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I leant upon a coppice gate

When Frost was spectre-grey,

And Winter’s dregs made desolate

The weakening eye of day.

The tangled bine-stems scored the sky

Like strings of broken lyres,

And all mankind that haunted nigh

Had sought their household fires.



THOMAS HARDY, ‘THE DARKLING THRUSH’ (1900)



It was late November, a raw grey morning. I was walking up to Chiswick High Road through the Hogarth Roundabout underpass, which, as often, smelled of urine. Dried brown leaves, scattered coffee cups and thrown-away wrappings were lying on the concrete. I was listening to ‘Luck and Strange’ by David Gilmour and feeling in rather an elegiac mood: the end of the year, the end of peaceful life as we know it, maybe. The song was saying that my generation has just been lucky living without war, a strange aberration. What with that and the bleak day and the thoughts of the darkling thrush, I felt old and tired.

Yet, although feeling sombre and ashamed of the rubbish everywhere, I was uplifted by the atmosphere of November, even if both my father and sister died in that month. There is an aura of death about this time, especially for me, but also an emotionally satisfying darkness because I know it will be lifted by the celebration of Christmas. It’s almost as if you need to go right down in order to come up again, with an outpouring of communal affection and the brightest of lights, the reddest of reds and greens and the smells of spicy warm wine and roasting chestnuts.

Everyone needs Christmas. It’s precisely for that reason that I love A Christmas Carol. It’s almost as if Dickens invented Christmas as we know it. The exuberance of the description of the Ghost of Christmas Present’s vision to Scrooge is the essence of Christmas:


There were pears and apples, clustered high in blooming pyramids; there were bunches of grapes, made, in the shopkeepers’ benevolence to dangle from conspicuous hooks, that people’s mouths might water gratis as they passed; there were piles of filberts, mossy and brown, recalling, in their fragrance, ancient walks among the woods, and pleasant shuffling ankle deep through withered leaves; there were Norfolk Biffins, squat and swarthy, setting off the yellow of the oranges and lemons, and, in the great compactness of their juicy persons, urgently entreating and beseeching to be carried home in paper bags and eaten after dinner.’

CHARLES DICKENS, ‘A CHRISTMAS CAROL’ (1843)



Yet it’s not just the celebration of colourful plenty in the dark times. The emotional charge is the realisation that we all need each other when times are hard; that’s why the spectres in the book are so important to show visions of our own people living hard lives but coping as cheerfully as they can. As Scrooge says, ‘I will honour Christmas in my heart and try to keep it all the year.’

When you look up the origins of Christmas it soon becomes apparent that people have always felt the same way about the need to light up the dark days. It’s for good reason that the Roman festival of Saturnalia occurred during the darkest days of the year, honouring Saturn, the god of agriculture. The festival started on 17th December and went on for some days, followed by celebrations of the birth of Mithras, the Persian god of the sun, on 25th December. Both events were celebrated with much drinking and raucous entertainment, one of the main points of the saturnalia. Another festival dear to me is May Day. As the celebration of the coming of summer, it almost mirrors Christmas, and in Padstow where I live it’s celebrated more emotionally than Christmas.

We all have a deep-seated understanding of nature, in this case the rebirth of vigorous life each year with the return of the sun. The Padstow May Day festival centres around two black hobby horses, known as the ’obby ’osses, with conical heads and sinister features. The horse dancers wear four-foot hoop skirts, shiny and black and reaching to the ground. They dance through the streets accompanied by accordionists and hypnotic drumming and the singing of an unforgettable song that dates, as the posters of the red of the two dancing parties (red or blue) say, ‘from time immemorial’.
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Unite and unite, let us all unite,

For summer is a-comin’ today,

And whither we are going, we will all unite,

In the merry morning of May.



Interpreting the exact meaning of the black ’oss and the dancing is impossible but it’s partly a play on the exuberance but also the danger of sex. There’s good reason why the attendant dancer with each ’oss is called a teaser and the tradition is that should a young maiden get trapped beneath the skirts she will be, in the polite version, married within the year or, in the earthier one, be pregnant. We all instinctively understand it, as we do Christmas.


In the bleak midwinter

Frosty wind made moan

Earth stood hard as iron

Water like a stone.

