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Introduction: Now and Then


In 2020 I found myself diving in the pristine waters of the Great White Highway of Tasmania for the television series Uncharted. These waters are home to an extraordinary range of sea creatures, including, as the name suggests, great white sharks, which are among the largest animals on the planet. They are not to be messed with, but here I was in their territory, 30 feet down amid long thick strands of kelp, risking life and limb in search of huge crayfish and afraid to look over my shoulder; it was like something out of Finding Nemo. I wanted to find the crayfish because I’d been told there was nothing quite like them, and then get the hell out of there.


We were using a diving system I’d never used before called snuba, where air is supplied from long hoses connected to compressed air cylinders on the surface. As I battled to keep the hose from strangling me and praying I didn’t run into a great white shark, I was also thinking about what my guide had told me just before we plunged into the water. Apparently, six months earlier his best friend had been bitten by a great white while scallop diving.


‘Is he ok?’ I asked.


‘Tragically, not. He was bitten in half by the great white and died. It was truly awful.’


I like to push the limits; I love to explore and know where the very best produce comes from, to live and breathe it, to fear nothing, but his words made me question my sanity. What the hell was I doing in this terrifying place?


Before diving, we’d also talked about how to catch these spiny crayfish. If you want to discover the magic, you’ve got to crawl into crevices and find them. They’re not going to serve themselves up on a plate.


So here we were, both underwater, my guide moving through the kelp with ease. Suddenly, he shimmied towards some rocks, signalling ‘Follow me, follow me’. He was only 5ft 7in, much smaller than me, so when he squeezed underneath a rock ledge and pulled his air hose down, bam! He’d gone. I couldn’t see him. As I’m 6ft 3in, I found myself thinking there’s no way in hell I’m squeezing through the same gap, but knew I had to try. So I pulled my air hose down and made my way into that crevice. Unfortunately, only the top of my torso would fit inside, so now I was stuck and, worryingly, I’d lost sight of my guide.


One thing I’ve always believed, whatever situation you find yourself in, is always to look for a solution. Find the best outcome. Life is too short to fret. Keep moving forward. So where, I thought, is my way out? I pushed out of the gap and started to climb back up when I suddenly saw what I most feared – a 3.5 metre great white shark in front of me. It was both mesmerising and horrifying.


We had gone through all the protocol of what to do if we came across one, including lying on the floor and staying still until it moved on. But my instinct was flight, so I dived back down the crevice faster than a rat up a drainpipe and it turned out I could fit through the gap; I just needed a bit more incentive.


As I sat in that nook, my heart racing and wondering what to do, I felt a tapping on the back of my head. It was my guide signalling me to move so we could get out of the crevice. I also noticed he was holding the biggest spiny crayfish I’d ever seen – the reason we were in this predicament to begin with.


I tried to tell him with my own sign language that I’m not moving mate; there’s a giant shark up there. This piece of news, however, didn’t seem to faze him. He handed me the crayfish and signalled to push up to the surface, so I turned, thinking that we were about to become the shark’s afternoon tea, but thankfully it had gone.


Back on the boat, my heart was still racing, and as I struggled to catch my breath, I asked, ‘Didn’t you see the great white shark?’


And he replied, as calmly as you like, ‘Yeah, mate. I told you it’s the Great White Highway – they’re everywhere.’


In my hand, though, was the most magnificent, powerful and extraordinary crayfish I’d ever seen.


We headed for land and lit a fire on the beach, eating sashimi crayfish with soy and wasabi, and cooking the tail in a pot of boiling water. The yield of meat from that giant crayfish was immense, enough for six people.


The flesh was shimmering and translucent, meaty yet sweet, and absolutely delicious. It was clear to me why these crayfish were so prized, but equally clear that you must be mad to catch one.


I tell this story because food always tastes better when you’ve earned it, and that’s what happens in the restaurant kitchen too. If you want to be the best and use the best produce, you have to sacrifice and work for it. The fruits of your labour and commitment will reward you five-fold. That’s the heart and soul of what we have done for 25 years at Restaurant Gordon Ramsay. Taking the plunge and being brave enough to put everything on the line, as I did back in 1998 when I opened the restaurant, was terrifying, but I did it anyway. You can’t let fear hold you back from aiming for perfection.


