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Chris Terry


Raymond Blanc OBE is acknowledged as one of the finest chefs in the world. Completely self-taught, his influence on gastronomy is so great that he is the only chef to have been honoured with both an OBE from Britain and the Légion d'honneur from France.


His beautiful hotel restaurant, Belmond Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons, has retained two Michelin stars for thirty-five years and was voted Best Hotel and Best Food Hotel of the Year by the Caterer’s Hotelier Top 100 Awards. Raymond has written more than ten books and presented many television shows. He is honorary President of The Sustainable Restaurant Association and Vice President of Garden Organic.










About the Book


Raymond’s long-held plan to write a simple cookbook – inspired by his beloved mother, Maman Blanc – began months before the Covid pandemic. Suddenly everything changed and Raymond, like the rest of the world, struggled to find a way through lockdown. At home, and isolated from his family, Raymond cooked and cooked. He opted for simple dishes that evoked happy memories. Recipes that were neither a challenge, nor fussy, with ingredients that were easily available.


The result is Simply Raymond. A collection of his favourite home-cooked recipes – the dishes that mean the most to him and that connect to family and friends. This is cooking from the heart, and here you’ll find must-make dishes to add to your weekly repertoire, as well as others for special occasions.
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Dedication


While I was writing my little book, Simply Raymond, my mother passed away. This book is dedicated with the utmost love to Maman Blanc. My inspiration to become a chef, restaurateur and hotelier stems from my mother’s desire and compulsion to give, share and, of course, to feed a family of seven. She was a muse to me, shaping my approach to food and people. Her values formed the foundations of my cooking and career. She has brought happiness to so many, in the kitchen and at the table. Maman, your life was long, your loss is great. Your legacy, however, is immense.
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Of the many cookery books that I have written, this one has the most extraordinary story.


When I embarked on a project to publish a collection of recipes, it should have led me along a familiar path. After all, I was not a newcomer to the business of creating cookbooks. Instead, with this one, I found myself on an especially strange journey. A journey with plenty of unknowns, and with some darkness. Yet here we are – the journey has ended at this very happy, bright destination, where you and I are united through food, the joy of cookery and the sheer pleasures of eating and sharing.


You will be eager to skip ahead and throw yourself into the cooking of the dishes. But, first, sit back please, and give me just a moment to tell you how it came about …


It was a couple of decades ago, or even longer, that I began to dream of writing a book that would specifically pay homage to two great inspirations. Both had been the mentors who inspired me to fully appreciate and relish simple cooking at its best.


One of these inspirational figures was my mother, who every day made lunch and dinner for her husband and their five children. Maman had a passion for pleasing people by feeding them. I felt encouraged, compelled to cook. Soon I was in love with it and, to this day, I am still at my happiest when feeding others, and teaching. (True, I now present a bill to the guests, while Maman never did such a thing, though she certainly should have – and could have – done.) My mother’s values were ingrained in me – the foundations of a career, a life. Without such values, I could never have won the praise, the prizes and the plaudits that I have.


The other inspiration was someone I never met. Edouard de Pomiane was a Frenchman, scientist and author. He was also a connoisseur who wrote so well about food and, as a young man, I adored the witty, friendly, conversational style of his book, La Cuisine en Dix Minutes – or, in English, Cooking in Ten Minutes. The book was published in 1930, which shows how far ahead he was of his time.


Pomiane was quirky, confident and maybe a bit over the top (like me). I was in awe of his ability to demystify cooking and make food inclusive. With my nose buried in the pages of his best-selling book, I was transported to a gastronomic heaven of the finest home cooking.





 


Well, a multitude of ideas constantly whizzes around in my mind. And so it was a couple of decades ago, or even longer, that these were now joined by another: it was the idea for that book of no-nonsense recipes. These would include the sorts of things that Maman Blanc made in her kitchen in our home beside the forests of Franche-Comté.


Chez Blanc, she had no brigades of chefs, fancy gadgets and high-tech equipment, such as a sous-vide machine, which people like me take for granted. She did not depend on the bleep-bleep of a food probe, or the ring-a-ting-ting of a timer. Maman relied on her senses as a guide, although she had an electric hand whisk and a cocotte minute, the French pressure cooker loved by a nation’s mamans, and it had a useful timer. I implore all cooks to use their senses more often. Taste, taste, taste and let it guide you to the finish. Listen out for the difference in culinary sounds, be it the gentlest simmer or the rapid, rolling boil. When you are at the hob, listen for the noises of bubble, sizzle, the hiss and the spit. From the pan and pot, the tray or the roasting tin, food talks to the cook.


