted spiced lamb shoulder and for a deep-filled onion tart, sweet with caramelization, salty with handfuls of freshly grated Parmesan; for a salad of finely sliced fennel and ribbons of quick-pickled onions, or a pepper salad with basil and black olives like beads of mahogany, an inheritance from my late mother which is an orgy of chopping, all richly rewarded. Admire my bravery as I offer up my recipe for oven-baked spaghetti with meatballs, which may well get me banned from Italy for life. I’ll take my chances. What intrigues me is the way the experiences of cooking somebody else’s dishes can inform recipes which are literally home-made.

Peppered throughout you will find a set of essays, more bouts of feverish intercourse if you like, which walk both sides of the home-and-away line. I discuss the problem with dinner parties (usually too much cooking, if anybody ever invites me to one, that is) and get to the bottom of why the Christmas dinner is both the most challenging and most rewarding meal of the year. I’ll even provide a road map to help you get through it, which includes remembering that it is just one meal. There will be another one along soon enough. Don’t sweat it. Too much.

I examine the lexicographical challenges faced by anyone who does a job like mine, which is to say, how do you use words to describe flavour without resorting to terrible, redundant terms, like ‘mouth-watering’, ‘moist’ and ‘sumptuous’. And I indulge in a profound exercise in self-examination. Yes, I have written many positive restaurant reviews over the years. They are by far the majority. But I have also written some absolute stinkers. They may have made people like you laugh, because you are a terrible person, but they will have caused some skilled professionals a lot of emotional pain. Which raises a simple question, one which must be answered: am I actually a total bastard?

Once again what you won’t find in this volume are lots of glossy, high-def, vaguely pornographic photographs of the food. My position on this remains the same: overly art-directed food photography can be an invitation to fail. Plus, including them adds a hefty whack to the price tag. Instead, you get some beautiful illustrations by my gifted Financial Times colleague and collaborator Daniel Egnéus, as well as images of menus so you can plan a fantasy trip out. That said, I understand people still like a visual reference when cooking a recipe, so my website includes all the photographs I took of the dishes in this book as I developed and tested them. I do not promise great art. I do promise a realistic representation of what your version should look like. You can find the galleries by visiting jayrayner.co.uk/noitk or via the QR code at the very back of the book.

My first cookbook was an adventure, a joyous one which, if I’m honest, took me by surprise. I’m thrilled that, once more, I get to invite you back over the threshold and into the room of my house where I spend the most time and I am happiest. I hope we get to enjoy a lot of nights out in our kitchens together.




The Sharpener

[image: ]
A Twinkle

Inspired by the champagne cocktail served to me at the Club at the Ivy, but available at many other places

Sometimes, at the start of an evening out, I have choices to make. Generally, those choices involve booze. What do I want? Do I want anything at all? Certainly, we don’t always want something that hits hard. Sometimes we want a drink which shakes us down a little and wakes us up just a little bit more. It’s no accident that a drink like this, lower in alcohol than a full-fisted cocktail, is called a sharpener in London slang or better still, a ‘sharp’ner’, the tight apostrophe contraction reading like the careful polishing of an arrowhead. Because in the right circumstances that’s what it can do: sharpen you up. Often, during the decade or so that I was a member of the Club at the Ivy, the wood-panelled members-only space above the original Ivy restaurant in London’s theatreland, that something was a Twinkle. It’s a sweet, shiny, rather twee name for a beautifully structured and very refreshing champagne cocktail which does all the things a mellow first drink should do: quiet the working day’s more annoying thoughts, open you up to the evening to come, convince you that you are wise and witty and perhaps passingly attractive, in the right light.