Just two days after my confrontation with the great white, I was back in the kitchen at Royal Hospital Road telling chef patron Matt Abé about my adventures in Tasmania and the island’s incredible produce. Next moment he was telling me how stunning the latest ducks were and the new dish he’d been working on that included an incredible black garlic purée. We were doing what all chefs love to do – sharing ideas and getting excited about the creative opportunities we’d have with the best produce we could lay our hands on.


I get re-energised by superb produce and the stories behind them. And the more I engage, the more I am reminded why I started Restaurant Gordon Ramsay and why we as a team continue to push fear aside and pursue excellence every day. You don’t deliver perfection by holding back. Bringing drive and commitment to work has changed my life and opened up a world of discovery. As a young chef I could only dream of success, but now I’m living the dream.


It’s both humbling and fascinating to look back over the last 25 years of Restaurant Gordon Ramsay at Royal Hospital Road. When I took that plunge into the unknown, my metaphorical great white shark was fear of failure, of not achieving my goal, but I didn’t let it stop me, no matter what adversities or mud were thrown my way.


Of course, a lot has changed in two and a half decades, and, thanks to television, everything I do now is much more in the public eye. Millions of people in multiple territories have seen an episode of Kitchen Nightmares where I’ve had to deal with a totally unrealistic restaurant owner who is unable to take advice. When I’ve let rip, which stems from my desire to improve things, it’s captured for entertainment and many people think I am blunt and irascible all the time. I’m not, but television makes certain demands: you have finite time, you have to be entertaining, the programme is edited for effect. The persona people see on TV is not necessarily who I am. I hope at some level viewers get a sense of what I stand for, what drives me and how much I care.


That’s also partly the reason for this book, which I’ve been thinking about for some time. It tells the story of my career, how I learned my craft and eventually carved my own path, opening the restaurant that remains the core of my entire group, at the heart of everything I do. This book celebrates its importance to me and all those who have worked there, and, I hope, gives an idea of its contribution to British gastronomy.


It’s great to be successful, but I think it’s important to show how I got there – the sacrifices that had to be made, the bumps in the road that felt like mountains to climb, the moments that helped shape my path, the triumph of reaching a lifelong goal, and what I did once I got there.


The book is also a celebration of the teams who, over the years, have helped Restaurant Gordon Ramsay to continually evolve, set the standard and maintain excellence at every turn. It took years for me to work out my approach to food and my style of cooking, and it makes me very happy that the leaders in the restaurant kitchen have added their voices to that development.


First and foremost, we cook with the seasons, so the book is arranged in that way too. Produce is at its best when in season, so it makes sense to use it as close as possible to the time it is picked, caught or harvested. Failing that, we pickle certain ingredients, such as blackberries and mushrooms, so we can use them out of season and still get great flavour. Trying as much as possible to work seasonally is why a meal in spring, for example, will not be the same as in summer or any other season. Spring is all about asparagus, morel mushrooms and wild garlic; summer about berries, stone fruits and tomatoes; autumn about figs, venison and white truffle; winter about pumpkin, Jerusalem artichokes and rhubarb. This differentiation is important because everything starts with produce: it’s our job to elevate it with careful preparation and precise cookery focused on maximum flavour, and to deliver it to guests in its most perfect state.


The book opens with canapés and amuse-bouches, perfect little mouthfuls that hint at the pleasures to come. The recipes that follow them were chosen to represent the range of top-notch produce we use in our finely honed dishes, and the key seasonal ingredients among them are served in favourite ways. The result is a snapshot of the year, but also typical of the last 25 years. The recipes are presented just as we cook them in the restaurant kitchen, so the ingredient lists are long and the methods include some technical equipment. I don’t expect home cooks to attempt them, but feel free to try. At the very least you will see how much time, care and dedication go into producing a three-star meal.
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For diners, of course, much of what happens in the background doesn’t really concern them. What does matter is that from the moment they arrive at the restaurant to the moment they leave they’ve been immersed in a magical world of fine food.


Interleaved with seasonal information and the recipes are stories of key moments in my career. These describe how I mastered my craft in the UK under fantastic mentors, and first set myself the goal of one day winning three Michelin stars, and how I went on to earn my stripes in France. These experiences together gave me the foundation and framework to create my own unique dining experience at Restaurant Gordon Ramsay, where I nurtured a workplace of collaboration, a top-notch team truly focused on achieving and maintaining three Michelin stars.


