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how to use this ebook





Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.





Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.





Look out for linked text (which is underlined and/or in a different colour) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.







introduction





‘It’s good soup, and not fine words, that keeps me alive.’ Molière, 1672





Just thinking of the word ‘soup’ conjures up mental images of a family kitchen from bygone days: a huge pot bubbling on the stove, wonderful aromas wafting through the house, and the instant welling-up of happiness and appetite. All over the world, soup is basic food, and has been since the earliest recipes were documented. Long before there were written records, soups appeared in drawings and paintings. From the hearty, thick-enough-to-stand-a-spoon-in soups of northern and eastern Europe to the subtle, delicate flavours of Asia, soup has long been a staple food for almost every culture.





Fish soups from all over the Mediterranean, chowders from America, bean and pasta soups from Italy, traditional French onion soup, recipes adapted from former colonies (such as the Indian influence in mulligatawny)… these are not only wonderful dishes to eat, but they’re healing dishes as well. Whether you want a substantial meal-in-a-bowl on a cold winter’s evening or the most delicate, crystal-clear broth as an appetizing starter to your light summer supper, the super soups in this book will fulfil the needs of both your taste buds and your health.





Some of the earliest written recipes come from the pen of the great Roman gourmet Apicius, thanks to whom we have the details of the culinary traditions of ancient Rome and Greece. More than 2000 years later, it is fascinating to discover that the cooks of the classical world were using cloves, ginger, cardamom, nutmeg, pepper and cinnamon – and that they understood the medicinal value of these exotic spices. Maybe their Roman chicken broth was the forerunner of the now-famous ‘Jewish penicillin’ (chicken soup), or perhaps the original version of my bean and barley soup could have been eaten by Julius Caesar, when it might have contained chickpeas, lentils, barley, leeks, coriander, aniseed, fennel, oregano, lovage and cabbage. Today, a bowl of super soup is still a welcome treat, whether hot and warming in winter or chilled and refreshing on a balmy summer’s day. But if the only soup you have ever tasted comes out of a carton, a can or – heaven forbid – a packet of powder, you don’t know what you’re missing. If these are your staples as far as soup is concerned, you’re certainly getting far too much salt (which will push up your blood pressure), probably spoonfuls of chemical additives, and definitely far less health-promoting nourishment than you would from any of the recipes included in this book.





Besides the obvious flavour and health benefits, nothing you do in the kitchen engenders the feeling of caring and loving as much as making soup. Paul McCartney once said that he’d rather have a bowl of his late wife Linda’s soup than eat at the poshest restaurant in London. I agree with him about the soup – my wife Sally’s soups certainly keep me at home. Many people are put off soup-making because they think it’s too complicated. Let me assure you: nothing is simpler than super soup-making. It’s quick, easy and can be incredibly inexpensive besides. In terms of nutritional value for money, homemade soup must be the best of all health bargains. Not only do you get a bowlful of protective vitamins and minerals, body-building protein, and energy-giving complex carbohydrates, but you also benefit from enzymes and plant chemicals that improve digestion, boost resistance and fight off infections.





So don’t waste a minute: go to the shops now, then get into the kitchen and start cooking. All the recipes serve four people. Once you’ve tasted the results of these deliciously simple super soup recipes, you’ll soon become a dedicated soup-maker – and a promoter of good health into the bargain.
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the soup-maker’s kitchen


For some reason I’ve never understood, soup-making seems to have acquired the mystical qualities of Macbeth’s three witches. Believe me: you don’t need a coven or strange parts of unspeakable animals to make great soups. What you do need are good-quality ingredients, a chopping board, sharp knives and a decent, thick-bottomed saucepan. Amazing machines can make the process easier, but you can still make wonderful soup without them.






the store cupboard


My friend the great chef Raymond Blanc told me that with two carrots, an onion and a few fresh herbs, he could make a soup fit for a king. And it’s true: the beauty of soup-making is that you can use practically anything to create delicious results. The Brussels sprouts and Stilton left over the day after Christmas, what’s left of your roast chicken, the outer leaves of a cabbage, that parsnip you didn’t get around to using, a half-empty bag of frozen peas, even the red peppers left over from a salad… you can use them all.