I really do hope that soon these recipes will be a part of your repertoire and, as a result, that you will have requests for this or that.


Meanwhile, in my head, I could hear Pomiane’s chatty, enthusiastic tone. I thought it would be the perfect pairing for the rustic food that my mother cooked, and so many others – me included – like to make. That way, I felt, I would have paid tribute to these two people and their influence upon me.


Looking back on my notes, I am reminded that I told myself this was to be a book ‘to cherish and treasure’, celebrating ‘family and warmth’. Back then, I dreamt that it would become what it has indeed become now – an essential guide for you, the cook at home, filled with uncomplicated recipes for wholesome, delicious dishes, many of them French, some British, and others inspired by my travels. I really do hope that soon they will be a part of your repertoire and, as a result, that you will have requests for this or that.


This book was just an idea, a hope, a wish, a dream. The seasons came and went, and came and went again, and the years rolled by. The idea stayed with me, a recurring thought. Then one day, early in 2020, I was invited to the offices of Headline Publishing, beside the Thames, once a river rich in oysters. And the world of cookery is your oyster. Learn how to make one soup, and you can make hundreds. Master the art of pan-frying, and you can cook thousands of dishes, with no problems at all. Look at me – I was not born a baby cook. I had to learn, just like you and everyone else. Although mostly I learnt from my gifted mum, with her paysan approach, her values and her natural respect for seasonality, which inspired the naming of Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons.


Excitedly, I spoke with the publishers, Lindsey and Kate, recounting my vision for the book. I told them about my beloved Maman, and of Pomiane’s influence on my life. ‘This book,’ I said, ‘will be a tribute to my mum and to a man I have never met, a man who way back could see the future of food …’


We talked about dishes that would be extremely quick to make, and wanted most of them to take within ten minutes or a little bit longer. As an affectionate tribute to my hero, Pomiane, this book would take a similar title to his own, Cooking in Ten Minutes … or a Little Bit Longer. We said farewell, shook hands and, as you can imagine, French-style, we kissed each other on both cheeks. Little did we know that within weeks these age-old social customs would be forbidden and regarded as frightening.
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In March 2020, Great Britain went into lockdown. The world was about to change. The coronavirus pandemic was here. Convenience vanished. Shopping for food became difficult. The culture of the sandwich at the office desk was no more. The shops that made sandwiches were closed, and offices with the desks were shut. Most of us stayed at home, though millions continued as ‘key workers’, and to them, we shall always be indebted.


On my own, and in my flat in London, I would call my mum in France. A woman of less than five feet, she had never let her lack of height get in the way of a good meal. I think of her, a loveable, funny, little woman, quickly moving a chair from one cupboard to another in a frantic search for sugar, salt or a spice, and then she’d realise, ‘Ah, it’s on the table.’


And I found myself craving, and then cooking, childhood meals, simple to make and full of goodness. All of them could be rustled up speedily – tartiflette, a plate of crudités, a morteau sausage salad, an onion or tomato soup, and the one that my mother made with the seasons’ vegetables and chervil. I was her young helper and runner. The family meals began with me being sent from the house to my father’s cherished, well-nourished, immaculately kept potager to gather the ingredients. ‘Mon petit, go into the garden and get me …’ (Mon petit is a phrase that I often call a lot of my chefs, especially when I cannot remember names.)


I realised that all of these dishes would have to be included in this book, and so they are, along with classics such as Caesar salad, salade Niçoise and a ratatouille (my version is quick to cook).


Since 1984, I have spent so much of my time in the kitchens at Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons and Brasserie Blanc, but now my professional life was a struggle, filled with tremendous stress and strains; the turmoil of a business put on hold. You encountered hardship too, I am sure, whether it was personal or professional, or both. Slowly, however, I began to really relish the fun that comes from cooking at home. I took to social media, sharing recipes that my British friends would call ‘easy-peasy’.


