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      Introduction:
The Heart of Seasonal Cooking
    

    
      Try as you may, it is difficult to persuade anyone used to our
      modern way of purchasing food from a shelf or a freezer in a large
      supermarket about the superiority of eating seasonal food that is grown
      and harvested when nature intended. How can you, in words alone, explain
      the joy of fresh seafood in the spring? The mere thought of cockle salad
      or homemade pizza with hand-caught shrimps and mussels is enough to make
      you want to get to Morecambe Bay right now and start fishing.
    

    
      Similarly, there is no pleasure known to man, no incentive, price
      or any other item, gift or experience better than a simple egg that has
      been collected within minutes of being laid, then poached carefully, or
      incorporated into a cake. All foods have their season, eggs included. The
      eggs we buy from the shops are usually a month old, by which great age
      they are just not the same, having lost what they were when they first
      popped out of the clucking hen.
    

    
      It is beyond our ability to describe waiting for the first new
      potatoes of the year, and then eating them with nothing more than a bit
      of butter and a little pepper. Yes, you can buy young potatoes at any
      time of the year, but real, brand-new, dug-up potatoes that are then
      eaten at the peak of their flavour are another matter.
    

    
      Seasonal cooking, using fresh produce – sometimes that you’ve grown
      yourself – teaches you about ingredients, their true flavours and how
      they behave in the pan. It is one thing cooking with the ingredients
      bought from a shop, but quite another cooking with really fresh
      produce.
    

    
      Diana and I sat in an auditorium recently answering questions about
      bees and beekeeping, and the topic of why supermarkets sell strawberries
      in December came up. Quite what it had to do with bees is a mystery to
      me, but on the panel was an environmentalist employed by one of the UK’s
      leading supermarket chains. His answer was frighteningly simple. ‘If
      people want to buy strawberries for Christmas, we’ll import them from
      wherever we can to meet that need.’
    

    
      So it is down to the customer not to want strawberries for Christmas. How can you
      not want strawberries? It is one of the most popular flavours in the
      world, and almost everyone loves them. I, for one, am greedy with them:
      once they appear in the garden, I scoff the lot. I get protective on a
      grand scale and guard them against slugs and snails. If I happen to miss
      one and some wild creature eats it, I am driven mad with rage. But this
      ‘natural greed’ is not the same as overindulgence.
    

    
      The value of the natural sweetness and flavour of the strawberry in
      June is undermined by those eaten between December and May. There is
      something about waiting for a flavour, an ingredient or some produce,
      that makes it all the sweeter when it finally arrives. And the
      wait is worthwhile; there is
      just no comparison between the flavour of home-grown strawberries eaten
      in June with their tasteless counterparts that arrive in the supermarkets
      in December. There are plenty of other things to eat at Christmas, so why
      not just wait and enjoy the anticipation of the June fruit?
    

    
      There are more than just gastronomic reasons for eating seasonally.
      To take the supermarket spokesperson literally, eating what we want
      whenever we want it has a terrible effect on the planet. A punnet of
      strawberries bought in a supermarket in December is likely to have come
      from Kenya or Spain. The cost of transporting it here is reflected in the
      price of the strawberries, and this is so frighteningly little that one
      wonders what the farmer gets.
    

    
      Yet there are more costs than just the financial ones. The planet
      pays in extra pollution to pack, encase, transport to an aeroplane, in
      the infrastructure to make the roads, in the vehicles themselves and also
      in the cost of fuel in bringing them thousands of miles to our shops.
      Everyone agrees this is unsustainable – but still we do nothing about
      it.
    

    
      Walking from my kitchen door to my strawberry patch – five large
      strides – brings me strawberries in season: strawberries with no
      pesticides or chemicals added. Strawberries that have nothing but a
      positive effect on my whole day and are good for the planet, too.
    

    
      You don’t even need a garden to enjoy fresh seasonal produce. Nor
      do you have to be a flat-capped allotmenteer. Even a pot of carrots on
      the patio will broaden anyone’s gastronomic horizons. And everyone is
      within reasonable distance of a market garden or a farm shop ready to
      sell the freshest of produce as it arrives from the fields. The
      difference between cabbage cut that morning and cabbage languishing first
      in a truck, then on a shelf for a few days is immense – and surely worth
      the effort of finding a really fresh supply?
    

    
      Maybe you are close to one of the many box-delivery
      schemes? Usually run by smallholders, they are invariably packed
      with the best and freshest vegetables and fruit you could wish for, and
      frequently at a price that isn’t that much different from the old stuff
      they sell in the supermarkets. Sometimes they provide vegetables you
      wouldn’t have thought of using or can’t readily get in the shops, such as
      celeriac. We tried our first celeriac from just such a scheme and now
      grow it ourselves.
    