There are many restaurant guides, awards and accolades, but among chefs The Michelin Guide has always been the ultimate benchmark of recognition. It helps set a standard of expectation for diners as well. One Michelin star is a great achievement, and recognition of a solid, quality establishment. Two Michelin stars are reward for an exceptional, unique experience and an incredible accolade to receive. Three Michelin stars are rarer than hen’s teeth, requiring individuality, consistency and utter perfection at every step. They indicate that a restaurant, wherever it may be in the world, has achieved the pinnacle of excellence. Of course, that’s not the end of the story. The effort to maintain those stars requires a laser-like focus and extraordinary will. There is no let-up.


Restaurant Gordon Ramsay has now held three Michelin stars for 22 years. It’s important to understand, though, that The Michelin Guide doesn’t make your business a success, the team does, but the stars it awards are the most coveted within the world of hospitality. They are the standard by which we are measured, and are a wonderful accolade, but what drives us every day is the lasting impact we make on our guests.


I remain as hungry for success as I was 25 years ago, and perfection remains a constant goal because I need a certain level of jeopardy to get my cogs turning. That pressure, of course, is strictly confined to the kitchen. I’ve always thought that Restaurant Gordon Ramsay is a chance for us to relax our guests and deliver a meal of ultimate indulgence that will live forever in their memory. They step inside and immerse themselves in the experience. Three hours later, they step out again, full of wonder. Those three hours are pure escapism, a taste of the sublime that has taken two and a half decades to perfect. To achieve that takes an incredible, dedicated team, but to maintain that over 25 years is extraordinary. Long may it continue.










Lightness and Evolution


Finding my voice in food came from hard work, years of mastering my craft, grabbing onto opportunity, following my gut instincts and, to put it simply, seeing the light.


I’ve never wavered from using the very best ingredients, finding the right composition for a dish, and dressing a plate simply but beautifully. I was constantly seeking ways to show dishes in a new light and, importantly, trying to break free from the rich and heavy cookery traditions of Britain’s past. It’s what has set me apart from my contemporaries.


Finding the DNA of my food – working out what I wanted it to be like and what principles were involved – was a key step because only then would evolution be possible. Great cooking never stands still, it evolves, and evolution is a conscious process requiring measured decisions, and not succumbing to change unless it’s necessary and for the better.


I believe it’s vital to recognise fads and fashions in food, and to judge whether they are sustainable. It’s a mistake to get caught up in the hype, but important to listen, watch and learn while staying true to your vision. Things become popular for a reason, and sometimes there are nuggets of magic in the latest craze, but jumping on every bandwagon will see you on a road to nowhere fast. At the time of writing there’s been lots of talk about plant-based eating, factory-made meat substitutes, the genetic modification of foodstuffs ... lots of interesting ideas about what’s best for the planet. We always try to listen and learn.


At Restaurant Gordon Ramsay, we focus on staying true to our principles, leading the way in showing what’s possible on the plate and in the dining room when perfection and superb produce underpin every effort we make. Key staff are given the autonomy to express themselves, but the restaurant holds onto the style I established. The path to that point began in 1987, when I joined the kitchen of Marco Pierre White at Harvey’s in south London. There I worked my way up to sous chef, his right-hand man, running the place in his absence so he could go on holiday. To this day I am very grateful for the arse-kicking Marco gave me when I was young, and equally for the confidence he showed in me. He knew I was a vital part of his team, so to stop me from leaving, he told me that Le Gavroche was full and had no space for me to join its brigade. When I finally did, they asked, ‘What took you so long to get here? We could have taken you a year ago!’


It was smart of Marco to hold onto me for as long as possible, and I respect his reasons for doing that. He not only nurtured my competitive spirit, but got me into the kitchens of Le Gavroche in Chelsea. Under Albert and Michel Roux, Le Gavroche was a French powerhouse, determined to put London on the culinary map. At the time, British food had an awful reputation and was very much a poor relation to French cuisine. Through the Roux brothers, France became a gastronomic beacon showing us the way to improve. It was the beginning of the food revolution in the UK, and I knew early on that I needed to immerse myself in the world of French cookery to take British food down a new path. I learned a lot in that great restaurant.