I started to wonder about the book, and how it might be affected by the way you and I were cooking. More importantly, I began to understand how this pandemic would impact on our lifestyles and the food we eat. We will seriously tackle food waste, and we will be closer to our farmers, butchers, fishmongers, cheesemakers and our other food producers. We need to reconnect more with seasonality and the provenance and authenticity of produce. Sustainability must be the driving force in the years to come, and we will rediscover our skills, grow more and import less: good for the farmers and the economy. By digging into the past, we shall find our future. (Maybe I am just an old romantic, but I do believe, truly from my heart of hearts, that this will happen.)


I found myself craving, and then cooking, childhood meals.


As the weeks of solitude progressed, it was as if we had been ‘given’ more time. We devoted this time to the garden (the weather was glorious), to yoga, puzzles, TV boxsets. And the cooks among us spent that extra time in the kitchen.


The fast, fast world in which we lived had stopped zooming along, and was now in slow motion. The hurried breakfast bowl of cornflakes made way for the deep, rich scents of freshly baked banana loaf. The cheap burger on the hop was replaced by the cheerful barbecue in the garden. People spoke of finding positives in this new climate of negatives and, for those of us who love to cook, we did not need to search too far for pleasure.





 


Cooking in Ten Minutes now seemed too restrictive, unsuited to this new world. We all need a little bit longer in the kitchen, I thought to myself. And often quite a bit longer. Time was no longer a crucial factor behind the recipes, yet the spirit of my little book remained the same: wonderful, inexpensive dishes to bring a smile to the cook as well as those who are around the table. I regard cooking as an art of giving, the most natural and most powerful way of bringing people together. It is not a race against the clock.


If this book were to be an honest tribute to my mother and Pomiane, as well as an accurate reflection of my beliefs, along with the fact that we were all wishing to value our time, then the title would need to change. Quite simply, it had to celebrate simplicity.


I had drawn up a list of a few hundred recipes and began to refine it, taking me closer to a hundred (though I don’t like to be confined by the dreaded restrictions of maths). I wanted to share with you my recipes from my culture, as well as other cultures. I wanted to show you how, apart from French dishes, I like to make an easy risotto, dhal, samosas. I wanted recipes for one-pot dishes, as well as a few slowcooked, rustic treats, which melt in the mouth. This is a book in which the recipes illustrate cooking techniques that open up numerous opportunities. Remember, a recipe is only a template, a map to take you on an adventure.


Then I added to the list – delicious desserts without any culinary challenges: stewed apricots with crunchy almonds, roasted peaches, tarte boulangère and a strawberry and mascarpone tart that guarantees a ‘Wow’.





 


A few months into lockdown, I received the phone call that I had dreaded. Death is in all of our lives. None of us can escape it. My Maman had died. She had coronavirus, although it was not the disease that caused her death. Instead, she died after a fall while trying to get out of her bed. She could have called for help to leave the bed but did not want to disturb the nurses. At the age of 97, her final act was one of characteristic thoughtfulness.


I was desperately sad not to have been there at her side. She had been at mine throughout my life.


She was the daughter of a farmer. At the age of 14 she left school to help in the fields, and her broad, tough-skinned hands told a tale of hard, manual labour. And while Mum didn’t learn much in the classroom, she made up for it in the kitchen. I can picture her at home, darting around the garden as she gathered vegetables and herbs for a fantastic soup, which she’d blend with her moulin-légumes, the classic French food mill.


I remember catching my first fish, a tench almost as big as me. I was so proud and thrilled that I kissed the fish on its lips. At home, Maman slow-roasted the tench in a silky sauce of butter and lemon.


I can see her, too, at the dining table at home, as we ate lapin à la moutarde, in which the rabbit is braised with white wine and mustard. Maman sat with a fork in hand, a smile on her lips, and tears on her cheeks. The smile because she loved the taste. The tears ran down her cheeks because she adored the rabbits that we kept. Such is the French paradox.


Lapin à la moutarde was among the main courses I cooked at my first restaurant, Les Quat’Saisons. Within these pages is a recipe for chicken in a mustard sauce. It is made like my mother’s rabbit dish, but with her in mind, and for those who love rabbits, I have used le poulet as a substitute.


I remember Christmases, almost right up to my mother’s final one, when she would phone in advance of my arrival: ‘Raymond! Don’t forget to bring the Christmas pudding …’ I wouldn’t have dreamt of such a thing! Although I must confess there were a few times when I almost left it on the luggage rack on Eurostar (like an edible Christmas gift for the next passenger to take my seat).


