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    introduction


    I think my love of seafood and the sea became apparent to me when I was about six or seven years old – it’s hard to tell from the photo of the skinny me holding a rod and a lovely mackerel on the beach at Portmelon in Cornwall when I was on holiday, but it looks around that age. At that time I remember I was a keen fisherman, and I would often venture out on the mud flats of Black Rock in Weston-Super-Mare where I grew up to look at what the ebb tide had left in the fishermen’s static nets. It was often only a few dabs – a wonderful fish seldom seen these days, but which always made a good tea for my grandmother and me, just fried in butter with salt and pepper. It’s those simple dishes that I remember most when cooking for myself; you just can’t beat a piece of grilled fish with some oil or butter and a salad of the season. A good seafood dish conjures up romantic notions of the sea – the fishermen and bustling ports working through the night to land the catch in readiness for the morning auction where the fish will start its journey to homes and restaurants.


    Fish and fishing is a complicated subject – even more so today because we have realized that it is a finite resource. It’s not just the tricky bones, the cooking times or wondering if something is fresh that puts people off, it’s understanding about the all-important issue of sustainability. But this shouldn’t deter the modern cook, as there’s good news out there and this book to help.


    My time working as a fishmonger, chef and restaurateur has given me the most incredible insight into how people see fish: their concerns about how to cook it, how their choices are influenced by reading about environmental issues, and their lack of knowledge about fish and seafood in general. Fish has always seemed difficult to the home cook, and I have encountered many people over the years who love eating it, but are unsure about what to do with it. Seafood is very quick and easy to cook, and once you’ve mastered the basics and found a good fishmonger you can move on quite quickly to become an adventurous fish cook. In the world of professional cooking a chef with good seafood skills and knowledge is highly regarded – the same applies, I think, to the home cook.


    You may be thinking ‘why another fish book?’, but I recognize that tastes and issues change with the times, just as my experience and ongoing enthusiasm have grown over the years. I often spend mornings at the fish market across the water from my house and I still get as excited about a box of fish now as I did the very first time I thought about opening my fishmonger’s and restaurant, over 10 years ago. It’s this enthusiasm that carries me forward, and I want the cooks who read this book to get as much pleasure from cooking and eating seafood as I do. All the recipes are simple to do at home, so whether you’re a novice or the most confident cook I hope you will find the results impressive.


    I’ve taken a different approach with this book and have majored on the most widely eaten species. I wanted to add to the magic of enjoying a piece of fish by giving you some knowledge about where and how it was caught, the particular environmental issues associated with the species and a defined taste description for each fish. I have worked with an expert panel, including a wine sommelier and experts at Young’s Seafood, to put together taste descriptions similar to the ones used for talking about wine. I hope this approach will give you a better understanding of the seafood you are eating.


    I have also included the seasonality of each fish as well as their international names, so when you travel abroad you can recognize your favourite fish in the market. And if you have ever wondered just how much fish you get per kilo when you buy it, and how many calories, how much fat and that all-precious omega-3 are actually in each fish, I’ve included that too.


    The way to use this book is to read through the front section, get yourself fully acquainted with the buying guide, and then enjoy cooking each species of fish. Find your favourites and use the stories behind the fish to enhance the magic of eating. While putting these recipes together, I felt that I was on a mission to get people to enjoy more seafood, and if I pass on enough knowledge for you to enjoy some of the pleasures I do, then I’ll have been successful!
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    part one
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    fish – the perfect food


    Seafood is exciting because it’s healthy, tastes fantastic and is simple to cook – it is today’s star ingredient, and there’s nothing nicer than sitting down to a freshly cooked piece of local fish. Seafood is regional and different places, ports and countries will celebrate and enthuse about their best local fish, including when it is in season and when it is at its best. So gathering knowledge of your local and regional specialities will stand you in good stead as a seafood cook, and I hope that while reading this book you will not only become more knowledgeable about your favourite species, but will also be inspired to try new ones as well.