CHRISTINA ROSSETTI, ‘IN THE BLEAK MIDWINTER’ (1872)



That is my sister Henrietta’s favourite carol and indeed it was my mother’s too. Winter in the Cotswolds in the fifties and sixties always saw hard frosts and often snow on snow, but my memories of childhood Christmases there are some of my fondest. I think it is because my Mum and Dad really loved Christmas and loved each other. Nothing can replace the wonder of our Christmas tree because we had real candles. They were only lit for maybe half an hour, but the point was that my sister and I, the youngest, weren’t allowed to see the tree decorated until the door at the bottom of the stairs was opened. We came into what we called the Big Hall, which had a wide log fire and large windows looking out over the Cotswold hills, and there was the tree alight with candles. That with the smell of wood smoke and candles is Christmas for me; that and the parties we had on Boxing Day which I wrote about in my autobiography Under a Mackerel Sky.


It was a combination of the house, which was friendly and comfortable, and my parents, who were sociable and interesting and interested in their friends. My father made a point of always serving really good drink. I once found a bill from Berry Brothers in an old filing cabinet: red and white burgundy, Gewürztraminer, Veuve Clicquot and Rheingau. For the Boxing Day party, my mother prepared boiled then roasted ham with mustard, cloves and brown sugar, roast beef and two salads: a chunky potato salad with bacon and shallots, and a beetroot and red cabbage salad. I remember how jolly my parents were – and how welcoming. The centre of my comfort zone, in retrospect, is my mother – a bit tight with a gin and tonic in one hand and a cigarette in the other, smiling at me, full of pleasure in having me there.



That’s really the point of this book. I want to share all the things I love about Christmas with you, starting naturally with all the recipes past and present that make it such a special time of year. You will find some recipes here that I’ve previously published, like roast goose and Christmas cake, because they are festive essentials or particularly special to me over Christmas. The recipes for those Boxing Day salads are here, as are the ways to cook roast ham and beef. But I also want to share my wife Sas’s Australian take on Christmas. Set as it is in early summer, an Aussie Christmas has none of the tinge of the dark end of the year to it. It’s enjoyment and optimism, a valuable antidote to my over-thinking. I love her piece on Christmas down under (see pages 84–85), a helter-skelter of enthusiasm.

Having just cooked Christmas lunch for fifteen adults and grandchildren, I feel particularly aware of the realities of cooking for large numbers, which may only happen once a year. I do class myself with everyone else in that respect because although I’ve worked as a chef for most of my life, you’re always just doing a part of the whole – starters or mains or vegetables – or you’re in the larder or combining everything on the pass where the food is passed from the kitchen into the restaurant. Now, with my days in a busy restaurant kitchen over, my involvement is just trying each of the courses in a test meal before they are cooked en masse and making some minor adjustments. I might suggest things like adding a little more salt in a soup, or thinning it a bit, as it’s more like a purée.

Cooking Christmas lunch on your own for more than a dozen is hard and does require some preplanning. You can be completely military about this by preparing roast potatoes or any other veg well in advance and freezing it all, but there is always a trade-off between being well organised and spontaneity. ‘By failing to prepare, you are preparing to fail’, said Benjamin Franklin and it is a maxim I take as entirely the correct way to run your life, but I can’t help thinking we need a bit of last-minute dazzle too. So, in case you’re interested in how everything actually worked out for me, what follows is my menu for last Christmas Day and notes on where, when and how everything was bought, prepared and cooked.

SMOKED SALMON

This was a supermarket pack, chosen because it came from the Isle of Bute and I had filmed in the Isle of Bute Smokehouse. In the end, though, we all went to The Cornish Arms before lunch and skipped the first course because we all had some rather nice snacks at the pub. I had baked some wholemeal bread the day before which I had been going to thinly slice and serve with the salmon, seasoned with cayenne pepper and plenty of lemon juice.

ROAST GOOSE

I ordered a five and half kilo goose from Seldom Seen Farm in Leicestershire two weeks before Christmas and had it delivered on 20th December. I kept it in my fridge in the garage, then took it out on Christmas Eve. I started roasting it at 10am on Christmas Day in a fan oven set at 200°C for thirty minutes, then reduced the heat to Fan 160°C. I had started monitoring the internal temperature of the goose with a probe after thirty minutes. When this reached 65°C, I turned the oven down to 65°C.

BEEF

I ordered a three-rib joint on the bone from Philip Warren of Launceston. It arrived on 20th December and, as with the goose, I took it out of the fridge on Christmas Eve evening and kept it overnight in the cold garage. I started cooking it at the same time as the goose, 10am, in my second oven and monitored the internal temperature with a probe. I started it off at Fan 210°C to give a crisp brown exterior, then turned the oven down to Fan 160°C and monitored the internal temperature of the joint with a probe. It took about half an hour more to reach 60°C, then I transferred the beef to the same oven as the goose.

BRUSSELS SPROUTS

I bought these ready peeled three days before Christmas.