My mother lived her life in Franche-Comté. Since my late twenties, I have lived in Britain. We were separated geographically and went for months without seeing each other. However, there is rarely a meal when I do not think of her.
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It all seemed to happen so fast. First, a cough, which was not bad enough to stop me working on my book. Within two days, however, I was exhausted and then I felt ice cold, shaking uncontrollably and with a high fever. The Covid-19 test came back positive. I was admitted to the Covid highdependency unit at the John Radcliffe in Oxford. For the next month, I would remain at the hospital.


Through Merry Christmas and Happy New Year, I was one of the many people who were being treated and cared for by the exceptional staff of the NHS. I was in awe of their commitment, their passion and devotion, as they worked long days and nights, always supportive and caring. They included Maude who, knowing that I was a chef, cooked me some delicious pasta and tomato sauce. Another nurse, Sally, sang beautifully as she worked, and one day – with her mask on – treated me to her rendition of ‘La Vie en Rose’.


May I share a secret? For 30 years or more I have tried to meditate, but without any success. Always a new dish, or garden or a new room would interfere with my efforts. But there in my hospital bed, surrounded by tubes and beeping monitors, and in the middle of the night, suddenly meditation became my salvation. It was as if I could wrap myself in a sealed bubble of silence, remove negative thoughts and focus on taking in as much oxygen as possible in a tight-fitting mask; it was so difficult to breathe. The consultant saw that my oxygen levels were increasing, and she was so happy. On the whiteboard above my bed, she wrote: ‘Wahoo! You won.’ In the coming days, I needed less and less oxygen. Then I started to walk, a few steps at a time.


What about the food? The soups were suitably thin and hot, and I particularly liked the tomato and celery soup. I could not resist the mashed potatoes, the béchamel and flaked fish. The bean stew was nice and the meatballs were big. Often, I don’t have desserts, but here I adored the amazing custard, especially when served with plums. I liked the rice pudding and the sticky toffee pudding (and you might like my recipe on page 273).


But my saving grace was that Natalia, my companion of 18 years, came to the hospital, leaving wonderful food for me at reception. She prepared the most delicious chicken soup, and nutritious goodies such as hard-boiled eggs with a salad of Black Russian tomatoes, smoked salmon with rye bread, hazelnut chocolate and dark chocolate (100% cocoa solids). These supplements did so much for my recovery.


I was in awe of their commitment, their passion and devotion, as they worked long days and nights, always supportive and caring.


After four weeks, I returned home. Natalia – a nutrition teacher at the RB Cookery School – spoiled me some more with sumptuous breakfasts of baked tomatoes, scrambled eggs, toasted spelt bread and the finest coffee. Lunch and dinners became such important moments of the day. Natalia was forcefeeding me with kindness and the most wholesome, nutritious food. I started to regain the weight I had lost. I’d had time to contemplate the fragility of life and see that I was so lucky. I am grateful to know that I will make a full recovery. Out of this bad experience, I will take all the positives and change certain aspects of my life.


So, as you see, it has been the most extraordinary journey, but we have made it, and here we are, at this happy destination, united by food and cooking. As usual, I have spoken for far too long. I shall leave you to cook, have fun and celebrate. Bon appétit!
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‘The first lesson I teach my new chefs: always taste, taste and taste again. That’s how you get to know food and cooking, and learn to build flavours.’
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Flourless Banana Crêpes


PREP 5 MINS / COOK 10 MINS


These are the easy, speedy pancakes. The bananas should be extremely ripe, with a beautiful skin that’s butterscotch yellow and speckled brown. Ripe means flavour and extra sweetness (though before serving you can also add the finest dusting of icing sugar, trickle of honey or maple syrup). Crêpes come with unhealthy connotations, but these ones cut out the culprits and have many health benefits. The eggs provide an extremely high protein content, and are also equipped with nearly every nutrient you need, including the more recently discovered essential nutrient, choline. Bananas, meanwhile, are rich in potassium, which helps to maintain a healthy heart and control blood pressure, and provide lots of vitamin C and B6, which support the immune system and nervous system respectively.


SERVES 4


2 large ripe bananas


4 medium eggs (preferably organic or free-range)


generous pinch of salt


2 tablespoons sunflower oil (or any other vegetable oil, rapeseed oil or 2 tablespoons unsalted butter)


To finish


fresh berries and 1 lemon, for squeezing, plus a choice of honey, maple syrup or icing sugar


With the back of a fork, mash the bananas in a bowl. True, it’s quite a lumpy purée, but that’s perfect – a few small banana lumps add texture and pockets of extra flavour.