    I say seafood is exciting because there are so many different species available to eat and enjoy. It’s exciting to walk into a fishmonger and take in that lovely ozone smell of fresh fish and enjoy the daily surprises of the ever-changing fish counter. There are so many ways you can cook a piece of fish, from baking and frying to roasting, barbecuing and grilling. Seafood is naturally the easiest thing to cook because it needs no adornment – simplicity is all when it comes to cooking fish. Flavours like garlic, olive oil, sea salt, fresh herbs – rosemary, basil and oregano – and lemon are all you need to make a fabulous fish supper. I love to eat meat as much as seafood, but I can honestly say that a lunch or evening meal of fish suits me extremely well, as I feel less full and sluggish. Fish is very healthy and nowadays we read endlessly about the properties of omega-3 – the wonderful oil in fish like mackerel, tuna and sardines that is beneficial to our hearts, brains and emotional and physical wellbeing.


    In today’s world, when time seems to be short and there is less opportunity for cooking, or even sitting down and eating, the speed and ease with which you can cook a piece of fish is invaluable and lets you prepare fresh delicious food for even the biggest family. A fish stew takes no time to prepare, a handful of fresh prawns tossed in freshly cooked pasta, or fish fillets dipped in milk, dusted in flour and fried until crisp are some of the quickest and most delicious recipes I know. And for the lazy cook, roasting a fish couldn’t be easier – roast a whole sea bass or sea bream in the oven with rosemary and garlic for just 20 minutes while you relax, chat and have a glass of wine before dinner.


    In recent years, food scares and unsettling stories in the news about the way our food is produced have been almost a daily occurrence, but the great thing about seafood is that everybody really can still connect to its provenance. Next time you head for the beach, take a rod or a line with you and catch yourself some fish – enjoy the experience, as anyone can do it and the fun is immeasurable.


    [image: image]


    “An old fisherman once said to me: ‘never eat plaice until it’s tasted May waters.’ Plaice from January to March are thin and full of roe, in June they are fantastically plump and delicious. I’ve been doing this job for 27 years and this cycle has not changed. Eating your fish seasonally is the way to go as you’ll get your fish at its prime.”


    Martin Purnell, Channel Fisheries Buyer


    [image: image]

  


  
    twenty-four hours in a fishing port


    From my window I look straight up the main channel at Brixham harbour and the fish market is virtually outside my door. It is another world out there and I’ll often stand with a cup of tea in my hand and imagine the many fish markets all over the world that are just a hive of activity while everybody else is asleep. The fish market is an ever-changing place, sometimes there is plenty of fish while at other times there is no fish – it depends on the weather.


    There are few people who would get up in the morning and go to work not knowing what their pay packet was going to be or indeed what conditions were likely to be at the office. I am sure that on a good day fishing from a small day boat in glorious sunshine is a pleasure, but mortgages have to be paid and families fed, and fishermen can’t choose their days, so they have to battle it out in all but the very worst of weathers. I once stood in the wheelhouse of a 30-metre trawler and asked my mate Graham Perkes, who has skippered for many years, “What’s it like to be in here when it’s rough?” and he said “Horrible”. I knew he really meant it. In my own experience as a sailor, I’m afraid I can only imagine what real bad weather is like, as I run to the nearest port for shelter at the first sign of any weather warning. These guys just carry on fishing. In extreme conditions they have to haul the gear in, batten down the hatches and ride the storm out. Something to think about next time you buy a piece of fish – especially in winter.


    I have come to realize that the business of fishing is a 24-hour affair. Boats will arrive at the harbour throughout the day and night while the workers on the dockside prepare to help unload the catch and then grade the species into their various sizes in readiness for the morning’s auction. The auction here at Brixham is a verbal one, unlike many modern fish markets, which have electronic systems. It is quite a scene to behold, as the auctioneers struggle to get the highest price for the fish – as much for themselves as for the fishermen, as their pay is also based on a percentage of what the day’s landings are worth. Auctioneers have to be strong characters, not just to keep the auction going but also to keep the behaviour of the merchants in check and focus everyone’s attention at all times. I think there are few people who could apply themselves to this very special skill.