I have to say, though, that a major turning point in my career was getting into the Paris kitchen of Guy Savoy, where I built on the foundations I had established earlier. I was suddenly privy to the light touch of a two-star chef driving for three stars, an experience I’d draw inspiration from down the track with Restaurant Gordon Ramsay. I believe the jump from two to three stars is the most pivotal move. Others claim that going from one to two stars is more important, but I’ve made that jump several times, so I don’t buy that view. At Guy Savoy I witnessed at first hand what the push to three stars really involves, and it had the most profound impact on me.


Meanwhile, though, I had to swallow my pride and take a step back to commis chef to become a better cook. The first three months at Guy Savoy I was relegated to pastry and, even worse, churning sorbet. Ten different flavours, all churned to order and taken upstairs on a trolley to the guest. I could churn in my sleep. And that’s the point: the work was boring me. No one knew what I was capable of. It was hard to stomach, but I knew it was the only way forward.


It’s well known that it can take 10 years to rise to sous chef, so I had to prove myself – and quickly. The first step was to become fluent in French so I could excel in any given situation in the kitchen. I wanted to understand every nuance, every technique and explanation so I could store away that knowledge and use it to my benefit. Eventually, I got my chance on the fish section and hit a home run. I was back in my element and ready to excel.


[image: Illustration]


Guy had an incredible lightness in his food, something I’d never experienced before. Everything was delicate and frothy, and he was thickening his sauces with things such as a purée of roasted celeriac. This delivered something beautiful, making dishes lighter without losing the big flavours. It was a revelation, and shifted my thoughts about cooking, planting the seed for my own style in the kitchen.


I was also energised by the amazing things he did with flavours, such as infusing fish stock with Madagascan vanilla pods, then whisking in butter to make it almost mousse-like. It was a fantastically light accompaniment to his sea bass dish and made me see ingredients differently. Another thing that blew my mind was that he served the fish with the scales on, as their oils enhanced the flavour and protected the flesh. In addition, the scales stood up during cooking, so the fish ended up looking like a hedgehog on the plate.


This technique was unheard of in Britain, but Guy was adamant that it helped retain the flavour of the fish, which is what mattered most to him. Of course, if, on my return to the UK, I had dared to serve fish with scales on, critics would have roasted me, and guests would have been perplexed. British food wasn’t quite ready for that step, and, to be honest, I’ve never been convinced that fish should be served like that. When I eventually opened Restaurant Gordon Ramsay, I kept Guy’s cooking technique for sea bass, but always peeled the scales off before plating up. As for using vanilla in the dish, people’s reaction was perhaps predictable: ‘What are you doing messing with dessert ingredients?’


From Guy I also learned to respect produce and use every part of it, a different approach from Marco at Harvey’s, where, for example, we tended to use only the white part of a leek, and threw the rest away. At Guy Savoy we used the white part for a dish, and the green parts in sauces, mousses or even staff meals. A nose-to-tail cooking policy applied to every item of produce, not just proteins.


Thanks to Guy I found a new way of thinking about cooking focused on quality produce, big flavours, supreme technique and, most importantly for British cuisine, lightness. I had found the key to freeing British food from its poor reputation and turning it on its head.
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Apart from learning this new approach to cookery, I loved the focus on freshness and precision too – ordering in the exact amounts required per day, taking delivery in time for service, and creating the tightest possible link between source and plate. It was the most exciting revelation I’d had in my career. It worked beautifully and I filed it away for future use. It also changed diners’ perceptions of modern British food.


I came back to London in 1993 with a head full of steam, convinced that what I’d learned from Guy gave me a uniqueness that no other chef in London had at that time. I cut back on the use of butter and cream, and broke away from overpowering hero ingredients with stodgy sauces. Instead, I served aerated sauces, silky veloutés and fresh purées that connected everything on the plate. These became the hallmarks of my cooking, and are now, I’m pleased to say, a defining feature of fine dining.


My insistence on using the very best produce and maintaining a light touch are intrinsic to the approach at Restaurant Gordon Ramsay. Take scallops, for example. We have always used hand-dived ones from the west coast of Scotland because they are extraordinary, and to this day we prepare them in a time-honoured way. We open them using the sharpest knife possible so the lid comes off cleanly, and then scoop out the flesh, ensuring we take every single bit. After that we cook them very simply, then this is where evolution comes in.