Some people, quite a lot of people to be fair, disapprove of members-only clubs for being grim, sneering bastions of social and moneyed elitism. I’d agree with them wholeheartedly, were it not for the fact that it would be grossly hypocritical of me to do so, given how much fun I’ve had in them. I was a member of the Club at the Ivy from the year after it opened in 2008 until the pandemic, when friends of mine who worked there discovered their services were no longer required. But they were a very good eleven years not least because, as I’ve described elsewhere, the main room was where my side hustle as a jazz musician began. Every Friday night the superb house pianist Joe Thompson, an old university friend of mine, led a jazz trio there, made up of some of London’s greatest players. Eventually I was invited to sit in at the piano and play with them. Those first moments playing with other musicians were beautifully, thrillingly, terrifying and I’m not ashamed to say that I needed a couple of drinks inside me to sit down at the keys. A few years later, when I started gigging publicly, I was amazed to discover just how much better a pianist I was when sober. Still, that night’s drinks often began with a Twinkle.

It was created in 2002 at a London bar called the Lonsdale, by renowned barman Tony Conigliaro. He later said it was designed as an alternative to the endless glasses of white wine, specifically Pinot Grigio, that the clientele kept ordering. He wanted something he could mix rather than just pour, so he came up with a combination of elderflower cordial, a hit of vodka and champagne. It first started being served at The Club at the Ivy during private events in their upstairs loft space. ‘Then members who had hosted those events would order it down in the main bar,’ says Cas Oh, head barman at the Club back then, and the author of an award-winning book on the history of cocktails. ‘It became a favourite at the Ivy by accident.’

I haven’t set foot inside the Club at the Ivy in years and in any case Cas Oh has moved on. Instead, for my Twinkle fix, I head before opening hours to Aspire & Myth, a renowned cocktail bar hidden away in the basement of the Hippodrome casino on the corner of London’s Leicester Square. It’s overseen by Jack Sotti, a generously bearded barman who started his career in hospitality as a kid bringing coffee to customers at his dad’s menswear shop. Later, he made a name for himself as a finalist at the 2014 World Cocktail Championships in Cape Town with a rye and Campari-based concoction which levitated courtesy of electromagnetism. The Twinkle, Jack tells me, is ‘under-served’ in London. It deserves more love. ‘Some bars like to use an elderflower liqueur called St-Germain,’ he says, showing me a tall art deco bottle with a slightly nipped-in waist. ‘But I prefer it with cordial because it has more acidity.’ For his version, Jack uses a shaker. ‘It’s all about balancing the elderflower with the champagne.’ Into that shaker he puts 15ml of cordial to 60ml of vodka, a smooth Japanese brand made from rice, alongside a huge brick of clear ice of the sort only serious barmen have access to. It melts less quickly, which means the drink is less diluted. He shakes it for 10 to 15 seconds until the tin hurts his hands ‘although I’m used to it’. He pours that into a champagne flute and tops it up with 60ml of Charles Heidsieck blanc de blanc champagne. I take a sip and get a quick, boozy rush. It’s a mighty drink. It’s a refreshing drink. But it’s rather more powerful than the one I recall.

‘It’s very easy to drink,’ Cas Oh says to me later. Indeed, it’s so easy to drink, that for a while he felt it became just too damn popular at the Club at the Ivy. ‘We did hit pause on it a few times,’ Cas says, ‘because as soon as I started serving Twinkles people stopped ordering anything else. Everyone just loves it.’ I do remember those nights, when the sparkling coupes kept slipping across the bar in a seemingly endless parade. He sends me the recipe from his Ivy days, and it is rather less potent than Jack’s. It explains why, on a good night, which is to say one when I wasn’t especially interested in being good, I could sink three of these before sitting down at the piano. Please drink responsibly, kids. Or at least eat irresponsibly in a way which will soak up the booze. And be aware: it’s only the first one which might sharpen you up. After that you’re on your own.

INGREDIENTS PER TWINKLE

15ml elderflower cordial

25ml vodka, ideally from the freezer

100–120ml good, chilled champagne, to top up the glass

METHOD


	Ideally use champagne coupes or martini glasses, but a champagne flute is okay too. It’s up to you; you’re not running a bar.

	You can use a shaker to mix the cordial and vodka if you have one, especially if you are making a few drinks at once. But if not, store your glasses in the freezer for a couple of hours, then add the cordial and vodka and stir quickly to combine. Top up with champagne and give it one more quick stir. Serve.

	If there’s a jazz trio to hand, sit down at the piano and see if you can play ‘All of Me’, although it’s not obligatory.