    The auction hall is thriving with activity. There are fish merchants with their own special customers whose requirements and needs have to be fulfilled, as well as buyers who have cornered special markets and are looking for a particular species or size of fish. These buyers often go head-to-head for the same fish and are prepared to pay something different to suit their individual customers. It is this commercial secrecy that makes it so fascinating – some of the buyers will even be trying to buy the same fish to sell to the same customer without the other even knowing. Naturally the buyers want the fish at a low price and on the other side are the fishermen, who want to sell it for as high a price as they can get. At times it can be a fairly stressful place, but these buyers have been doing it for years – they have nerves of steel, good judgement and rarely lose their cool. Once the merchants have secured their purchases, the fish are taken to their premises, where they are regraded, filleted and packed and sent on to the customer. Sometimes the customer will be another fish merchant working on another fish market.
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    Velvet crabs being landed at the harbour. The crabs are kept alive in large nets suspended in the water over the side of the boat, before being landed, boxed, auctioned and finally sent on their journey to markets and restaurants.
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    The velvet crab is a wonderful species of small crab with a velvety feel to its shell (hence the name). It will most likely end up in a ‘fruits de mer’ platter or in a delicious soup.
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    The lorries waiting on the quayside to take the fish on to their destination are usually gone by lunchtime and those fishermen heading back out to sea are refuelling their boats and taking on supplies for the next 6–7 days’ fishing. Meanwhile the merchants take care of selling the day’s fish and the market workers hose down the auction hall and refrigerators in readiness for the next day’s auction and the next boat to land.


    So you see, fish can be handled many times before it gets to the fishmonger, and an army of workers is involved in getting it there. And we must not forget the harbour master, the security guards, the fishery patrol vessels, the shipwrights and the engineers who also play an important part in getting our fish to us. Even though all these people play very different roles and all want different things, they will all end up in the pub together at the end of the day! This is what makes fishing towns real communities – everybody really does need each other.
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    Ian Perkes, export merchant


    What sort of fish do you export?


    Mainly sole, squid, cuttlefish, scallops, monk, turbot, brill, pollack and ray wings.


    Who are you selling to?


    Our main markets are France and Italy. The Italian waters are fished out and they had to close the Adriatic due to pollution so they couldn’t fish it. The Italians are big fish eaters so they look to source fish from wherever they can. The French have reasonable stocks but don’t have trawlers. Beam trawlers are primarily from Holland and Belgium. The French also eat a lot of fish but they can’t catch enough for their demand so they have to source fish from elsewhere. Most continental European countries can’t catch enough fish to cater for the demand in their own markets.


    Which species is in highest demand?


    It’s all seasonal. In June we do good quantities of small cuttlefish for the Italian market, but May to July is usually a slack time for the fishermen as fishing is poor, so they tend to work on their boats. Then we start getting the squid from August/September through to March/April, again that’s good business for the Italian markets. Come September through to Christmas, over the last year or so we’ve seen an incredible amount of anchovies landed in Brixham, which is a serious bonus for the fishermen as they make incredible money selling them into the Spanish markets. Dover sole are pretty much all year. The Brits prefer their sole plate size, whereas the French and Italians prefer smaller ones so we export all those. Scallops are always very popular. Gurnard we sell to the Belgian market – don’t know why! The Belgians like good-quality sole, gurnard, ray wings and scallops. Some brill is sold to our domestic market, mainly for the restaurant trade in London, but the majority is exported, mainly for the French and Belgian markets. The French will take pretty much any fish, though primarily they are after sole. Further south they are after the line-caught bass.


    Could you survive without exporting?