Back when I started the restaurant, I was serving scallops with a cauliflower purée and raisin vinaigrette, or with sweetcorn purée and quail’s eggs. These days Matt serves them with caviar sauce, a beurre blanc and a touch of sriracha; or with ajo blanco, verjus, grapes and olive oil; or with violina pumpkin, clementine and shiso; or even as a tartare. At the heart of each variation, though, is still that glorious scallop served with a lightness of touch – we’re just dressing it in different clothes. The dish remains true to the principles I established, and that’s the important part that has carried through the last 25 years.


The food DNA I have built has given my chefs the foundation to flourish. We create new dishes by evolving the old ones, but always with lightness at the forefront. All those years ago when I brought this new approach to British food, it was regarded as maverick, and I think it took people by surprise. But my way was not just about bringing in lightness – there have been other changes too. Chief among these is presentation, which adds beauty and elegance to every dish. This is part of a new era that I wasn’t brought up in, so it owes a lot to the evolution and aspirations of our chefs, who enjoy using their artistic skills to raise dishes to another level. They are now leaders in this wonderful part of the craft.


Through the years, the chef patron (head chef) at the restaurant – whether it’s been the current head, Matt Abé, or previous holders Clare Smyth and Mark Askew – has led the team using the underlying principles of my approach to cookery, but also injected their own signature, ethos and culinary nous to an ever-evolving menu. Heading up a Michelin-starred establishment places huge pressure on these incredible chefs. But without exception they have taken the reins of a thoroughbred restaurant, captured the essence of what we do and added parts of themselves too. They have taken it forward and led it into the future.
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SACRIFICE


It was 1998. From the outside peering in, my career looked to be accelerating fast in an upward trajectory, but it wasn’t going fast enough for me. An urgency to reach the pinnacle, a desire to be the best I could, was eating away at me. I was pushing, but felt I wasn’t getting enough traction and that something had to give.


I look back at that rise, and it actually happened much quicker than I felt at the time. I’d spent years earning my stripes with Marco Pierre White at Harvey’s and the Roux brothers at Le Gavroche, then honed my skills with Guy Savoy in Paris. Now I desperately wanted an outlet for my ambitions.


I’d first had a taste of empowerment in 1994, when Marco made me head chef of Rossmore in Chelsea, later renamed Aubergine. That restaurant was just a tiny little bistro, but it gave me the chance to prove myself in stages. It was a fascinating five-year project, going from one to two Michelin stars.


The Aubergine team was filled with the most extraordinary and passionate professionals, who got on board with my vision of lightening up modern British cuisine and established an impeccable level of service. Many of the staff became the core of the team at Restaurant Gordon Ramsay. But back then we were just getting started. I had so much more to explore and to give.


Aubergine became the hottest restaurant in town, attracting a starry clientele, and there was a long waiting list to get a table. That period of time was incredible, and imperative for my next step, but I had partners who weren’t restaurateurs, so I had mixed feelings about the situation.


Anyone who knows me will tell you I can’t sit still. I like to keep moving. Having nailed one goal, I look for the next challenge. So even though Aubergine was a success, I was thinking, ‘How can I take my food and restaurant to the next level?’ The answer was to go solo and get my own restaurant. I was prepared to fight tooth and nail for it, and one word kept ringing in my head. I grabbed paper and a pen and wrote down the word SACRIFICE in capital letters. Then I underlined it. That word summed up what I needed to do, and it applies to anyone with a burning ambition. You want your dream? Well, you must sacrifice something to get it. You have to work, work, work. You can’t get from A to B unless you travel the hard road in between. It’s full of bumps, turns and decisions that impact not just on your life, but the lives of those around you too. Sometimes you’ll become aware that you haven’t made the right decisions, but it doesn’t have to be the end of the world. What matters is that you own every decision you make, and find your way through, or you’ll never reach your destination.


I’d found my voice on the plate, one that let the seasons direct the path, and developed the restraint required to ensure that everything on the plate served a purpose. Each plate was a perfect representation of a moment in the season, but I knew I had much more in me. I was young and impatient, racing against the clock to get complete control so I could steer things where I wanted.


Tana and I had recently purchased our very first home, a huge moment in our lives. It was a beautiful apartment in Wandsworth, south London, that we bought from fashion designer Jeremy Hackett. It took every penny of our savings, but it was a wonderful reward for the hard work, risks and sacrifices we’d gone through up to that point. It signalled the start of a new phase in our lives, of having greater security and stability.