PURéE OF SWEDE, CARROT AND POTATO

I peeled these and cooked them in a pressure cooker early on Christmas morning, then puréed them. I transferred the warm purée to a saucepan and left it ready to reheat.

MELANGE OF PEAS, BROAD BEANS AND CARROTS WITH TARRAGON

I made this on Christmas morning with sliced frozen Chanteney carrots and frozen petits pois and broad beans. I left it all in a chef’s pan with a knob of butter and some chopped tarragon, ready to toss and reheat.

GRAVY

I made this on Christmas Eve from the giblets that came with the goose and some chicken stock I had in the freezer. The giblets also came with a big lump of goose fat from the cavity. I put this in a shallow pan and rendered it in a hot oven. I then used it to pour over my potatoes for roasting.

SAGE, ONION AND CHESTNUT STUFFING

I made this on Christmas Eve using sage from the garden and a packet of peeled chestnuts. It was particularly good because I added some very reduced salty chicken stock. I pushed it all down into a large saucepan and popped it in the oven for half an hour before we served everything on Christmas Day.

ROAST POTATOES

On Christmas Eve, I peeled the potatoes and cut them into 5cm pieces. I boiled them in salted water, let them steam dry, then sprinkled them with polenta, poured lots of melted goose fat over them and set them aside. I don’t believe you have to heat the fat first. It melts anyway and with my method I still get perfectly crisp potatoes. I put them on to roast at Fan 200°C when we came back from the pub on Christmas Day.

APPLE AND HORSERADISH SAUCE

I got my sister, Henrietta, to peel and core the apples. I puréed them with a little water and mixed them with horseradish on Christmas morning.

YORKSHIRES

I was undecided about these because there seemed to be too much work already, as it was the first Christmas I had served beef as well as goose – my son Jack’s idea. In the end, Jack rang on Christmas morning to say he was coming over with the kids Milo and Arla and was bringing some Vacherin Mont D’or for the cheese course and some Yorkshires.

CHEESE

In addition to Jack’s Vacherin, I bought some Comté, Saint Agur Blue and Davidstow Cheddar.

CHRISTMAS PUDDING

I had three small Christmas puddings in china bowls in my garage. I wasn’t sure how old they were but that doesn’t matter; within reason, the older the better. I didn’t know who had given two of them to me. One of them I could see was made by The Seafood Restaurant but I chose a no-name one. It was very nice with lots of nuts in it and not too rich. After Christmas I deduced who had given it to me (see page 225). On the day, I heated it in the microwave for two minutes

ICE CREAM

I bought some Kelly’s Honeycomb Crunch in Tesco in Padstow a couple of days before Christmas and it was much appreciated by the grandchildren.

BRANDY BUTTER

This came from a Fortnum’s hamper and was very smooth. I remember my mother’s brandy butter as being rather grainy, as she just mixed soft butter with granulated sugar and brandy. My favourite thing as a child was the excitement of the holly stuck into the pudding alight with flaming alcohol and the silver thrupenny bits, sixpences, tiny buttons and tiny shoes that were embedded in it.

The hardest part about a large Christmas lunch is the serving of it. The two main points of the Christmas meal are the careful cooking of the main ingredient, whether turkey, goose, beef, pork or a large chicken, but the other is how splendid the roasted star turn looks. At Conduit Farm, my father would carve the great bird at the table, allowing for a great sense of theatre and amicable conversation at the same time. I’ve come to the conclusion, though, perhaps after endlessly watching the carving the turkey clip from Little Fokkers, that it’s a hell of a lot easier to do all the carving off-stage because then everyone can be served speedily and efficiently without too much loss of blood!

This last Christmas I worked with my son Jack. I carved and he plated the meat, gravy, stuffing and sauces. The vegetables were served in the way I call ‘en famille’. I have two cast-iron shallow casserole dishes which I heat and then put half the veg in one and half in the other and put them on the table with extra gravy and sauces. We ate well.
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STARTERS [image: and] NIBBLES

At Christmas everybody invites their friends about them, and people think little of even the worst weather. I was snowed up at a friend’s house once for a week. Nothing could be pleasanter.