    
      These days, in order to survive in a great competitive war with
      supermarkets, butchers have proudly championed British and local meat. At
      my butchers, the only real one left in north Manchester, you can get
      rabbit shot in the fields the day before. How fresh is
      that? Like fresh fruit and veg, not
      only is the flavour of local, well-hung meat far superior to the meat you
      buy in the supermarket, but most butchers are only too happy to give you
      their expert advice on how to cook it.
    

    
      Seasonal cooking and seasonal produce should, in our opinion at
      least, be everyone’s experience. Certainly I can guarantee that once
      you’ve started enjoying fresh food according to season, you’ll find it
      difficult to go back. And the planet, as well as you and your family,
      will definitely benefit from that ‘difficulty’.
    

    
      
Paul and Diana Peacock
    

  


    
      January
    

    
      After the festivities of Christmas, January can sometimes feel dull
      and depressing, so it is important to make it special, spoil yourself and
      celebrate the New Year with good food.
    

    
      
Frost tempers the diet in January: we feel the need for ‘real
      food’. Cold waters bring the best fish to our markets at this time of
      year. Molluscs are musclier and white fish appears cleaner and fresher,
      with flakes that hold together well on the fork and fall apart
      deliciously on the tongue. The reason behind all this is simply the cold.
      Those of us used to making wine understand that dissolving solids in
      water is a more efficient process when the water is warm. Gasses,
      however, dissolve more efficiently in cold water, and the colder it gets,
      the more oxygen dissolves. Consequently fish – the best fish – is caught
      in the icy cold waters of the January sea.
    

    
      
Similarly, frosted January plants are blessed with flavours that
      are simply not available in insipid winters, when constant rain makes
      them muddy and miserable. The colder garlic becomes, the stronger its
      flavour. Cabbage, broad beans, chicory, leek and spring onions each
      benefit from a good frosting, and this is due to yet another paradox of
      nature.
    

    
      
Normally, things shrink in the cold; they withdraw and protect
      themselves. Yet ice crystals expand. In plants, this expansion causes
      damage, and as a plant repairs itself, one of the by-products of the
      process is better flavour. A prolonged frost produces the best flavour in
      winter produce. Cabbages, onions and winter greens respond
      by creating plenty of sulphur-laden molecules – hence the flavour.
    

  








January






[image: ]






January Menu










A three-course meal to serve 4 people
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Seared Scallops with White-wine Vinaigrette
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Venison Tournedos Rossini with Celeriac Mash
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Pancakes in Satsuma Sauce






  

  


    

      January Menu

    


    



      Seared Scallops with White-wine Vinaigrette

    


    

      This starter course is quick and easy. It should be

      prepared just before serving.

    




    

      For the vinaigrette

    


    

      2 tablespoons white-wine vinegar

    


    

      2 tablespoons clear honey

    


    

      ½ teaspoon salt

    


    

      2 tablespoons sunflower oil

    


    

      2 teaspoons Dijon mustard

    


    

      
2 tablespoons oil and a knob of butter

    


    

      12 large scallops – remove the corals if you wish

    


    

      Salt and pepper to taste

    


    

      12 medium chicory leaves

    


    

      1. Make the vinaigrette by whisking all

      the ingredients together in a bowl or jug.

    


    

      2. In a frying pan, heat the oil and

      butter together until hot. Add the scallops. Don’t be tempted to move

      them about the pan; just leave them until they are ready to be turned.

      After about 2½ minutes, when

      they start to turn golden around the edges, turn them over and cook for

      another 2½–3 minutes. Season to

      taste.

    


    

      3. Arrange the chicory leaves on each

      plate and place the cooked scallops on each of the leaves.

    


    

      4. Drizzle over the dressing so that it

      covers the leaves and scallops thinly. Serve immediately.

    


  
  

    
      January Menu
    

    

    
      Venison Tournedos Rossini with Celeriac Mash
    

    
      Venison is so versatile because it can be cooked in
      many different ways. This is a speedy yet impressive dish – perfect to
      serve to guests at a dinner party.
    

    
      Salt and pepper to taste
    

    
      4 venison steaks, about 8–9cm across and 4cm deep
    

    
      50g butter
    

    
      4 large, flat mushrooms
    

    
      150g very good duck or game pâté, sliced to fit on top of the
      venison
    

    
      4 thick slices of bread, cut slightly larger than the meat
    

    
      For the celeriac mash
    

    
      1 small celeriac
    

    
      25g butter
    

    
      2 tablespoons cream
    

    
      Salt and black pepper
    

    
      1. Season the steaks on both sides. Melt
      the butter in a large frying pan over a medium heat and fry the steaks
      for 3–4 minutes each side, or to taste. Remove from the pan and keep
      warm.
    