Then along came Meg, our first child, and I was startled by the responsibility involved in being a parent. It brings a whole different level of pressure – the pressure to give your child the best possible foundation and create opportunities for them. Of course, I adapted to that, and really enjoyed family life. But Aubergine wasn’t quite where I wanted it to be because I couldn’t run it entirely on my terms. I had partners who didn’t understand my objectives. It was time to go out on my own.


The vision for Restaurant Gordon Ramsay was bubbling away in my head. I wanted an agile menu that spoke of the season, dishes that took modern British food into a new era of lightness I’d learned from my time with Guy Savoy. I foresaw a place that would be running on passion, adrenalin and collaborative creativity. A place where, as a diner, you always felt special, and every dish that left the kitchen was magical and perfect. I had in mind dishes that were new, ambitious and not afraid to show a less-is-more approach – dishes such as lobster ravioli, which had a mousse-like filling and was served on a fresh tomato chutney. It was light and adaptable enough to change with the seasons, which is why it’s on the menu to this day.


Having decided to strike out on my own, I’d begun negotiations with Pierre Koffmann for his restaurant site on Royal Hospital Road in Chelsea. Pierre was selling up and moving La Tante Claire to The Berkeley Hotel in Knightsbridge. My bid was a long shot and I knew I had little chance of succeeding. No bank would back me because there were only three years left on the lease and I didn’t have enough cash. There was only one way I could raise the capital, so I sat down with Tana one night.


‘We are going to have to sell our home,’ I said.


She looked at me quizzically and asked, ‘Why?’


‘Because we need the money for a deposit on the lease of the Royal Hospital Road site.’


‘What happens if it doesn’t work?’ she asked.


‘Trust me, it’s going to work,’ I replied. ‘You’ve just got to bear with me.’


She took a moment to consider what I was suggesting.


‘For how long?’ she asked.


‘Five years.’


‘So that means Meg will be going to school, I’ll be continuing to work as a teacher and we won’t have a roof over our heads?’


‘Well, we’ll have a roof over the restaurant,’ I offered.


‘You can’t sleep in a restaurant!’ she said.


So, as we have always done, we talked it through and somehow I convinced her to sell the flat. I was asking a lot of Tana, but her faith in me has always been extraordinary.


It has been well documented that I grew up in what many would consider to be a dysfunctional family – penniless, clothed in hand-me-downs and cast-offs, in a home barely held together by my inspiring mum, who had an incredible knack of feeding us on the thinnest of budgets and bringing colour into our often drab lives. She fought really hard to give us the best chance of a better life, and I put my drive and determination down to her influence. I never wanted to let her down, and that feeling extended to Tana and our child. I knew the importance of family.


It would take me years to get ahead, but my upbringing gave me a valuable quality. I knew how to be poor. I knew how to get by and push on with little or nothing. I knew how to let something go in order to move forward. Of course, that is much easier when you’re single and accountable only to yourself. Fortunately, I had Tana behind me all the way. She saw the path ahead, the vision that could help give our kids a good life, and she believed, more than anyone, in my, unswerving will to succeed. Meanwhile, she’d have to do the heavy lifting at home, but she knew we had the skills to manage this sacrifice, and if we did it properly, it would pay off.


Sell the apartment? No problem. Give up the car and walk to work? Easy as pie.


Selling our home gave us a quarter of a million pounds in equity to help convince the bank to lend me a million pounds for the lease on Royal Hospital Road. It was a huge sacrifice because we had to give up everything we’d spent the last 10 years working for. At the time it made sense to me, but it’s amazing to think we sacrificed our first home for my first restaurant. One step back to go two steps forward. But little did I know we weren’t there yet.


The clanger came when the bank asked, ‘So you’re running seven days a week. What’s the turnover? What’s the profit?’


‘No,’ I said, ‘this is a personal thing. We’re closing Saturday and Sunday.’


At this, their jaws dropped: ‘What do you mean closing Saturdays and Sundays? Aren’t they your busiest days?’


‘No, Monday is going to be the busiest night. And Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday and Friday.’


‘But you’re missing the two most important days.’


I told them that every single day was important, but so was the need to rest. The logic was simple: open Monday to Friday, prep and plan on Saturday, spend Sunday with our families. It was somewhat arrogant of me at the time, but I knew my vision would work. I knew the value of rest, the importance of family, and the drive and energy both give you when you are working 18-hour days as we did back then.