JANE AUSTEN, ‘EMMA’ (1815)
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RECIPE LIST

CHRISTMAS STARTERS & NIBBLES

SPICY CHEESE STRAWS

MINI BRIOCHE TOASTS WITH WHIPPED FETA, FRESH FIGS & PICKLED WALNUTS

PARMESAN & FENNEL SEED COCKTAIL BISCUITS

LENTIL & VEGETABLE SOUP

POTATO, PEA & WATERCRESS SOUP

JERUSALEM ARTICHOKE SOUP WITH CRISPY BACON

GRAVLAX WITH MUSTARD DILL SAUCE

FILO TARTLETS WITH RAW SALMON, WASABI CREAM & CAPERS

ROSE’S KOREAN PRAWN FRITTERS WITH SOY, CIDER VINEGAR & CHILLI

CORNISH CRAB, SWEET TOMATO & CELERIAC SALAD

PRAWN COCKTAIL WITH MALT WHISKY

OYSTERS WITH AMERICAN COCKTAIL SAUCE

OYSTERS KILPATRICK

CHRISTMAS DRINKS

DUCK LIVER PARFAIT WITH FIG RELISH

COCKTAIL PIGS IN THE HOLE WITH CRANBERRY SAUCE

MINI SAUSAGE & FENNEL SEED KOFTE WITH APPLE SAUCE

COARSE PORK & HERB TERRINE

CURED BEEF SALAD WITH LEMONGRASS, PEANUTS & BASIL



CHRISTMAS STARTERS & NIBBLES

There’s a high likelihood that over the Christmas holiday you are going to have to produce what I jokingly refer to as nibbles to serve with drinks; also something a bit more elevated as a sort of starter to a meal. People often say to me that friends must worry about cooking for me. To which I reply that I don’t often make judgements about what anyone cooks when I’m in their house, and most of the time the food on offer is much less important to me than good conversation.

I do notice, though, if the nibbles aren’t great; probably because like everybody else I’m hungriest when these are being served. I do think that if you are offering people small morsels the flavours should be vigorous. Something a bit bland on a bit of cucumber doesn’t cut it for me. In this respect, I don’t really think that what you produce needs to be what I would call fussy. If you’re short of time, a bowl of really good Gordal olives is the answer or just some cheese straws. The recipe for those in this book is particularly special because they contain more cheese than you would usually think to add, plus cayenne pepper which gives them a real bite. I also think that starters in Christmas meals need to be well flavoured, which is why I think the cured beef salad on page 54 is a good one.

When you’re hungry, something really simple, such as some crisp radishes or excellent well-salted winter cherry tomatoes, can really hit the spot and work much better than anything more complicated. Though this is not relevant to Christmas, I remember once when we were filming in Puglia we went for an early dinner in a restaurant in Ostuni. It was April and the first thing we were brought was a bowl of the first peas of the season in their pods. I’ve never forgotten them.

One of the starters I often do is just the first wild garlic leaves in February, sprinkled with a little salt and good olive oil. Another starter I really love, which is almost possible at Christmas, is a warm salad of potatoes with dandelion leaves. I know this can’t work in some parts of the country, but in Cornwall if you’re lucky you can find dandelions in December, if there hasn’t been a frost. What is special about this salad is the bitterness of those leaves and I love the fact that the French call them ‘dent-de-lion’, referring to the jagged edges of the leaves, or ‘pissenlit’ because of their diuretic quality.

It’s nice to quietly bring your friends a plate of something good to eat while they’re sipping champagne or maybe just casually mention that you’ve made some prawn fritters. You need to be careful with these though, as they are so good that people can eat too many of them and then not enjoy what you have to offer later. I think there is a lot to be said for understatement when you are entertaining. It’s sort of mixing convivial conversation with casual snippets of delicious food.

There are times, though, as I’ve mentioned in my piece on New Year’s Eve, when you want to make it clear that this is a special occasion. Maybe in the nibbles department a plate of oysters Kilpatrick might fit the bill and is actually very quick to prepare: you just sprinkle the oysters with bacon and flash them under the grill. A plate of something warm, like pigs in the hole or squares of a puff pastry tart, is also very welcome on a winter night.

I know that some people like a first course on Christmas Day but I think unless it’s something cold, like smoked salmon or gravlax, it’s to be avoided. This is because in my own family, numbers on Christmas Day are generally ten or more and there’s enough to do without making complicated starters. But if there are only four or six of you I think a prawn cocktail, which you can make in advance, is a great idea if you’re not going crazy with the main meal. A good soup is also nice and can be prepared ahead, or the crab salad on page 39.


‘Most of the time the food on offer is much less important to me than good conversation.’





