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This book is for anyone who already realises that the best bits of a Sunday roast are the trimmings.

And for everyone else too – because you’ll see the light soon.
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On side dishes

This book will change how you think about your meals. A bold statement, I know, but bear with me.

I’ve been writing a food blog, RocketandSquash.com, for six years. For nearly three of those I was also beavering away as a corporate lawyer; I then trained as a chef and started working in the food industry. My blog covers the usual things – recipes, restaurant write-ups, the odd doodle – but a few years ago I added a new element to it: every Monday I publish a digest of the recipes in that weekend’s newspaper supplements. It’s been an illuminating and only occasionally laborious process. I’ve witnessed the way seasons and annual events inspire food writers; I’ve watched trends arrive, and some of them crash and burn; I’ve seen a million and one ways with chicken, hundreds of crumbles and nearly as many chocolate fondants. And yet, in all this time, barely a handful of side dishes. Which is madness. A key part of every meal time is being ignored.

To my mind, roast chicken or pork belly is naked without a few good sides. Slow-cooked lamb flounders without something to punctuate the rich meat and juices, and even the perfect seasonal vegetable tart is lost without a perky partner on the plate. I’m deflated whenever I read a cursory ‘eat with potatoes and greens’ or ‘goes well with rice’, as if the trimmings don’t really matter. In restaurants and at friends’ houses, I’m quietly despondent if the mains are let down by overcooked or poorly matched vegetables or stodgy, bland, unsuitable carbs.

What we call side dishes actually make up the bulk of a meal. They have the potential to be as inspirational as the main event itself. In fact, they’re often the best bit, whether it’s roast potatoes and Yorkshire pudding alongside a rib of beef; cheesy polenta with luscious cavolo nero underneath a meaty Italian ragù; or refreshing, crunchy salads and pickles to go with a Japanese or Korean dinner.

Yes, I’d like to push the oft-neglected supporting acts to centre stage. It’s the ‘two veg’ rather than the meat that I focus on here, because whether they’re plain or fancy, side dishes should never be an afterthought. On the contrary; they can be the starting point.

Good sides lift a meal from being just fine to being truly delicious or memorable. They might be comforting and moreish, complex and impressive, or simply a handful of vegetables harvested at their peak and cooked to perfection. Some sides have the power to inspire a whole menu, while others happen to be exactly the right thing for the centrepiece you’ve already set your heart on. It’s so satisfying, isn’t it, when each ingredient on your plate is independently delectable as well as complementing and enhancing the rest? That moment you realise that you need seconds of everything… oooof.

Just to calm things down a bit, although many of the recipes in this book could very well be the star of your lunch or dinner, I don’t mean this to be a mains-versus-sides, us-versus-them thing. A meal is the sum of its parts, and the recipes and words below are really aimed at ensuring everything comes together in harmony. My point is simply that by thinking about the elements that are sometimes disregarded, your overall eating experience will be more gratifying.

For me, it’s all about balance: of tastes, textures, flavours, colours and, just as importantly, effort versus results. With that in mind, it seems worth setting down a few principles of eating well on the side. Which, of course, also means eating well in the round.

On matching sides to the centrepiece

Match your sides to the meat. Or fish. Or vegetables. Or cheese. Or tofu. Or egg. Or, indeed, a gaggle of other sides. This seems obvious, but perhaps it’s so obvious it gets overlooked.

Some things just work well together, and few of those combinations are a secret or as yet undiscovered. Think leeks and pumpkin with lamb; onions and cauliflower cheese with beef; or sweet things like corn, carrots or fruit with pork. There’s no harm in following tradition, even clichés. In fact, you can make that classic match your starting point and work the other accompaniments around it.

But how do we know what goes well together? In part, it’s trial and error, which is what some people call ‘experience’. I’m afraid this largely comes with time and effort. But there’s no shame in piggy-backing on other people’s work too, by paying attention to flavour combinations in restaurants and scanning the recipe titles in cookery books and the weekend supplements. It’s rare that any chef or food writer is truly laying down new discoveries for the rest of us to eat, read and generally marvel over; most reaffirm or reinterpret age-old traditions and flavour matches. So we can learn from them and do the same!