That commitment wasn’t enough for the bank. Even with the money from our flat, we could only secure half the loan needed, so I had to find more cash to do the deal. When I told Pierre Koffmann, he said,


‘How about you pay me some now, and the rest in a year’s time after the success of the first year’s trading?’


His offer was generous beyond belief – the final piece of the jigsaw.


Royal Hospital Road was mine.
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Canapés and Amuse-bouches


It isn’t only what’s printed on the menu that makes eating at Restaurant Gordon Ramsay so memorable; it is also the little ‘unexpected’ elements that come at the beginning and the end of the meal that raise it from a really good dinner to an unforgettable experience. The very first taste is always a small but exquisite canapé to accompany the opening round of drinks. Eaten by hand, these bite-sized morsels have to punch above their weight in order to set the scene for what’s to come in just one mouthful. Consequently, they are often striking to look at with interesting or contrasting textures and bold flavours. A good canapé should always leave you wanting more.


After the canapé, but before the first course, the chefs have an opportunity to show the diners a little of what they can expect by serving an amuse-bouche, or pre-starter, of their choosing. Like everything else on the menu, it is heavily influenced by the seasons, but because it doesn’t have to be planned in advance, it can change daily, depending on what enticing ingredients we have to play with on the day. We have regular favourites that appear annually, but this is a much-enjoyed opportunity to be spontaneous, creative and playful. Like the canapés, these are small dishes designed to entice the palate rather than spoil the appetite.


Selection of Canapés (overleaf)


Cured Fish


Cured Kingfish, Toasted Nori, Dashi Vinegar, Truffle Cured Sea-Trout, Summer Herbs, Calamansi


Gougères


Smoked Montgomery Cheddar and Pickled Walnut Comté and Black Truffle


Tartlets


Rove de Garrigues, Spring Flowers Barbecued Pumpkin, Marinated Trout Roe Young Peas, Ham, Mint Cured King Fish, Sesame, Nori Whipped Lardo, Iberico Ham, Allium
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Chips ’n’ Dip


With its combination of strong flavours and contrasting textures, this canapé – an intense French onion dip covered with half caviar and half French onion consommé jelly, and served with delicate, crisp potato tuiles – makes a real impact at the very beginning of the meal.
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Porthilly Oysters, Elderflower Mignonette


The freshest oysters from the Cornish coastal village of Porthilly are served with a twist on the classic mignonette shallot dressing; we use our homemade elderflower vinegar to bring a fragrant sweetness to the oysters, then garnish them with pretty pink and white elderflowers.
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Young Peas, Dashi Custard, Caviar, Hazelnuts


In this celebration of the arrival of spring, we combine peas, the caviar of the land, with true caviar from the sea. The overtones of hazelnut present in the caviar are reinforced by folding a little hazelnut oil through the peas, then both are arranged on top of a savoury dashi custard and garnished with young pea shoots and white garlic and yellow brassica buds.
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Tomato Dashi


Tomatoes are at their ripest during the summer, and we treat them with due reverence by distilling their flavour into this incredibly clear consommé that is both clarified and enriched by adding kombu, an edible kelp used to make the Japanese broth called dashi. Served with a profusion of summer herbs, this is a refreshing and fragrant hit of umami.
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Bacon and Eggs


Our interpretation of a British classic: a delicate but punchy bacon mousse hides beneath silky, slow-cooked egg yolk, which is garnished with crispy shallot crumb and chopped chives. It is served with a handmade grissini wrapped in finely sliced cured pig’s cheek, which acts as a ‘soldier’ for dipping into the egg.
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Beef Consommé, Shallot and Thyme Parker House Roll


A shot of warming beef consommé sets the scene for our diners in winter, providing a rich, luxurious and incredibly flavourful start to the meal. A light and buttery Parker House roll flavoured with shallot and thyme is served on the side to balance the intensity of the beautiful clear soup.
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HUNGER PANGS


Once I secured the lease on the Royal Hospital Road site, I got busy planning the business. Restaurants aren’t just about food; everything, from organising the kitchen and dining room to greeting and serving the guests, must undergo the most precise attention to detail.