SPICY CHEESE STRAWS


MAKES ABOUT 60


	380g plain flour, plus extra for dusting

	250g cold butter, cubed

	200g mature or vintage Cheddar or Cornish Gouda, finely grated

	¼–½ tsp English mustard powder

	¼ tsp cayenne pepper (or smoked hot paprika)

	1 medium egg, beaten

	2–4 tbsp very cold water

	1 tbsp coarse polenta or semolina

	Milk, for brushing (optional)

	Poppy seeds or sesame seeds (optional)

	Salt and black pepper






I often think that cheese straws are not as picante as they could be, so I make them with mustard powder and a bit of cayenne along with mature Cheddar or Cornish Gouda. I’m not saying that Cornish Gouda will make them unique. It’s just that I think it’s a very lovely local cheese.

Put the flour, butter and a good pinch of salt in a food processor and pulse until the mixture resembles breadcrumbs. Stir in the grated cheese, mustard powder, cayenne pepper or paprika and the beaten egg, then add enough of the cold water to bring everything together. Shape the dough into a disc, wrap and chill for about 30 minutes.

Preheat the oven to 180°C/Fan 160°C. Line a couple of baking trays with baking parchment and sprinkle them with polenta or semolina.

Roll out the dough on a floured surface into a rectangle about 5mm thick. Cut the rectangle in half lengthways, trimming any edges. Cut each rectangle into 1cm-wide strips and transfer them to the prepared trays. Reroll any scraps and cut them into strips too. Season the strips with salt and pepper. You can cover and freeze them at this point to cook when you need them.

If using a seedy topping, brush the tops with a little milk and sprinkle over the seeds.

Bake for 15–18 minutes until golden and crisp (add an extra 3–4 minutes if cooking from frozen). Cool on a wire rack before serving.
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SPICY CHEESE STRAWS



MINI BRIOCHE TOASTS WITH WHIPPED FETA, FRESH FIGS & PICKLED WALNUTS


MAKES ABOUT 36


	4 slices of brioche

	35g butter, melted

	4–5 fresh figs, each cut into 6–8 slices depending on size

	2 or 3 pickled walnuts, chopped into small pieces

	4–5 tsp clear honey

	Fresh thyme sprigs, leaves picked



Whipped feta


	100g feta

	90g Greek yoghurt

	2 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

	Freshly ground black pepper






I always think that canapés should box slightly above their weight – in other words, they need to be vividly flavoured to succeed. Here, the combination of crisp brioche, salty feta, pickled walnuts, figs, honey and thyme is just that. If you like, there’s a recipe for pickling your own green walnuts on page 275. You can also make this with slices of goat’s cheese from a log instead of the whipped feta.

Preheat the oven to 190°C/Fan 170°C.

Brush both sides of each slice of brioche with melted butter. Cut each slice into 9 squares. Place them in a single layer on a couple of baking sheets and toast in the oven for 4–5 minutes. Turn them over and cook for another 3 minutes until crisp and golden.

Whip the feta ingredients together with a stick blender until smooth.

Top each square of brioche with some whipped feta, a slice of fig and a piece of pickled walnut. Finish with a tiny drizzle of honey and couple of thyme leaves.
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MINI BRIOCHE TOASTS WITH WHIPPED FETA, FRESH FIGS & PICKLED WALNUTS



PARMESAN & FENNEL SEED COCKTAIL BISCUITS


MAKES 50–60


	120g rice flour

	120g plain flour

	150g cold butter, cubed

	30g Parmesan, finely grated

	1 tsp fennel seeds (or chopped rosemary leaves or a couple of finely chopped salted anchovy fillets)

	1 medium egg, beaten

	Salt and black pepper






My wife has a great weakness for Mini Cheddars and sometimes when I’m eating them, I wonder if there is any point in making my own cheesy biscuits? But when I do, I always come away thinking it’s very worthwhile because of the sandy texture of the Parmesan pastry made of rice and plain flour. I like to add fennel seeds or sometimes rosemary leaves or chopped salted anchovy fillets. Either way, these biscuits are great with a cold beer.

Put the rice flour, plain flour and butter in a food processor and blitz until the mixture resembles breadcrumbs. Stir in the grated Parmesan and fennel seeds (or rosemary or anchovies) and season with salt and black pepper.

Add the egg and a little very cold water if necessary to bring everything together into a soft but not sticky dough. Divide into 2 balls. Put each on a sheet of baking parchment and roll into a sausage shape, then wrap and chill for at least an hour, until firm.

Preheat the oven to 200°C/Fan 180°C and line a baking sheet with baking parchment. With a very sharp knife, cut each roll into slices about 4–5mm thick. Transfer these to the baking sheet and bake for 12–14 minutes until golden. Cool before serving plain or topped with a little cheese. The biscuits can be stored for a couple of days in an airtight jar.