    
      2. Fry the mushrooms in the same pan
      until tender then keep warm.
    

    
      3. Fry the pâté until it browns slightly,
      then place each slice on top of the warm steaks.
    

    
      4. Fry the slices of bread in the same
      pan, gathering up all the flavours and juices. Turn to fry the other
      side. When the bread is crisp, put each slice on a plate, then top with
      the venison and pâté and finish with a mushroom.
    

    
      5. Serve with the celeriac mash.
    

    
      To make the celeriac mash
    

    
      1. Peel and dice the celeriac and put in
      a saucepan with sufficient water to cover. Boil until tender – this will
      take about 15 minutes. Drain well.
    

    
      2. Put back in the pan and add the
      butter, cream and seasoning to taste. Mash well until smooth.
    

    
      3. Serve with the venison
      tournedos.
    

  
  
  

    
      January Menu
    

    


      Pancakes in Satsuma Sauce
    

    
      This is similar to crêpes Suzette, but uses satsumas
      and Grand Marnier. It goes wonderfully well with vanilla ice cream, but
      it is also good with cream.
    


    
      For the pancakes
    

    
      110g plain flour
    

    
      1 tablespoon golden caster sugar
    

    
      2 eggs, beaten
    

    
      250ml milk
    

    
      25ml orange juice
    

    
      Zest of 3 satsumas
    

    
      25g butter
    

    
      For the satsuma sauce
    

    
      8 satsumas, peeled, pith removed
    

    
      1 teaspoon zest from the satsuma peel
    

    
      100ml fresh orange juice
    

    
      2 tablespoons caster sugar
    

    
      3 tablespoons Grand Marnier or brandy
    

    
      20g butter
    

    
      1. Sieve the flour into a bowl, stir in
      the sugar and make a well in the centre. Add the beaten eggs and whisk
      them into the flour, gradually picking up the flour as you whisk.
    

    
      2. When all the egg is incorporated,
      whisk in the milk a little at a time.
    

    
      3. Add the orange juice and satsuma zest
      and whisk into the milk and flour mixture.
    

    
      4. Melt the butter gently in a small pan.
      Remove from the heat.
    

    
      5. Have a plate ready to hold the cooked
      pancakes, as well as about 8 sheets of greaseproof paper to lay between
      them so that they don’t stick together.
    

    
      6. Use a piece of kitchen paper to brush
      the base of of a small frying pan with the melted butter. Heat the pan
      until it is hot.
    

    
      7. Turn the heat down to medium. Pour in
      sufficient batter – about 2 tablespoons – to just cover the base of pan.
      Allow this to set (about 30 seconds), then turn the pancake over and cook
      the other side for about the same time.
    

    
      8. Use a spatula to transfer the pancake
      to the prepared plate.
    

    
      9. Continue making and transferring the
      pancakes and place a sheet of greaseproof paper between each.
    

    
      To make the satsuma sauce
    

    
      1. Put 6 of the prepared satsumas in a
      blender and whizz for a few seconds. Strain the juice into a jug. Discard
      the solids.
    

    
      2. Remove the flesh from each of the
      segments of the other 2 satsumas and set aside.
    

    
      3. Mix the satsuma juice and zest and
      orange juice together with the sugar and spirit.
    

    
      4. Melt the butter in a heavy-based
      frying pan and add the juice mixture. Heat the sauce gently. Fold the
      pancakes into quarters and add them to the sauce.
    

    
      5. Add the satsuma segments and heat
      until everything simmers.
    

    
      6. Serve on warmed plates with ice cream
      or a little cream.
    

  

    


    

      January • Starters and Light Meals

    


    



      Devilled Oysters

    


    

      Some good, crusty bread makes the ideal

      accompaniment to this dish.

    


    

      Serves 4 as a starter or snack, 2 as a main

      course

    


    

      20 oysters (removed from their shells)

    


    

      50ml white wine

    


    

      Salt and pepper to taste

    


    

      2 tablespoons double cream

    


    

      100g wholemeal breadcrumbs

    


    

      1 level teaspoon cayenne pepper

    


    

      ½ level teaspoon chilli flakes

    


    

      1. Put the oysters in a saucepan. Pour in

      the wine and season to taste. Poach over a low heat until the oysters go

      lighter in colour; this will take about 3 minutes.

    


    

      2. Place the oysters in a well-buttered

      shallow dish and boil the remaining liquor for about 4 minutes, or until

      it has reduced by half. Remove from the heat and stir in the cream. Pour

      this over the oysters.