I gave myself four weeks to gut and remodel the premises before reopening as Restaurant Gordon Ramsay. The design of what had been La Tante Claire reflected Pierre Koffmann’s vision, so I decided sadly that it all had to go. I had a limited budget, so I got the help of a small interior design firm I’d used on an earlier project. The entire front of house space was gutted, leaving a concrete shell that resembled a bombsite. Given the tight schedule, it was decided to keep the design simple, and use things that were easy to fabricate and install.


The main risk we took was paying £10,000 to an artist called Barnaby Gorton to paint a dreamy blue and grey mural. Fortunately, he quickly grasped the brief and the tight deadline, and his artwork really brought the room to life. We were delighted, and went on to use him on many other projects.


It was a stomach-churning race to get the restaurant finished on time. In fact, the front desk was still being assembled just half an hour before we opened. However, I was happy with what had been achieved. Once there was enough money in the bank, I planned to take the design and fit-out to the next level.


While the place was being renovated, I was writing menus, refining and finalising dishes, and working on a new charter for the way the kitchen and front of house team would run. The deadline was incredibly optimistic, but I had the advantage of bringing with me most of the team from Aubergine, who all saw my vision and wanted to be part of what I wanted to build. With no new staff to train, the focus was on sharpening minds and pre-existing skills to deliver the individual style required to achieve three Michelin stars.


I found being free of the corporate set-up that governed Aubergine really liberating. No longer were there multiple other opinions demanding to be heard, opinions that made me feel constrained and underachieving. I now had the freedom to move on and aim higher. My opening night menu would show I meant business. Glorious seafood and fish, such as lobster and sea bass, would take centre stage, and these would be underpinned by fantastic fruit and vegetables, including summer berries and stone fruits, fennel, peas, courgettes and artichokes. With tomatoes at their best too, I also decided to take my signature lobster ravioli to the next level by presenting it on a fresh tomato chutney. While the dish can work with various ingredients in different seasons, tomatoes make the perfect foundation for it in summer, and the combination would showcase the finesse and lightness I’d been developing ever since I worked with Guy Savoy in Paris.


Of course, I was nervous as hell about what was at stake, so imagine how I felt on the night we opened when ITV ran a show called Britain’s Most Unbearable Bosses, for which they’d secretly filmed me dressing down a member of staff. It was just a bit of hot air, but the timing – even though the programme went out quite late – couldn’t have been worse. We were about to have a full restaurant of paying guests expecting to have the night of their lives while I was being shown having a rant. Refusing to let it distract me, I put my head down, stayed in the kitchen and focused on what mattered.


By 5pm the dining room looked immaculate – 14 tables set for 45 guests. We were all full of nervous energy. First impressions, particularly in the context of a restaurant, are vital, and with the British media standing in judgement, it wasn’t hard for emotions to boil over. Any heated words in the run-up were just a symptom of the pressure to achieve perfection.


At 7pm our first-ever guests arrived and the kitchen got into full swing, but before long the extraction fans packed in because the fan belt snapped. It was 59ºC in there, hotter than the Sahara. We needed an electrician, but couldn’t get one to come until the following morning. Then, just to make things a little more challenging, the air-conditioning went down in the dining room too. Exactly what you need when you’re charging guests £100 a head. It was literally the hottest restaurant in town, but the guests didn’t seem to mind.


That opening night was a baptism of fire, but the next day we discovered we were fully booked for three months ahead. This was great news, as it meant we were positive in cash flow. That would be music to the bank’s ears and mean I could honour the financial arrangement I’d made with Pierre Koffmann.


My idea of the perfect restaurant was crystal clear in my mind, but it would have been pointless if the business were not viable, so getting off to a good start was a huge boost. Financial awareness is hugely important, but when young chefs talk to me about a dish they’ve created – I love hearing their passion and enthusiasm – very few ever consider if it works commercially. Will they sell those ingredients for five times more than they bought them? In that respect, it doesn’t matter what you want to build; you must make the numbers work. That gives you the foundation to create the magic.


The pressures during the early days of the restaurant were insane, but I’ve always had an element of fearlessness tempered with realism when it comes to opportunity. I liken it to standing on a 10 metre diving board. Many people spend too long looking down, gazing at the bottom of the pool rather than the water level, so they see the distance they have to go as much further away than it actually is. The same is true with a business: the point at which you break through is closer than you think. You have to focus on diving (or cooking) properly to get where you want to be.
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