LENTIL & VEGETABLE SOUP


SERVES 6


	3 tbsp olive oil

	1 onion, finely chopped

	2 carrots, finely chopped

	2 celery sticks, finely chopped

	1 large garlic clove, finely chopped

	2 rashers of streaky bacon, finely chopped

	1 tbsp tomato paste

	325g green lentils, rinsed

	1.6 litres ham or chicken stock

	Salt and black pepper



To serve


	Handful of parsley, chopped






Over the Christmas period I start to get just a tiny bit paranoid about the enormous amount of fats and carbs I’m ingesting and feel I should balance my diet with lots of healthy fibre. In fact, you can almost feel your body telling your brain that a lentil soup is a must. Actually, this is the sort of vegetable soup I love anyway, with a pleasing texture of finely chopped carrot, celery and onion. I like the bit of bacon and the ham or chicken stock, but if you prefer a vegetarian soup, leave out the bacon and use vegetable stock.

Heat the olive oil in a large saucepan. Add the onion, carrots, celery, garlic and bacon and fry gently until softened, then add the tomato paste and lentils.

Pour in the stock and bring to a simmer. Cook for 30–40 minutes until the lentils are tender but before they start to fall apart. Taste and adjust the seasoning with salt and black pepper, then stir in the chopped parsley just before serving.

TIP

If you’re cooking a Christmas ham, save the cooking liquid as it makes a good stock for soups such as this one.





POTATO, PEA & WATERCRESS SOUP


SERVES 8–10


	75g butter

	1 large onion, chopped

	500g frozen peas

	50ml white wine

	200g potato, peeled and chopped into 3cm cubes

	1.2 litres chicken or vegetable stock

	80g watercress, reserve a few leaves for serving

	60g full-fat natural yoghurt, plus extra to garnish if you like

	Drizzle of olive oil

	Salt and black pepper






Not another pea soup, I hear you cry. I have indeed written three or four recipes for pea soups, but this one is actually more about the potato and watercress and still tastes of those two ingredients, plus some green sweetness from the peas. It’s designed to be an easy first course at Christmas and I would suggest serving only about 100ml per person as a starter, simply as there is so much food to come. I don’t know whether it is just me, but potato and watercress soup evokes strong memories of early trips to simple restaurants in Brittany.

Melt the butter in a pan, add the onion and cook over a medium heat for about 5 minutes until soft. Add half the peas, the white wine, potato, stock and seasoning, then simmer for 20–25 minutes until everything is very soft. Add the remaining peas and cook for another 3 minutes or so, then add the watercress and cook for a minute.

Take the pan off the heat, add the yoghurt and blend the soup until very smooth. If you want a really refined texture you could also pass the soup through a sieve.

Serve with an extra teaspoon of yoghurt swirled into each bowl if desired and garnish with a few watercress leaves.
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POTATO, PEA & WATERCRESS SOUP



JERUSALEM ARTICHOKE SOUP WITH CRISPY BACON


SERVES 4


	30g unsalted butter

	1 medium onion, chopped

	2 celery sticks, chopped

	2 garlic cloves, chopped

	600g Jerusalem artichokes, peeled and roughly chopped

	1 litre chicken stock

	200ml milk

	60ml single cream

	Salt and black pepper



To serve


	60g pancetta or bacon, chopped into small pieces and fried until crisp






I love this soup. I’ve written the recipe with a garnish of crisp pancetta or bacon, but actually what I really like in this – just to be, shall we say, swanky or poncy – is salted pig’s jowl or guanciale, which Romans consider essential for making spaghetti carbonara. The last time I was in Rome was just before the Covid outbreak and I couldn’t have enough guanciale. Its slightly too-old flavour reminds me of the bacon we used to have hanging in the larder at the farm where I was brought up.

Melt the butter in a large pan, add the onion, celery and garlic. Sweat gently for 5–10 minutes until softened but not browned. Add the artichokes to the pan with the chicken stock and milk and simmer for 25–30 minutes or until tender.

Blend the soup until very smooth and pass it through a sieve if necessary. Taste and season with salt and pepper. Ladle into warmed bowls, swirl in the cream and top with the pancetta or bacon.

TIP

You could replace the bacon with 2 tablespoons of toasted hazelnuts for a vegetarian option.