In order to make the best use of such leftovers, however, you do need to keep some staple items on hand. Essentials include a few cans of beans, tomatoes and chickpeas, tomato purée, some packets of lentils, red and yellow split peas, a tub of low-salt, organic vegetable and herb granules, and finally, yeast and herb extract – the Swiss-made Bioforce and Marigold brands are the best. Herbs are essential, too, and fresh are definitely best. If you grow your own, most can be frozen in ice-cube trays and added as required, but do keep a supply of dried bouquets garnis, sage, thyme, bay, oregano, fines herbes, chillies and your other favourites on hand. Keep some fresh garlic and onions in your store cupboard as well.






gadgets


If you’re serious about soup, it’s worth buying a decent stockpot with a basket; otherwise, you’ll need a big, fine-meshed strainer. Blenders make soup-making easier and quicker, and they needn’t cost the earth. A hand blender costs around £10.





If you have more money available, choose from a wide variety of standard blenders.





The best is undoubtedly the American-made KitchenAid (although it is also the most expensive). Another really good gadget is the hand-held Bamix. Swiss engineering makes this a chopper, blender, mixer and mincer that will also purée soup. At around £100, it’s not cheap – but it is very popular with professional chefs.





The best gadget of all is the German Thermomix. This is a combined food processor, cooker and steamer with which you can make fabulous soup, all in one container, from start to finish. It will also make jam in twenty minutes, sorbets in two, and bread dough, batter and sauces at the push of a couple of buttons. It does cost around £900, but if you’re a serious cook, it will last a lifetime and give you endless pleasure.





When it comes to knives, chopping boards and other cooking paraphernalia, the best value for money (and widest selection) I’ve found comes from Lakeland Limited, which has many shops around Britain, and a good internet site (www.lakelandlimited.com). I’ve tried most brands of knives on the market, but those that are head and shoulders above the rest are made in Japan by NipponKitchen. They hold their edges much longer than other knives. If you want the best, then these are certainly worth the money.











stock basics





Most people believe that they don’t have enough time to make simple soups, let alone the time to make stock. While it is true that making your own stocks can be time-consuming, believe me, it is worth the effort. Of course, you can use the ever-popular stock cubes, but generally they contain far too much salt and a wide range of chemical preservatives, flavourings, colourings and hydrogenated fats that you and your family would be better off without. Happily, organic varieties are now available – there are even some low-salt, organic products, too. So if you must use a stock cube for convenience, choose the healthier options from health-food stores or supermarket shelves.





In the convenience world of the 21st century, it is also possible to buy ‘fresh’ stock alongside the ‘fresh’ cartons of soup in most supermarkets. These are certainly an improvement on stock cubes and powdered or canned soups, but they are extremely expensive, still far too salty, and not a patch on the genuine article that you can easily make in the most basic of kitchens. After all, it’s not so long since our ancestors did it all in an iron pot on a cooking range fuelled with wood or coal. You can use stock cubes or cartoned stock for all the recipes in this book, but if you want your super soups to have the maximum health-giving impact, good homemade stock is fundamental.





The reason? Even the healthiest and best of the available instant products lack the nutritional quality and flavour that come from using homemade stock, so if you do nothing else with this book, at least try the Vegetable stock recipe; it couldn’t be simpler. Take a few hours to brew up a giant potful, then concentrate it by boiling it down to half its volume. Once it has cooled, freeze it in ice-cube trays, then empty the cubes into a double freezer bag, making sure to label and date it. You can keep liquid stock in the fridge for a couple of weeks, or in the freezer for a couple of months.






When you need the stock for soups, sauces or gravies, use each cube with the same amount of water. A rough guide is half-a-dozen cubes in a casserole or stew, a couple with the vegetable water to make gravy, three or four with boiling water for risotto, or as many as you need to make up the stock for the following recipes. You can do exactly the same with chicken, beef, fish and ham stocks to bring back the traditional flavour and health-giving benefits of the stockpot to your kitchen.





The stock recipes on the following pages are my own personal favourites.











the healthiest base for most super soup recipes


vegetable stock





When I was a child, mothers, grandmothers, and elderly relatives insisted that children drink the vegetable cooking water (I know mine all did): not a drop was ever wasted, as all of it went into soups, sauces, gravies and casseroles. As with many old wives’ tales, there was sound reasoning behind this practice: the cooking water is nutrient-rich, containing vitamins, minerals and enzymes leached out of the vegetables during the boiling process.