    


    

      3. Combine the breadcrumbs with the

      cayenne pepper and chilli flakes and sprinkle over the oysters.

    


    

      4. Crisp the top under a grill for a

      minute or so until the topping is golden, but don’t leave for long or the

      oysters will toughen. Serve immediately.
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      Cream of Brussels Sprout Soup
    

    
      This delicious soup is an excellent way to serve
      sprouts to people who are not – or think they’re not – so keen on
      them.
    

    
      Serves 4
    

    
      50g butter
    

    
      1 large onion, chopped
    

    
      300g potatoes, peeled and cut into approximately 2cm chunks
    

    
      Salt and pepper to taste
    

    
      1kg Brussels sprouts, halved (or quartered if they are
      large)
    

    
      800ml vegetable or poultry stock
    

    
      200ml milk
    

    
      A little grated nutmeg
    

    
      100ml single cream
    

    
      1. Melt the butter in a saucepan and fry
      the onions gently until they are soft.
    

    
      2. Add the potatoes and season to taste
      with salt and pepper. Stir and allow the potatoes to cook gently for 5–6
      minutes.
    

    
      3. Add the sprouts. Cook for 2 minutes,
      then add the stock, milk and nutmeg.
    

    
      4. Bring to the boil, then turn down the
      heat and simmer for 20 minutes. Remove from the heat.
    

    
      5. Purée the soup in a blender (or use a
      hand blender) until the desired texture is achieved.
    

    
      6. Reheat the soup and swirl in the
      cream. When hot, serve immediately.
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      Parsnip and Potato Cakes

    


    

      These can be served on their own as a snack or with

      eggs and bacon, but they can also be served with steak instead of chips

      or boiled potatoes. If you like, this recipe can be made as one large

      cake, cut into wedges to serve.

    


    

    

      Makes 6–8, depending on how large you want them to be

    


    

      300g potatoes, peeled


      280g parsnips, peeled


      1 medium onion, finely chopped


      ½ teaspoon dried thyme


      1 garlic clove, finely chopped


      Salt and pepper to taste


      1 egg, beaten


      2 tablespoons oil, for frying


      120g mature Cheddar, grated

    


    

      1. Grate the potatoes and parsnips and

      put them in a sieve over a bowl. Gently squeeze out the excess

      moisture.

    


    

      2. Put the onion in a mixing bowl. Add

      the potato and parsnip and mix well with the thyme, garlic and

      seasoning.

    


    

      3. Stir in enough of the egg to bind all

      the ingredients together.

    


    

      4. Using your hands, form the mixture

      into cakes and press down to flatten them.

    


    

      5. Heat the oil in a frying pan and fry

      the cakes on a medium heat for 5 minutes.

    


    

      6. Turn the cakes over and sprinkle with

      the cheese. Cook for 4–5 minutes more, or until golden and crispy around

      the edges.

    


    

      7. Serve immediately or keep warm in the

      oven to serve with other food.      

    


  
    

    
      January • Starters and Light Meals
    

    


      Parsnip Bread
    

    
      The flavour of this bread is different to what you
      might expect. It isn’t overwhelmed by the flavour of parsnips, but has a
      savoury yet sweet taste. Delicious served with soups of all kinds.
    

    
      Makes 1 medium loaf
    

    
      250g strong white flour (or a mixture of 150g white and 100g
      wholemeal)
    

    
      1⁄2 teaspoon salt
    

    
      1 sachet fast-action dried yeast
    

    
      150g parsnips, peeled and grated; excess moisture squeezed
      out
    

    
      100ml warm milk
    

    
      20g butter, melted
    

    
      1. Sieve the flour and salt together into
      a mixing bowl.
    

    
      2. Stir in the dried yeast.
    

    
      3. Add the parsnips and mix well.
    

    
      4. Make a well in the centre and add the
      milk and melted butter.
    

    
      5. Combine using your hands and begin to
      knead together. If the dough is too sticky, add a sprinkling of extra
      flour.
    

    
      6. Knead for 10 minutes, then shape into
      a round cob and place on a greased baking sheet. Leave to prove in a warm
      place for about 30 minutes, or until it has doubled in size.
    

    
      7. Preheat the oven to 220˚C/gas mark
      7.
    

    
      8. Bake for 20 minutes. If after 10
      minutes the crust is cooking too quickly, turn the heat down to 200˚C/gas
      mark 6 and continue the cooking time.
    

    
      9. Allow to cool before slicing.
    

    
      Variation
    

    
      Shape the kneaded dough into 8–10 small rolls and prove for 20–25
      minutes. Bake for 10–15 minutes.
    