GRAVLAX WITH MUSTARD DILL SAUCE


SERVES 6


	2 × 750g salmon fillets, skin on

	1 large bunch of dill, roughly chopped

	85g coarse sea salt

	85g demerara sugar

	2 tbsp crushed white peppercorns



Mustard dill sauce


	3 tbsp Dijon mustard

	1½ tbsp clear honey

	1½ tsp apple cider vinegar

	75ml sunflower oil

	Smallish handful of fresh dill, chopped






In the original introduction I wrote for my gravlax recipe in my book Coast to Coast, I said that making your own gravlax is absolutely worthwhile, as you can never get the same intense dill flavour from the stuff you buy. I especially love the white peppercorns in this cure. As is the case with a lot of my recipes over the years, I’ve made small changes, as I’ve realised that using demerara rather than white sugar gives the slices a really appetising deep coral colour. To accompany the fish, I’ve included a classic Scandinavian mustard dill sauce.

Put one of the salmon fillets, skin-side down, on a large sheet of cling film. Mix the dill with the salt, sugar and crushed peppercorns and spread over the salmon. Place the other fillet on top, skin-side up.

Tightly wrap the fish in 2 or 3 layers of cling film and lift it on to a large, shallow tray. Rest a slightly smaller tray or chopping board on top of the fish to weigh it down. Refrigerate for 2 days, turning the fish every 12 hours so that the briny mixture, which develops inside the parcel, bastes the outside of the fish.

For the sauce, mix together the mustard, honey and vinegar, then gradually whisk in the oil until you have a smooth and emulsified mixture. Stir through the chopped dill.

Remove the fish from the briny mixture and slice it thinly, as you would smoked salmon. Serve with the sauce. This keeps for about 2 weeks.
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FILO TARTLETS WITH RAW SALMON, WASABI CREAM & CAPERS


MAKES 24


	2 large sheets of filo pastry (about 45 × 25cm)

	30g butter, melted

	150ml double cream

	1½ tsp white miso paste

	1–2 tbsp wasabi

	80–90g raw salmon fillet, skinned and pin-boned

	24 capers

	Sea salt






I do think that cold canapés need plenty of what I can only describe as oomph and the oomph in this case comes from wasabi and white miso. My son Jack has introduced me to the glory of Japanese fermented soybeans in all their different guises and white miso is perfect for these tartlets as it is pale. I recommend looking out for large filo sheets, such as the Theos brand which is available in supermarkets and online.

Preheat the oven to 180°C/Fan 160°C. You’ll need a 24-hole mini muffin tin.

Lay a sheet of filo on a board, brush it with butter, then cut the pastry into 5cm squares. Place a square into each of the 24 holes in the tin, pushing it down well. Repeat with the second sheet of filo, this time placing the squares in the tin at right angles to the first squares to create attractive star shapes.

Bake for 5–6 minutes until crisp and golden brown, then leave to cool. You can store the baked cases for up to 24 hours in an airtight tin.

For the wasabi cream, whip the cream very lightly until it is only just beginning to hold its shape – it will thicken when you stir in the seasoning. Fold in the miso paste, add a tablespoon of wasabi and taste, then add more wasabi according to your heat preference. Set aside.

About 30 minutes (or less) before serving, cut the salmon into small pieces. Spoon or pipe a teaspoon of the cream into each filo cup, then top with a piece of salmon, a caper and a sprinkle of sea salt.
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ROSE’S KOREAN PRAWN FRITTERS WITH SOY, CIDER VINEGAR & CHILLI


MAKES ABOUT 30 SMALL PIECES


	100g plain flour

	20g cornflour

	1 tsp salt

	200g raw peeled prawns, chopped

	Good handful of flatleaf parsley, chopped

	2 spring onions, trimmed and finely chopped

	5 tbsp sunflower oil



Dipping sauce


	5 tbsp soy sauce

	1 tbsp apple cider vinegar

	1 tsp chilli flakes

	1 tbsp sesame oil






Rose is the partner of my wife’s cousin Sasha and being Korean she has a fabulous repertoire of seafood recipes. Unusually in this one she uses parsley, which she finds exotic. I first met Rose some years ago and I was particularly impressed because she bought a bottle of Korean chilli sauce, gochujang, to add to the roast lamb we had for Sunday lunch. I remember asking what was wrong with mint sauce? This recipe was in my book At Home and I wanted to include it here, as the fritters make perfect finger food to serve with drinks.

Whisk the plain flour, cornflour and salt with 200ml of water in a bowl to make a fairly runny batter. The consistency should be somewhere between single and double pouring cream. Leave the batter to rest in the fridge for an hour or so.

Make the dipping sauce by mixing all the ingredients together in a small bowl and set aside.

Preheat the oven to 180°C/Fan 160°C. Stir the chopped prawns, parsley and spring onions into the rested batter.