I’m a voracious collector and reader of recipes. Though I rarely follow them to the letter, I’m constantly inspired by flavour combinations within them. Some of my most thumbed and dog-eared cookbooks include Niki Segnit’s The Flavour Thesaurus, which examines ingredients that go well with each other, and considers why; Bar Tartine by Cortney Burns and Nicolaus Balla, because the techniques it introduces and the taste and textural combinations in its recipes are instructive and inspirational; and Nigel Slater’s Tender, volumes 1 and 2, because it’s a tremendous resource for ideas, across a variety of cuisines, about which vegetables, fruits and meats work together. You’ll probably have your own favourites too; it’s really worth dipping into books and the papers from time to time to keep the creative juices flowing.

On which note, do use the directories at the back of the book and the ‘Alongside’ notes with each recipe. These are just suggestions, but I hope the ideas persuade you to try something new as well as reinforcing your well-rehearsed preferences.

On the number of sides

How many sides to prepare? There is no single right answer, thank goodness. In Britain we’ve been schooled with the phrase ‘meat and two veg’. As it happens, I think that’s a pretty strong rule of thumb to go by, largely because there’s a law of diminishing returns when it comes to home cooking. Is it really worth doubling your work to make four instead of two sides? Is the meal better for it? Will anyone else appreciate the effort? Sadly for us cooks, the answer is usually no.

More often than not, it’s best to keep things simple. Three, two or sometimes just one side dish tends to be the right way to go, even (especially) for a Sunday roast. That way you can concentrate on making sure that everything you’re cooking is perfect. You might simply serve a bunch of purple sprouting broccoli dressed with olive oil and tarragon and nothing else (here); or a serene, calming bowl of spring greens in shiitake dashi broth with perfectly cooked but otherwise plain rice. Choose your sides and build your meal according to the centrepiece, the season, your mood, the other trimmings and the practical realities of your kitchen and ability.

Naturally, rules of thumb are there to be broken. Perhaps the best way to do that is to ignore the meat part completely. I think as eaters we’re creeping away from the idea that there must always be a standout piece of meat or fish in a meal; at least I hope we are. You could quite easily make a well-balanced feast from three, four or five of the recipes in this book, and I encourage you to do just that. Look to the ‘Alongside’ section in each recipe for inspiration, though feel free to diverge from them too.

On texture

Ideally, your meal will feature a mixture of complementary textures. Fried and roasted things are awesome, aren’t they? From Southern fried or katsu breaded chicken, to steaks pan-fried to a rich brown crust, roast potatoes, okra chips and deep-fried sprouts… or anything else with a crisp and caramelised edge. But you need variety – you can have too much of a good thing.

Conversely, while Yeasted cauliflower purée, Anchoïade mashed potatoes and Roast butternut squash purée might each individually go well with, say, lamb, together they’re basically baby food. Try to ensure that there’s always something with crunch or bite (whether fried, roasted, raw, or topped with nuts, seeds, toasted breadcrumbs, and so on); something that’s soft (a mash, a purée, something braised or well boiled); and something in between (such as al dente vegetables) on your plate.

Save for bread and romesco sauces (Bread sauce and parsnip crisps and Quick romesco), this book doesn’t really cover condiments, sauces, broths or gravy unless they’re used within a specific dish. But it’s still a good idea to think about them when making a meal. Does your centrepiece have a natural sauce, or is it quite lean and dry? If it’s the former, you won’t want more than one other heavily dressed, wet or creamed side dish. If it’s the latter, then definitely make sure that somewhere in the side dishes there’s a liquid, purée or dressing to punctuate the savoury flavours and to lift and bind your meal. There are plenty of recipes to suit here, from pulses, beans and grains served with a broth to creamy gratins and luscious bakes.