Snacks

[image: ]
In 2025 a brilliant chef called Stevie Parle, a veteran of various London restaurants, opened an equally brilliant new one in London’s Covent Garden. Part of the appeal of Town was the sexy retro-futurist design, as if it was a 1960s Jetsons vision of what 2025 might look like. There was lots of mid-century modern furniture, smooth wall panels in cherry red and jade green, and the opening to the kitchen was lit as if it was a stage upon which a talented commis chef might tap dance. It was glamorous. Mostly what sold it, though, was Parle’s reliably robust cooking: the daffodil-yellow risotto Milanese with a hunk of hot marrow bone, the whole grilled fish with anchovy and rosemary sauce, the clam and cod curry with mussels, rhubarb and ghee flatbread. But what got everyone really excited was his snacks list. There were fried sage leaves with honey and chilli, tiny skewers of soused mackerel with cucumber and shiso and, best of all, a warm, crusty sourdough roll with a bowl of dipping gravy. We should all have dipping gravy in our lives.

It was proof, if it were needed, that the snack had come of age. Certainly, the snack list now seems to be part of modern menus more often than it isn’t. I have, for example, become used during my day job to kitchens sending out home-made crisps. At a Basque-inspired pub in London’s Belgravia they came with mussels escabeche; at Manifest, a restaurant in Liverpool’s Baltic triangle, a huge dish of salt and vinegar crisps arrived right at the start still warm from the fryer. It was utterly beguiling. And each time something like this has happened it has made me think better of the restaurant. We all love a snack. Snacks rule.

The question is, how do we define one? That’s a bit tougher. Perhaps it’s something you can eat while watching telly, although as it’s possible to eat the entirety of dinner while doing so that doesn’t really help us. Shall we just assume it’s something small which doesn’t quite make it to starter status, unless you want it to be your starter? Or something small designed to be eaten between meals? Or maybe we should simply go with something designed to be eaten? Here are a few that I love.

Corn ribs with seaweed or smoked paprika seasoning

Inspired by the corn ribs served at Fallow, Goldies, Burger & Lobster and a few thousand other places

Newsflash: cauliflowers do not have wings, and nothing, short of some deeply worrying advances in genetic modification, will change that. Unless, apparently, you are charged with writing the menu for Miller & Carter. It’s a mass-market steakhouse chain with over 100 branches across the UK, serving okay steaks and a Béarnaise sauce which looks like it ought to be treated with antibiotics. Then, for the sake of non-meat-eating patrons who presumably ended up in a steakhouse because they were drunk or deeply in love with someone who wanted to go to a steakhouse or perhaps both, cauliflowers have wings. Or at least they can be lightly battered and doused in the same hot-sour sauce used on actual Buffalo wings from chickens. Cue the rolling of eyes. Can’t you just call them ‘Cauliflower Buffalo Nuggets’ or ‘Buffalo Bites’ or something else which represents the cruel waterboarding of the English language into submission, but which doesn’t pretend they are something they are not? Does the non-meat eater really want to be reminded of the meaty thing they have chosen not to eat? Or is this just pedantry? There really are a lot of meat eaters who love meat but have sworn off it for welfare, environmental or health reasons.

My issue with the name is aesthetic, which is to say, purely visual. It doesn’t matter what you do to a cauliflower. It will never look like a chicken wing. These corn ‘ribs’, however, can carry the name, so that’s the last time I’ll be putting the word rib in inverted commas. It’s a good gag because they do look like dinky spare ribs and you eat them the same way as you would a rib, with your hands, nibbling the kernels off the bone-like husk. I first tried them in the summer of 2022 at Fallow, an impressive urban brasserie in London’s St James’s with a pronounced interest in merging sustainability with deliciousness. They serve an extraordinarily silky mushroom parfait, made partly from fungi grown on logs lodged in the humid air above the kitchen, and a dish of grilled cod’s head in sriracha butter, which makes a virtue of the bits of the fish others would leave behind. Their corn ribs were deep-fried until crisp and crunchy and were then dusted thickly with a kombu seasoning, with more than an edge of ocean funk.