    I’m from a fishing family – my father and grandfather were fishermen, and they had to dump a lot of the fish they caught because there simply wasn’t the market for gurnard, monkfish or Dublin bay prawns (langoustine). Dad would take a couple of large sweet jars to sea with him and fill them with the Dublin bay prawns that would have been dumped. He’d cook them and bring them home for us. We’d eat them like sweets because there was no market for them, whereas now there is pretty much a market for everything. With the likes of Mitch promoting locally caught fish it can only be good for trade. With the industry in a bit of a crisis at the moment with the fuel issue, the more money the fish makes, the more chance the boats have of staying at sea. We would love to sell more fish around the UK, currently 85% to 90% of what we buy is exported. It’s the way it is – we have a market throughout Europe who love our fish. There’s no fish and chip shop in Brixham that I know of that uses Brixham fish, they all use frozen-at-sea cod fillets from Iceland or Norway and yet they’ve got some of the finest fish in Europe on their doorstep! The French are much bigger fish eaters than the Brits. I asked a French customer why they buy so much fish and he summed it up by saying that 80% of the French population would sooner have a fish on their plate than a piece of meat. The market is changing though, as people are beginning to make fish a part of their diet for health reasons.


    What’s your ‘desert island’ fish?


    My king of fish is a turbot because you don’t have to do a lot to it – grill it with a bit of olive oil, salt and pepper – job done! Absolutely delicious!
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    seasonality is defined by what's actually happening on the market at any time of year, what's being landed and what's at its peak – these prime turbots are amazing!
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    Ultimately, it’s the expertise of the buyers, like Nigel here, that secures the very best fish for consumers.


    [image: image]


    Fresh fish is still a joy to me.
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    TIP


    At the end of the day, whether at the market or fish counter, you must buy what’s FRESH.

  


  
    a brief look at how

    fish are caught


    It’s important to understand a little about how fish are caught to help you make the right choices of which fish to buy. There are myths and confusion that surround many fishing methods and in today’s world where environmental care and respect is integral to everything we do, often fishermen and certain types of fishing seem to take the brunt of criticism. This book is about fish cooking, but the modern fish cook may be frightened away from cooking seafood by a lack of understanding of certain catching methods, so here is a brief look at how fish are caught. I don’t intend to go into great depth on fishing methods here, but if you would like to find out more information on fishing methods then there are great resources, such as the Sea Fish Industry Authority (www.seafish.org.uk), where you can find out detailed information about quotas and commercial fishing.


    Fishermen use a variety of methods to catch fish. These range from the traditional rod, line and tackle to nets that are towed behind boats that catch fish at different levels in the ocean dependent upon what the fishermen are targeting. Fishermen catching shellfish will use pots and creels to trap their catch.


    Many chefs describe their fish as ‘line caught’ and in numerous cases this is just virtually impossible as demand for line-caught fish totally outstrips supply, so you need to be careful. Many fisheries that use the rod and line method have a programme of tagging the fish and gills to genuinely authenticate it as the ‘real deal’. Line-caught fish are the best as the fish have suffered less stress and have been handled singularly and carefully rather than being emptied from the cod end of a commercial net.


    The demand for day boat fish is on the increase, and rightly so, as a day boat by definition fishes for just one day. The fish are hunted, caught and handled carefully by the fishermen, and the catch is returned to the quayside in the evening. However, in winter these small boats can find the weather particularly challenging and their catches are very limited. There are also species, such as sole, turbot and monkfish, that these boats do not catch in quantity, prime species that are in demand. In the summer when the weather is hot, a small boat without ice or an ice-making plant will be challenged by the weather as the temperature quickly melts the ice and spoils the fish.