On flavour

At the risk of sounding like a broken record, the key to a truly pleasing meal is balance. If your centrepiece is sweet through saucing or spices, or you’re planning on roasting root vegetables, onions and leeks, or serving the likes of sweetcorn and peas, then you’ll need something plain and earthy alongside. For instance, blanched brassica leaves (cabbages and kales), potatoes, pasta, rice or grains like couscous, pearl barley, freekeh and so on.

You might find sour, bitter or peppery flavours offer a good contrast, too; look for recipes containing citrus, radishes, radicchio or chicory, among others. On the other hand, if your centrepiece or sides are plain, earthy, sour, bitter or peppery, then seek out something sweet!

On colour

We really do eat with our eyes, so it’s worth ensuring that your plate is a pretty one. If you take away the odd sprinkle of fresh herbs or pomegranate seeds, you’ll see that the vast majority of meat, fish and vegetable main courses are brown. It’s up to the side dishes to bring a flash of colour. A pile of chopped kale, spoonfuls of caponata or ratatouille or simple but gorgeous salad leaves (Anchovy-dressed chicory, Pink radicchio with pear and almonds, Gem lettuce, mint and spring onion) will transform even the boggiest-looking plate.

There’s more to this point than looks alone. You’ll notice that the colours of your vegetables and other trimmings reflect how they taste. Grains, rice and pasta are pale browns and yellows; they’re neutral colours and relatively neutral in flavour. By contrast, carrots, sweet potato, pumpkin aren’t all just orange, they’re all sweet too. It follows that if your meal is mono-coloured, it’s also likely to taste a bit one-note and won’t satisfy. See if you can make things vibrant and varied; I honestly think it tastes better that way.

On the practicalities of cooking

Your oven is not a Tardis – I’m afraid it won’t fit more than three things at once. Even then, the tray at the top is going to take the best part of the heat, so forget about a nice brown crust or crisp edges on the items underneath.

Similarly, you probably can’t boil more than three pans of vegetables at once, if that; at least one of your hot spots is basically useless; and do you really want to think about cooking each of those things to perfection at the same time?

Though initially disappointing, the limitations of our kitchens are not disastrous; instead they provide a helpful hint. We don’t want everything to be roasted anyway (too greasy), nor everything boiled or steamed (too clean). So, for the benefits of taste and logistics, I suggest mixing things up. If you fancy something that requires significant and dedicated time in a hot oven, like Chorizo roast potatoes, perhaps your other sides should be verdant, fresh and quick, like French-ish peas cooked on a hob, or shaved fennel, which needs no cooking at all.

Have a think about where you’re going to cook things, how long that will take and whether anything could or should be done in advance. The ‘Preparation’ and ‘Time Needed’ notes on the recipe pages are there to help your planning, as are the directories on the same topics (see Where is the side dish prepared? and How long does it take to make?). I always find it’s worth taking a moment to consider whether my grand plans will come together before I launch into them.

On being realistic

There’s no point trying to do something interesting with everything on the plate. Select one, maybe two things to make an effort with, whether that’s adding an interesting dressing or garnish, cooking something unusual or assembling the world’s best-ever root vegetable gratin. If more sides need to be added, just cook them plainly (but perfectly) and allow the ingredients to speak for themselves.

So, although you’ll see five examples of sides that might go well ‘Alongside’ each recipe, you need only pick one or two, or just cook the main ingredients in the suggested recipes simply.

On the seasons

Finally, when thinking about side dishes there is the important question of seasonality.

The most satisfying and successful sides are often a bunch or basket of seasonal vegetables, and if you start with one seasonal item the other parts of your meal tend to fall into place around it. There’s much to be said for the phrase ‘what grows together goes together’. In autumn and winter, for example, you’ll see brassica leaves like kale, cavolo nero and cabbages growing next to root vegetables and winter squash. It’s nature’s not-so-subtle hint.

Moreover, all the recipes will taste better when the vegetables that feature in them are in season locally. There’s nothing more disappointing than a tomato salad or asparagus side in December, and no point looking (or paying) for sprout tops or parsnips in July.