I was very late to the corn rib party. They were invented five years before, in 2017, by Max Ng, executive chef of David Chang’s Momofuku Ssam Bar in New York, where they were served with contrasting grey and white stripes of a squid ink aïoli and their own ricotta. In 2021 corn rib recipes received the modern-day benediction of a viral moment on Tik Tok, with reels demonstrating home-made versions being viewed over 100 million times. It is not really surprising therefore that they began sprouting on menus all over the place, like self-seeding wildflowers. At Yotam Ottolenghi’s Rovi they came with smoked apricot ketchup and chipotle salt; at a live fire place called Goldies off London’s Carnaby Street it was a garlicky parsley butter; at an otherwise lousy hot dog counter inside Harrods called Three Darlings, they were accompanied by a lime and chipotle mayo. All this makes one thing very clear: while I’m giving you a couple of seasoning mixes to put on them, you can experiment with any number of spices and dips. In the deep fat fryer, the raw corn kernels become a little toffee-like, bursting with sweetness beneath the teeth, which serves as a platform for many flavours. As well as the seasonings, I serve mine with a side dish of mayo mixed with a little sriracha and Laoganma crispy chilli oil.

Before we go on there is one thing to say: please be careful while making these. Obviously, the combination of heat, boiling fat and knives makes kitchens risky places. There is always the thrilling possibility of injury. But it isn’t hyperbole to say that cutting through the raw corn cobs to make these felt like one of the most potentially dangerous bits of knife work I have ever done. I am not embarrassed to say that I wore on my non-knife hand the chainmail glove or gauntlet that I keep for shucking oysters. Early on in cookery courses, catering students are taught to secure their chopping board in place by laying a tea towel underneath it. This stops it moving. A confession: I don’t always do this, even when I know I should, generally out of a combination of laziness and ludicrous alpha male bravado. For god’s sake, for this recipe, put the bloody tea towel under your chopping board, or something else could become bloody. The last thing I want to hear is that, in pursuit of a modish side dish, any of you opened a vein. Do note, certain supermarkets occasionally stock them ready cut. If they do, don’t hesitate


















METHOD


	First, having made sure your chopping board is secured in place by a tea towel – no, I am not going to shut up about it – place each corn cob upright on the board, then use a sharp knife to cut it in half vertically. Beware: it may give suddenly. Now lay each half on its flat side and cut it in half again lengthways. Now cut each long baton in half across the middle so you end up with four pieces per half cob, or eight pieces for the whole. Repeat this with the other three corn cobs. If you’ve emerged from this process with all your digits intact, take a moment to savour one of life’s smaller victories.

	Now make the seasoning mix of your choice, by combining all the ingredients in a small bowl and giving them a very good stir. To blitz the sheets of toasted seaweed you will need to tear them first into smaller pieces and use at least 3 sheets, or there won’t be enough in there to process successfully. This will produce more than you need. Retain any leftover ground-down seaweed to put on noodles some other time.

	Heat the vegetable oil to 170°C, or until a piece of bread dropped into the oil turns golden in about 30 seconds. Deep-fry the corn ribs in a couple of batches for 6 minutes each, moving them around a little to make sure the kernels have a good turn in the oil. They will curl up on themselves and turn golden brown.

	Drain on kitchen paper for a minute or so, then transfer to a mixing bowl. Toss with a knob of butter if using, then add a couple of teaspoons of your seasoning mix and toss again. Serve, with a spiced mayo if you fancy.



Chicken scratchings
















METHOD


	Lay the pieces of chicken skin flat on a piece of kitchen paper and pat them dry of any moisture with more kitchen paper. Slice each piece into three. Leave on any fat. You want this. Now take a cold non-stick frying pan and lay them skin side up. The pan needs to be as big as you have, to accommodate the skin when cold. Infuriatingly, they will immediately shrink so it’s hard to make this in volume but it’s very much worth it. Cook over a medium heat for 4 minutes, pressing them down as they start to curl and release their fat, to keep them as flat as possible.