In a separate bowl, lightly whisk the eggs with a fork. Now – and you can sense what’s coming – combine the banana purée with the whisked eggs, add the salt and blend with the fork. Voilà! That’s the pancake mixture …


Heat a splash of oil or 2 teaspoons of the butter, if using, in a large frying pan (or crêpe pan) on a medium heat. To make the first crêpe, ladle the mixture from the bowl to the hot pan and fry for 1–2 minutes on each side, reducing the heat a little, if necessary. Fold the crêpe with a spatula or palette knife and transfer it to a warm plate while you make more with the remaining mixture. Add a little more oil or butter to the pan as you go. Serve with the berries and lemon halves and, if you wish, honey or maple syrup or a light dusting of icing sugar.
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Granola Bars


PREP 15 MINS / COOK 20 MINS / COOL 1 HOUR


I remember vividly making these granola bars for the first time. That was when I decided to completely reinvent breakfast at Le Manoir. Well, it took us months to accomplish the perfect organic breakfast and, by then, I’d baked so much granola that I was baking it in my dreams. At last, I was happy with this recipe. Since then we have been making and serving this granola every day, and it’s much loved. I beg you to set aside about 40 minutes to make these bars just once . . . and then you’ll be making them for years to come (and sharing the recipe). The bars will keep in an airtight container for up to 3 days (or freeze them), but they won’t last that long, I promise. I like to use organic nuts, berries and oats.


MAKES 12–14 BARS (OR AT LEAST 24 BITE-SIZED PIECES)


75g pecan nuts


75g pistachio nuts


50g flaked almonds


125g jumbo oats


40g dried cranberries


40g sultanas (I like golden sultanas)


45g light brown sugar


40ml warm water


60g unsalted butter, cut into cubes


45ml honey (I like Manuka honey)


Preheat the oven to 180°C/160°C fan/gas 4.


TO PREPARE Coarsely chop the pecans, pistachios and almonds.


Transfer the nuts and oats to a large, clean baking tray and spread out evenly. Bake for 8 minutes, then transfer the lightly toasted nuts and oats to a large bowl, but leave the oven on. Add the cranberries and the sultanas to the bowl, stir and put the bowl to one side.


In a medium-sized saucepan on a medium heat, bring the sugar and water to the boil and cook it to a hot, golden, bubbling caramel.


Remove the pan from the heat and immediately add the butter pieces to the hot caramel. Swirl the pan so the butter is fully incorporated. Add the honey and return the pan to a low heat. Gently warm the caramel for a minute or two until it is silky smooth. Swirl the pan and remove it from the heat. Pour this hot caramel mixture over the granola mix. Mix well, ensuring that every berry, sultana, oat and nut is caramel-coated.


Evenly spread the sticky mixture onto a small baking tray (approx. 20cm x 25cm) lined with baking parchment. With a spatula, press down quite firmly to evenly flatten the mixture.


At this stage you can either make slightly gooey granola bars, which are perfect for snacks, or you can make crunchy, brittle granola, which crumbles easily and can be added to yoghurt.


For slightly gooey granola bars, bake for 5–6 minutes. Remove the tray from the oven and leave to cool for at least 1 hour before transferring to a board. Cut it into 12 to 14 equal-sized rectangles or halve them for bite-sized squares.


For crunchy, brittle granola, simply turn off the oven after 6 minutes, but leave the tray in the oven for an hour to cool in the residual heat. This granola can be broken into clusters or mismatched bite-sized pieces.




VARIATION


Many other nuts, seeds and dried fruit can be used, so please experiment with the recipe to find your favourite mix (but keep to the total weight of nuts and dried fruit, which is 280g).
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Blueberry Buttermilk Pancakes


PREP 10 MINS / COOK 15 MINS


Whoosh! You and I are at a table in a diner, downtown in any city in the States. Waiters and waitresses whizz about with coffee jugs. There’s a jukebox in the corner, and we feel like extras in a Hollywood movie … Will you join me in a plate of buttermilk pancakes? If, like me, you are in love with blueberries, then this is a must-make breakfast or brunch. You can also cook down 200g blueberries in a saucepan and serve them with these flavoursome, crispy-edged pancakes. Either way, a trickle of maple syrup seems essential.