Think seasonally too about the nature of the sides (and centrepieces). Cheesy and creamy gratins might seem the perfect match in the cold months for things like beef, chicken and lamb. But in late spring and summer? A baby gem lettuce or tomato salad; herby, citrusy grains and pulses; or crunchy dressed vegetables would be more appropriate, and appreciated.


Using this book

As it’s not possible to hang around in your kitchen to answer any questions that might arise whilst you are cooking, below are a few pointers that apply to all the recipes, and which should help you to interpret my instructions.

Serving size

As a guideline, most of the recipes in this book are labelled as serving four to six people, as a side dish (obviously). The quantity is roughly suitable for four if there’s only one (or no) other side dish, or people are hungry; and for six if several other things are to be served and/or appetites are low. All the recipes are easily scaled up or down. If you make too much, most ingredients are relatively inexpensive and/or could be reheated or eaten cold as leftovers.

Measurements

Perhaps more than any other part of a meal, side dishes suit pragmatic cooking. A little bit of intuition goes a long way, not least with quantities. Vegetable and fruits, for example, vary in size. I might have suggested that you need, say, 800g cauliflower or pumpkin, but if the one you’ve bought weighs 950g, of course use it all – you might just want to adjust the cooking time and seasoning a little.

That said, the details of my recipes have been carefully considered. Use digital scales where possible, and I heartily recommend getting your hands on a set of measuring spoons; tablespoons and teaspoons are real measurements (15ml and 5ml respectively), not just a rough guide.

Timings and details

I have opted to provide detail rather than assume knowledge in the recipe methods. That might mean that, at first glance, some relatively simple tasks appear onerous. However, none of these sides should prove disproportionately time consuming. Certainly, once you’ve cooked them once, you’ll be able to whizz through according to the timings suggested, find your own shortcuts and fit the preparation of that dish seamlessly around the rest of your meal.

Ingredients

SALT Unless stated otherwise, all references to salt mean natural, granular or flaked sea salt. I use Halen Môn, Maldon or Cornish sea salt or French sel gris.

BUTTER AND DAIRY The recipes call for full-fat dairy products. These taste better, are better value and have now been proven to be better for us than low-fat or ‘skimmed’ versions. For the same reasons, I also suggest using organic dairy products where possible.

HERBS You’ll see that herb quantities are mostly specified as leaves from a number of sprigs or stems. ‘Sprig’ means the several stems and branches of a woody herb, like thyme or rosemary, that attach to the same base point; ‘stem’ is used for a significant shoot of greener, leafy herbs like parsley, tarragon, mint and basil, which may have a few smaller ones coming off it. I hope this is a more useful description than ‘a tablespoon of chopped’, ‘a handful’ or ‘a bunch’ (of unspecified size), which I’ve always found wildly unhelpful. Ultimately, though, it’s just intended to be an indication. As a general rule, it’s best to be generous.

SPICES AND CONDIMENTS Your ground cinnamon might be more aromatic than the pot I have; the ratio of spices in my za’atar is probably different from yours; and your thirst for fish sauce or pomegranate molasses could well be greater than mine. No recipe in this book will live or die by seasoning or spice quantities, so use your judgement and season and spice to taste.

‘EXOTIC’ INGREDIENTS There are a few ingredients in this book that probably weren’t on many supermarket shelves ten years ago, and may not be on yours now (such as the likes of sumac, ’nduja, mirin, freekeh and smoked water). If not, they are easy to find online. See here for a full list of useful suppliers and websites.

Kitchen tools

Two or three good knives, a few wooden spoons and silicone spatulas, decent saucepans and frying pans, a couple of roasting tins and baking trays, a colander and/or a sieve: these are the bare essentials for a functioning kitchen, and I suspect you’ve got them all. However, your cooking life will be made easier, and the recipes in this book will be completely accessible, if you also have the following: ovenproof earthenware and a pyrex or enamel dish (or two); a cast-iron griddle pan; a mandolin; a pestle and mortar; a basic vegetable ‘speed’ peeler; a julienne peeler
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