    Along the south coast of England much of the fishing is made up of beam trawlers. These boats tow heavy gear across the ocean floor, targeting valuable species like sole, turbot, monkfish, brill and scallops. Recently, there has been a desire to lower the impact of beam trawling and many fishermen are improving their gear to make it lighter and fish more efficiently, in turn using less fuel. This means that as the fisheries move towards more sustainable methods, fishermen will start to adapt to lower-impact methods of fishing.
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    A beam trawler at sea.The crew will be targeting the most valuable species, such as sole, monkfish, turbot and brill.
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    A small scallop dredger ready to land.
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    A typical day boat.
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    Beam trawler landings make up much of the catch seen at fish markets.

  


  
    how to buy fish


    To enjoy great fish you have to start with fresh fish. To be able to recognize how fresh a piece of fish is, is a skill worth learning. Don’t look for packages and sell-by dates to give you the answers – look at the very simple pointers here and, in a short while, with some familiarization with the fishmonger’s counter, you’ll be an expert. Look also at the pictures on the species introduction pages in Part Two of this book – these are all prime examples of fresh fish.


    In between the fish coming out of the sea and ending up on your plate, there are many people involved in the supply chain, and what spoils fish is poor handling and temperature abuse. Fish does not like to be stored at temperatures above 0–2°C/32–36°F and likes to be covered in fresh ice. Stored correctly, many species can last up to 10 days from the day they are caught – often the first 3 or 4 of these days are on board the boat and the rest is in the supply chain. That doesn’t mean I’m encouraging you to eat older fish, as eating it closer to the day it is caught is always going to be the best experience, but you should be aware of what is possible with good handling. If you are driving any distance to your fishmonger, take a cool bag and ask your fishmonger to put a few scoops of ice into a plastic bag so you can keep the temperature down when transporting your fish home.


    When storing fish in your domestic refrigerator, I find the best way is to lay it on a plate and loosely cover it with a cloth, then store in the refrigerator for up to 36 hours. Try to make an occasion of your fish purchase and eat it on the day you buy it – if you walk around any Spanish or Italian market you won’t see anyone buying fish for the next day. When choosing fish don’t always go for the obvious. I know that we love our white fish, but do try other species like mackerel, gurnard, whiting, cuttlefish or plaice. If you eat a little of every species, the pressure will be taken off the mainstream fish like cod and pollack.


    You may want to freeze some fish yourself, although professionally frozen fish from a reputable brand will always be better quality than home frozen. This is because the slow freezing time of a domestic freezer can damage the structure of the fish as the ice crystals form and burst, and the fish may become dry and watery.


    With all this information, you should have the confidence and knowledge to choose the very best piece of fish from the counter in front of you.
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    Herring, mackerel and sardines are vibrant in colour and have hues of greens and purples. The scales should all be intact on perfect fish.
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    The eyes say it all – they should be bright and clear and convex. Sunken, cloudy eyes belong to fish a few days the wrong side of fresh.


    [image: image]


    Have a look under the gills – they should be bright red. Any sign of brown means the fish is old. Have a sniff too – fresh fish smell of the seaside, old fish smell like fish!
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    Fresh flatfish should be covered in a healthy slime.

  


  
    the eating parts
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    three simple cooking

    techniques


    It’s easy to say that cooking fish is simple when it’s what you do for a living, but I started as a nervous fish cook and over the years, I have mastered techniques and recipes for cooking seafood. My favourite three cooking techniques are: roasting, grilling and cooking fish in a bag, and they are very simple to perfect.


    Your oven is always your best tool when it comes to cooking fish; if you are grilling or barbecuing a large piece of thick fish, you start it under the grill or on the barbecue and then finish it in the oven. The temperature guide is easy, you just have your oven preheated and set to maximum. This way the fish is cooked quickly and the moisture is retained, as the fast heat drives flavour and moisture from the central bones.


    Without the grill, the oven is the lazy cook’s tool – just cut a few slashes in the sides of a fish, about 450 g/ 1 lb in weight, with a sharp knife, lay it in a large roasting pan, then rub the fish with a cut garlic clove, a sprinkle of sea salt and some olive oil into the skin. Cook in the preheated oven for 15–20 minutes while you have a glass of wine and make a quick salad.