2 onions, 1 quartered, 1 left whole with the skin on


3 large celery sticks


2 large carrots, roughly sliced 1 large leek, sliced


1 large parsnip, chopped


1 large sprig of sage


2 sprigs of thyme


6 bay leaves


1 small bunch of parsley


about 1 litre (35fl oz) water


8 black peppercorns


½ teaspoon salt






Put all the ingredients into a large saucepan – or ideally, a pasta pan with a fitted sieve.


Bring slowly to the boil.


Simmer for about 1 hour.


Remove the pasta sieve or strain through kitchen muslin or a sieve, pressing the vegetable pulp with a wooden spoon to extract maximum liquid.











for all-over protection and good digestion; essential in fish cookery



fish stock





Homemade fish stock tastes absolutely stunning and will impart a uniquely professional flavour to all fish and shellfish soups, sauces and risottos. It is rich in iodine, a mineral often deficient in modern diets and essential for the normal function of the thyroid gland. The protective benefits of onions and leeks, combined with the digestion-improving essential oils from mint and tarragon, make this a healthy base for all your fish cookery.





100g (3½oz) fish trimmings and bones (most supermarkets offering a filleting service will keep trimmings if given a day’s notice)


3 carrots, cubed


2 sweet, white Spanish onions, peeled and coarsely chopped


1 large leek, coarsely chopped


1 large sprig of rosemary


1 bunch of parsley


1 bunch of mint


3 large sprigs of tarragon


1.5 litres (55fl oz) water, or 1 litre (35fl oz) water and 500ml (18fl oz) dry white wine


8 white peppercorns


½ teaspoon salt






Put the washed and dried fish trimmings in a large saucepan.


Add the rest of the ingredients and bring slowly to the boil.


Simmer for about 30 minutes, skimming the surface regularly.


Strain through kitchen muslin or a fine sieve.











an all-round stock with plenty of vitamins


chicken stock





After vegetable stock, this is probably the most useful stock recipe. Because it’s fairly neutral in flavour, good chicken stock can be substituted for beef or ham stock. It is particularly good for making most soups and risottos, and is perfectly acceptable as the base for most sauces and gravies – unless, of course, you’re cooking for vegetarians.





A good chicken stock is a valuable source of enzymes and B vitamins, as well as the mood-enhancing essential oils found in rosemary and sage, and the protective plant chemicals found in onions, leeks, thyme and bay leaves.





1 chicken carcass (your butcher may sell them; otherwise, do it yourself or use the bones from roast chicken)


2 litres (70fl oz) water


6 spring onions


1 large leek, coarsely chopped


2 large celery sticks, chopped


1 large sprig of rosemary


½ large bunch of parsley


1 large sprig of sage


2 large sprigs of thyme


3 bay leaves


10 white peppercorns


about ⅓ teaspoon salt






Put the chicken carcass in a large saucepan. Cover with the water.


Bring to the boil and simmer for about 30 minutes.


Add the rest of the ingredients.


Bring back to the boil and simmer for 40 minutes.


Strain through kitchen muslin or a sieve.











the digestible choice for pork-based soups



ham stock





The robust flavour of ham stock is perfect for recipes such as Dutch pea soup with smoked sausage, cabbage soup with gammon, or chickpea and spicy sausage – in fact, any soup that uses pork. It’s also perfect for making white sauce to go with boiled gammon or ham – and, naturally, forms the ideal base for the gravy to pour over roast pork. The addition of cloves and allspice in this recipe helps the digestion of the slightly higher fat content of pork and its related products.





about 900g (2lb) ham bones


2 large red onions, coarsely chopped


2 large carrots, coarsely chopped


1 large leek, coarsely chopped


2 large celery sticks, chopped


6 cloves


1 teaspoon allspice


5 bay leaves


10 black peppercorns


2 litres (70fl oz) water


½ teaspoon salt






Put all the ingredients into a large saucepan.


Bring to the boil and simmer slowly for about 4 hours, skimming regularly with a slotted spoon to remove the fat.


Strain through kitchen muslin or a sieve.


Leave, covered, until completely cold.


Skim off any solidified fat.
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