  

    


    

      January • Main Courses

    


    



      Pork Steak with Leek and Sage Sauce

    


    

      A good winter warmer, especially when served with

      buttered carrots or sprouts and some baked potatoes.

    


    

      Serves 4

    


    

      Salt and pepper to season

    


    

      4 lean pork steaks, each weighing about 150g

    


    

      1 tablespoon oil

    


    

      For the sauce

    


    

      25g butter

    


    

      2 medium leeks, chopped

    


    

      1 garlic clove, chopped

    


    

      4–5 chopped sage leaves or 1 level teaspoon dried sage

    


    

      Salt and pepper to taste

    


    

      100ml dry cider

    


    

      3 tablespoons double cream

    


    

      1. First, make the sauce. Melt the butter

      in a pan and fry the leeks gently for 4 minutes.

    


    

      2. Add the garlic and sage, season to

      taste and continue frying until the leeks are soft.

    


    

      3. Add the cider and stir. When the sauce

      is simmering, turn down the heat and allow to cook slowly.

    


    

      4. Preheat the grill to a medium-to-hot

      setting.

    


    

      5. Season the steaks with salt and pepper

      – but remember that the sauce is already seasoned – and brush each with

      oil. Place on a baking tray and grill for 4–5 minutes each side,

      depending on the thickness of the meat.

    


    

      6. Add the cream to the sauce and stir,

      then remove from the heat.

    


    

      7. When the steak is cooked, reheat the

      sauce if necessary. Serve the steak on warm plates with the sauce poured

      on top.

    


  
    

    
      January • Main Courses
    

    


      Leek and Cheese Savoury
    

    
      This tasty supper dish can be served on its own or
      with pork sausages or bacon.
    

    
      Serves 4
    

    
      1kg potatoes
    

    
      50g butter
    

    
      3 leeks
    

    
      Salt and pepper to taste
    

    
      1 teaspoon chopped rosemary
    

    
      200ml vegetable stock
    

    
      100g breadcrumbs
    

    
      150g mature Cheddar, grated
    

    
      1. Peel and cut the potatoes into small
      chunks about 1.5cm in size. Boil in salted water for 4 minutes. Drain and
      leave to one side.
    

    
      2. Melt the butter in a pan and fry the
      leeks, without browning, until tender.
    

    
      3. Add the rosemary and stock and bring
      to the boil. Turn down to a simmer and add the potatoes. Cook for 3–4
      minutes and season to taste with the salt and pepper.
    

    
      4. Butter a heatproof dish and pour in
      the potato and leek mixture.
    

    
      5. Mix the breadcrumbs and cheese
      together and spoon on top of the vegetables.
    

    
      6. Grill for 3–4 minutes, or until the
      topping is golden and crispy.
    


  




    

      January • Main Courses

    


    



      Stuffed Winter Cabbage Leaf Casserole

    


    

      A hearty casserole that goes very well indeed with bread or crispy

      potato wedges.

    


    

      Serves 4

    


    

      1 large onion, chopped

    


    

      1 tablespoon oil

    


    

      2 garlic cloves, chopped

    


    

      250g minced pork

    


    

      250g minced beef

    


    

      ½ teaspoon dried thyme

    


    

      3 chopped sage leaves

    


    

      400ml beef stock

    


    

      Salt and pepper to taste

    


    

      100g boiled rice

    


    

      100ml white wine

    


    

      8 large cabbage leaves

    


    

      3 tablespoons tomato purée

    


    

      1. Preheat the oven to 180°C/gas mark

      4.

    


    

      2. Cook the onions in the oil over a

      gentle heat. Make sure the onion doesn’t brown.

    


    

      3. Add the garlic and the meat and fry

      together until the meat has changed colour.

    


    

      4. Stir in the herbs and about 50ml of

      the stock and season to taste. Simmer until the liquid has almost gone.

      Remove from the heat and stir in the rice.

    


    

      5. Bring a pan of salted water to the

      boil and add the cabbage leaves. Turn off the heat and leave for 30

      seconds. Drain the leaves.

    


    

      6. Flatten the leaves carefully without

      them splitting and place an eighth of the meat mixture in the centre of

      each leaf. Fold in the sides and roll up like a parcel, then place each

      parcel, open edge down, into a buttered ovenproof dish. Put all the leaf

      parcels close together in the dish so that they don’t unfold.

    


    

      7. Mix the rest of the stock, wine and

      tomato purée together and pour over the cabbage parcels.

    


    

      8. Cover and cook for 1 hour. Remove the

      cover and cook for 15 more minutes.
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