    Cooking fish in a bag is also very easy to do and the results are impressive.You can prepare some incredible recipes from just a few simple flavours, such as sea bass with ginger, soy and spring onions, or sea bream with roasted thyme, garlic and chilli – these are flavours I love to enjoy whether it’s for a casual supper or a dish that’s served at my restaurant, The Seahorse.
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    Cooking seafood over a fire is the finest method of all!
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    Cooking fish in a bag will work every time. A 450 g/1 lb fish will take 25 minutes with your oven on maximum.
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    Tuck some herbs, such as rosemary or thyme, into the belly before roasting or grilling whole fish.

  


  
    sustainability


    Taking fish from the ocean while leaving a healthy population to breed and without upsetting the natural balance of the world’s oceans is a challenge that we really have to work with. There has been so much negative press about this issue and I can understand why, because if we have got our facts and figures wrong and we tip the oceans into a downward spiral of depleting fish stocks then the process will be irreversible. This has already happened in some fisheries around the world. The industry, however, has not ignored such a vital issue and has made changes, and some positive initiatives are now in place to try to ensure that this terrible situation will never come about.


    Environmental campaigners have done a huge amount to raise our awareness of the potential catastrophes and each year scientists provide advice to governments who then make their decisions on quota allocations. The scientists’ advice represents only the biological data of the fish stocks whereas governments have to take into account the social and economic issues of fishing fleets and coastal communities. This doesn’t mean that governments are negligent in their approach to recovering fish stocks, but they are taking a longer-term view to get the balance right between the sustainability of the fisheries and social and economic stability.


    There are some fishing practices, as well as the quota system itself, that need to be challenged, such as discarding the over-quota of dead fish, which would be perfectly good to eat. I have spent some time travelling around Australia and looking at how the fishermen there have coped with the same challenges. Initially, a quota was introduced that limited catches and in turn limited incomes, so this forced many fishermen beyond just catching fish. I met a fisherman called Neville Rockliffe, now a friend, who has been a fisherman all his life. He has turned his entire operation over to catching a species of crab called spanner crab, off the eastern coast of Australia. Neville’s business isn’t just about catching crab, it is about extracting the meat in its raw and cooked form and selling it as a top-end product to chefs and retailers. He has increased the value of his quota catch and the economics are working for him. I came across many fishermen like Neville in Australia – including the larger-than-life tuna fisherman Hagen Stehr, who has gone from tuna fishing through to tuna ranching and now become the first man in the world to farm the mighty southern bluefin tuna (here).


    In the UK, large established fish companies like Young’s Seafood, with whom I have worked closely for a number of years, have contributed towards many initiatives that have triggered change within the industry. This has included strict buying principles that have forced fisheries into using only more sustainable methods, fishing at certain times or improving the way fish is handled and harvested. They have also been part of the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) initiative, which is an independent UK charity whose role is to certify that a fishery is being fished in a sustainable way. In the future the MSC is going to prove even more valuable in helping us all to make the right choices when buying seafood. And while we like to buy from small artisan fishermen and producers, we should also look to buy from larger respected companies who can instigate positive change and make responsible worldwide choices when sourcing raw materials. This will ensure that the supply of fish is selected from the best and healthiest of the sustainable fisheries globally and take the pressure off our local fisheries.
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    Eat seafood with confidence, but ensure that you buy from a fishmonger or a retailer that has a responsible sourcing policy, either by knowing exactly where the fish is from or by looking for MSC and other accreditations on labels. Our choices greatly influence good practice and quality and will help make sure we have fish for tomorrow.
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    Fishing sustainably isn’t the only issue we have to take into account to protect the future. Fishing communities are built around the men who go to sea, and for every fisherman fishing there will be at least three people on shore relying on him for their income, and that’s not even counting the fish merchants and those employed in selling the fish. So the effect of restricting a fishery to below the level at which it can operate economically
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