MAKES 10 MINI PANCAKES


300ml whole milk


½ lemon


200g self-raising flour


1 teaspoon baking powder


pinch of sea salt flakes


1 heaped tablespoon caster sugar


1 medium egg (preferably organic or free-range)


25g unsalted butter


200g blueberries


sunflower oil (or use unsalted butter, if you prefer), for frying


To serve


maple syrup or crème fraîche or a light dusting of icing sugar


First, make the buttermilk. In a jug or bowl, simply combine the milk with the juice of the lemon half. Leave it for 10 minutes, and observe a small miracle – in this short time the milk will curdle, creating buttermilk that’s ready to use. It will add wonderful acidity to these mini pancakes.


In a large bowl, mix together the flour, baking powder, salt and sugar. Make a well in the centre of the mixture. Lightly beat the egg and pour it into the well, followed by the buttermilk. Whisk the mixture to a smooth batter. Melt the butter and whisk it in. Finally, fold in the blueberries. That’s the blueberry pancake batter (and it can be refrigerated until required).


Heat 1 tablespoon of the oil in a large non-stick frying pan on a medium heat. Let it pick up some heat – you might see a light haze above the pan – and now you can begin to cook …


Cook the mini pancakes in batches of three, using about half a ladle of batter for each pancake. Leave space between each pancake so that you can flip them. Fry on one side for 2–3 minutes and, with a spatula or palette knife, turn each pancake and fry for a further 2–3 minutes.


Transfer the cooked pancakes to a plate lined with kitchen paper. Wipe the frying pan clean with kitchen paper if necessary, and repeat with the rest of the batter until you have cooked all the pancakes (or refrigerate the remaining batter until required).


Arrange the pancakes onto plates – or stack them, diner-style. Serve with maple syrup, crème fraîche or a light dusting of icing sugar.




VARIATION


The blueberries can be substituted with many other fruits, such as raspberries, strawberries, cherries.
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RB’s Brown Sauce


PREP 20 MINS / COOK 1½ HOURS / COOL 1 HOUR 10 MINUTES


I never liked brown sauce. But that all changed one day when I went fishing for trout … Now, fishing is one of my great pleasures in life. Sitting by the riverbank, I truly relax and let go. I cast my line, watch the fly dancing over the ripples, and I float into an almost-meditative state. I suppose I’m not so much Fisherman’s Friend, as friend of the fish. Where was I …? Oh yes. So come late morning, I left the bank, went back to my friend’s house and was greeted by the sizzle and smell of bacon in the pan. ‘Would you like a bacon butty?’ I was asked. I nodded, but was mystified. What was this ‘butty’? Well, a moment later I was devouring it – layers of crispy rashers, smothered in brown sauce and sandwiched between a couple of pieces of cheap, white processed bread. My God, it was gorgeous. I fell in love and vowed, ‘Soon, I’ll make my own brown sauce!’ I kept the promise, and the fruity, piquant sauce has become quite famous at Brasserie Blanc. Next, the bigwigs at HP sent me a very special bottle – embossed with ‘RB’, and with a handsome silver lid. Alors – that’s my brown sauce story. This recipe is a tasty way of using up the last of the season’s fruit or any windfall apples that you find (first, remove any bruised parts of the apple). The Bramley, which I have vilified so often, is the best variety, bringing acidity, bulk and flavour. Brown sauce can also be used as a marinade, or as an ingredient to enrich a sauce.


MAKES 1 LITRE SAUCE


200g pitted dates


about 700g Bramley apples


1 teaspoon ground allspice


1 teaspoon ground ginger


a few gratings of nutmeg


140g dark brown sugar


200ml red wine vinegar


TO PREPARE Finely chop the dates and place them in a large ovenproof bowl. Finely dice the apples and add them to the bowl.


Add the ground allspice, ginger and nutmeg to the bowl and mix well. Reserve.


Place a saucepan over a high heat and bring the dark brown sugar and vinegar to the boil, stirring to dissolve the sugar.


Remove the pan from the heat and pour the mixture onto the chopped dates and apple in the bowl. Cover the bowl and leave to cool at room temperature for about 1 hour, until the dates have softened.


Transfer the mixture to a heavy-based saucepan and simmer over a very low heat for 1½ hours, stirring occasionally so it doesn’t catch on the base. Once cooked, it will be soft and pulpy.