	Pour on enough cold water to submerge the pieces of skin when pressed down under the surface (so about 2 or 3cm in depth). Be aware that the combination of hot fat and water may cause some splattering. Turn up the heat, so the water boils away, which it will do in a further 10 or so minutes. As it does so it will render off more of the chicken fat. When the water has gone there should be enough fat to continue frying the skins in, but if it looks a little meagre, add a couple of tablespoons of vegetable oil.

	Turn the heat down a little and watch the cracklings as they turn an appealing shade of golden brown, which should take between 6 and 8 more minutes. If any pieces seem to be cooking unevenly, turn them over. Tend to them. Fret over them. Beware, they can suddenly go dark on one side, which will make them a little bitter. Or burnt, as it’s known.

	When they are golden, take them out and drain them on a piece of kitchen paper and immediately sprinkle generously with your seasoning mix of choice. I am very fond of the one I use with the corn ribs on page 16, boosted with a pinch or two of amchoor or dried mango powder for a little acidity, but you may wish to go just for salt and pepper. Generally, they get crisper and crunchier about 5 minutes after they’ve left the pan.



Crispy fried shredded okra with black pepper and mango powder






















METHOD


	Cut off the top of each piece of okra, cut them in half lengthways, then lay them on the cut side and shred them into a rough julienne.

	Put the shredded okra into a bowl, add the rice flour, and turn it all until it’s properly coated. Leave to stand for 15 minutes. (The sticky juices will help create a natural batter.)

	Heat a pan of vegetable oil or a deep fat fryer to 180°C, or until a piece of bread turns golden in about 30 seconds. Put handfuls of the coated okra in the oil, breaking it up with a slotted spoon if it’s clumping too much. Don’t put too much in at once, because the natural moisture in the okra will cause the oil to bubble up initially, and you don’t want it to boil over.

	Fry until it’s light brown, although the green of the skin will still be showing in places. It should take 2–3 minutes.

	Drain on kitchen paper for a couple of minutes, then toss in the seasoning mix. Watch the amount of seasoning you put on at first, because almost all of it will stick rather than shake off to the bottom of the bowl.



Haggis and Cheddar toastie


















METHOD


	Haggis is sold raw and needs to be cooked before being put inside the toastie. Obviously, you can just follow the directions on the pack. But if you want to make just one or two and have a microwave, take the haggis out of its wrapper (usually now plastic) and cut it into 3cm blocks. Put them into a bowl with a tablespoon or two of water, cover tightly with cling film and microwave on full for 2 minutes. Let them cool for a couple of minutes before peeling back the cling film and breaking up the haggis.

	Spread a thick layer of now cooked haggis on one piece of bread. Top with a few pieces of Cheddar. It should just be a taster of cheese rather than a full covering.

	Close up the sandwich, and then use a trick I picked up from my Kitchen Cabinet and FT colleague, the food writer Tim Hayward. Spread a thin layer of mayonnaise on the outer surfaces of the toastie. Mayonnaise is a combination of fats, egg and seasoning. It will give a lovely crisped finish to your toastie.

	Toast until a deep golden brown. Give it a minute before eating. The filling will be very hot.




Cervelle de Canut



















METHOD


	Put the cottage cheese into a sieve over a bowl to drain in the fridge overnight.

	The next day whip the drained cottage cheese in a bowl for 3 or so minutes to break up the curds and get some air into it. Add the crème fraîche and whip for another 10 to 15 seconds to incorporate.

	Add the vinegar and olive oil and whip again for around 30 seconds to incorporate.

	Add the chopped shallots, garlic and herbs and use a wooden spoon to stir them into the cheese mix. Season with salt and pepper to taste. Refrigerate covered (or your fridge will smell only of this) for at least a few hours or overnight.



Quick-pickled vegetables














METHOD


	Put all the ingredients for the pickling liquor into a pan and gently heat, stirring occasionally until the sugar and salt have dissolved. Simmer for a couple of minutes after that, then leave to cool for 10 minutes. It doesn’t have to be completely cool before use.

	Put your chosen raw vegetables into a jar or plastic box with a lid, add the clove of garlic and the tarragon if using, and pour over the pickling liquor to cover. Refrigerate for a few hours and ideally overnight.
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