Add 2 tablespoons of the oil to a 28–30cm frying pan and place over a high heat. When the pan is hot, add half the batter, spreading it thinly to cover the base of the pan. Once the surface has lost its liquid texture and the underside is crisp and golden brown (2–3 minutes), slide the fritter on to a baking tray or plate.

Add a little more oil to the pan, flip the fritter back into the pan and cook the other side for another 2–3 minutes until golden. Slide on to a baking tray and keep it warm in a low oven. Add another 2 tablespoons of oil to the pan and repeat with the rest of the batter.

Cut the fritters into roughly 3cm squares and serve immediately with the dipping sauce.

TIP

You can use coriander instead of parsley, if you prefer.
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CORNISH CRAB, SWEET TOMATO & CELERIAC SALAD


SERVES 4


	80g celeriac, peeled

	30g mayonnaise

	80g brown crab meat

	100g frozen peas

	100g lamb’s lettuce

	100g sweet cherry tomatoes, cut into quarters

	1 avocado, thinly sliced

	4 tsp extra virgin olive oil

	120g white crab meat

	Salt and black pepper






I see this as a possible first course on Christmas Day, something that’s a little bit elaborate but that you can have ready in the fridge. Everyone loves white crab meat, less so brown, but I do think brown crab meat is improved by adding celeriac and a little mayonnaise. As it’s winter, look for the very best cherry tomatoes. You can double up this recipe if serving more people.

Shred the celeriac in a food processor or grate it coarsely. Mix the celeriac and mayonnaise with the brown crab meat.

Add the peas to a pan of salted boiling water and cook for 2–3 minutes, then drain.

Arrange the lamb’s lettuce on the plates, scatter over the peas and tomatoes and arrange slices of avocado on top. Sprinkle everything with the olive oil, salt and pepper.

On one side of each plate, press a quarter of the white crab meat into a 5–6cm pastry cutter, then lift the cutter away. On the other side of each plate, press a quarter of brown crab meat into the cutter in the same way. Serve immediately.
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PRAWN COCKTAIL WITH MALT WHISKY


SERVES 4


	225g large cooked and peeled North Atlantic prawns



Marie Rose sauce


	2 egg yolks

	2 tsp white wine vinegar

	Pinch of ground white pepper

	½ tsp salt

	250ml vegetable oil

	5 tbsp tomato ketchup

	2 tbsp Islay malt whisky



Salad


	90g mixed salad leaves, including radicchio if possible

	4 basil leaves, thinly sliced






There is no substitute for tomato ketchup in a prawn cocktail, no fresh tomato sauce ever tastes as good. However, the other ingredients can make all the difference. The key here is Islay malt whisky which gives the prawn cocktail a subtle aftertaste of open log fires; just the thing for Christmas. If, as I do, you love prawn cocktails, make them big, particularly for a special occasion. Go to the glassware shop and buy some really voluminous glasses, as the portions here are generous.

Chill 4 large glasses.

For the sauce, whisk together the egg yolks, vinegar, pepper and salt in a small bowl. While continuing to whisk, gradually drizzle in the oil to make a mayonnaise. Stir in the tomato ketchup and Laphroaig.

Tear the salad leaves into pieces no more than 5cm across and divide them between the chilled glasses. Place the prawns gently on top so that they cover the salad but leave a gap around the circumference of the glass.

Pour the sauce over the prawns without totally covering either all of them or the salad. The dish looks much more appetising if you can see some pink uncovered prawns and uncoated leaves. Finally, scatter a few sliced basil leaves over each glass.
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OYSTERS WITH AMERICAN COCKTAIL SAUCE


SERVES 2–4


	12 fresh oysters



American cocktail sauce


	1 tbsp creamed horseradish (or a little more if you like heat)

	4 tbsp ketchup

	Pinch of salt

	Optional extras: a dash of Tabasco, Worcestershire sauce and/or lemon juice






You may wonder why I’ve included a recipe for raw oysters, apart from wanting to explain the technique of opening them, but I have to declare a secret passion for this sauce with tomato ketchup and horseradish. It is always served in American oyster bars but never seen in the UK. I earnestly suggest you give it a try.

To open oysters, hold an oyster in one hand, well wrapped in a tea towel. Push the point of a knife into the






OYSTERS KILPATRICK
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CHRISTMAS DRINKS
















DUCK LIVER PARFAIT WITH FIG RELISH
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COCKTAIL PIGS IN THE HOLE WITH CRANBERRY SAUCE
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MINI SAUSAGE & FENNEL SEED KOFTE WITH APPLE SAUCE












COARSE PORK & HERB TERRINE














CURED BEEF SALAD WITH LEMONGRASS, PEANUTS & BASIL
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