Leave it to cool for about 10 minutes. In a food processor or with a stick blender, blend until it’s smooth. Leave it to cool completely.


Refrigerate in airtight, sterilised jars or bottles until needed, or for up to 2 months.
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Aubergine and Ricotta Tartine


PREP 15 MINS / COOK 20 MINS


As a self-taught, young chef, I loved the versatility of aubergine. For one of my first dishes, I pushed a fork into an aubergine and cooked it over a high flame. Soon the heat charred the skin and penetrated the flesh. Within 10 minutes, it was blackened all over. I left it to cool a little and then sliced it open to discover the flesh – now soft and creamy-white – was wonderfully smoky and so tasty. This pride at my eureka moment vanished when I learnt this technique was almost as old as the world, originating from the Middle East. Moving on … Here is an improvement on a recipe that I wrote years ago. The aubergine pulp works so well with ricotta cheese, honey and grilled tomatoes, served on toast, tartine-style. Enjoy it as a light lunch, starter or satisfying brunch.


SERVES 4


4 large plum tomatoes


20 basil leaves


250g ricotta cheese


2 aubergines


50ml extra-virgin olive oil, plus extra for the aubergine


sea salt flakes and black pepper


½ lemon


1 tablespoon honey


1 tablespoon white wine vinegar


4 slices of rye, sourdough or your favourite good-quality bread


TO PREPARE Cut each tomato into six petals. Finely chop the basil leaves, reserving eight nice leaves to finish the dish. Drain the water from the ricotta, break the cheese into bite-sized pieces and reserve.


You have three options when it comes to cooking the aubergines. They can be done on a griddle pan, over a high heat. They can be cooked directly on a high gas flame, just as I did in my eureka moment. Or, more simply, place them under a grill for a total of 10 minutes, turning occasionally. Whichever way you choose, cook them until they are blackened all over. Place on kitchen paper and let them rest for at least 10 minutes.


Meanwhile, drizzle the tomatoes with extra-virgin olive oil and season with salt and a few turns of black pepper. Put them to one side. Preheat the grill to high – ready to grill the tomato petals.


Now, return to the aubergines. With the aubergines on kitchen paper, slice each one in half, butterfly-style, so that you don’t entirely cut through it. With a spoon, scoop out and discard the strips of seeds. Next, scoop out the flesh. Do this carefully, so as not to remove the blackened skin in the process. Move quite quickly, to stop the flesh browning. Put this pulp in a bowl and treat it to a few strong squeezes of lemon, which will prevent it browning. Leave the pulp to cool before crushing it with a fork or blending it to a purée with a stick blender. Return it to the bowl.


Add the chopped basil, honey and white wine vinegar. Season with salt and black pepper to your taste, and add a little extra-virgin olive oil, if required. Reserve.


Place the tomatoes on a baking tray, and then grill for 4–5 minutes.


Toast the bread. Spread the aubergine mixture on each slice. Sprinkle over the ricotta, top with the separated grilled tomatoes and basil leaves, grind over some black pepper and serve.
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My love for



AUBERGINES





Aubergine (or eggplant, as some know it) did not feature in the food of my childhood; what was not grown in Franche-Comté never strayed into Franche-Comté. Aubergine belongs to sunny Provence. My God, I have since made up for that aubergine absence. After I opened my first restaurant, Les Quat’Saisons in Oxford, this fruit was always on the menu when it was in season.


Today at Le Manoir we grow about a dozen varieties, trialling every year as we look for the best in taste and texture. It is this constant love, curiosity and attention that leads to the evolution of a dish. I’m embarrassed to say that, year after year, the winner is a variety called Money Maker. Whether it is young and small or older and larger, this variety is packed with flavour (when large it is firm, tight, creamy and tasty with very few seeds).


But before the cooking, there is the shopping. May I share a few tips. You see, there is the good aubergine and the not-so-good aubergine. Good is not about size, but appearance, weight and texture. I have found that often a good aubergine is not just purple, but such a dark shade of purple so as to be almost jet black. And then – crucially – it should feel heavy. That’s when you know that the flesh is still filled with moisture, and it is ripe and fresh. The best way to know if you have a good aubergine is to hold it in your hand and knock it like you would knock on a door. If the aubergine is light and the sound is hollow, then it is overripe with lots of seeds and pockets of air. If the sound is a flat thud and the aubergine is heavy, you know you are heading towards aubergine heaven.
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