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To my grandmother María, who taught me that the least important thing when cooking is the food
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Introduction
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This book is about my personal journey through food: how cooking has kept me anchored to my Spanish roots, and to my family and friends; how it has helped me to go through the intense political years of the coalition government without losing my mind; and, ultimately, how food is a strong link between my children and myself, as well as between them and my home country and family.


When we began writing the mumandsons blog in January 2012, my objective was to get my children (three boys) to learn about food and cooking. It all started as a temporary project, as we decided we would stop the blog as soon as we raised £60. Four years on, we are still running the blog, partly out of success – because we enjoy the cooking – and partly out of miserable failure as, believe it or not, we have not yet reached our £60 target! (So much, at least in my household, for the magic of the internet.)


Still, we now have a shade under 300 recipes – most of them Spanish, or at least Spanish inspired – on the blog, a fair number of hits per week, we have received an award, and one of my sons is becoming a real food connoisseur. So far, so good.


While I hope the blog has helped all my sons to share my love of Spanish food and to feel more connected to Spain, the recipes on the blog – and in this book – are not solely Spanish: they reflect my particular life journey, and therefore include a few British and international recipes I have come to love on the way.


By publishing this book, I also hope to raise funds to help me lead Inspiring Girls, an international campaign that I am launching to get female role models talking to girls all over the world, building partly on the success of the Inspiring Women campaign in the UK, but using technology so that we can connect inspirational women from all walks of life with girls, no matter where they come from or where they are.


My children have helped with the photos, some of which are here in these pages. (Theymay not be quite as good as professional food photography yet, but I like to think they give a sense of the food as it is cooked and eaten at our home.) I may or may not manage to teach my children to cook with the blog and this book. But I certainly want my sons to learn to be able to distinguish good food from bad food, to know which flavours work well together and which do not, and – especially – I want them to gain a respect for good ingredients. In a nutshell, I want my children to have the chance to truly enjoy food, from Spain and elsewhere, as much as I do. Because enjoying food is enjoying life.
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Back to my roots
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I am an immigrant. I came to live in the UK on a hot summer evening in late June 2005. I remember it well, because I had fought against coming here for at least two years before that. Partly because, as a mum of (then) two young sons, London seemed daunting to me; and partly because coming here meant giving up my job as an adviser to the European Foreign Affairs Commissioner, a job that I was passionate about. I arrived on my own: my husband Nick was in his constituency in Sheffield; our children were with my family in Spain while we got installed; and the removal van with our furniture got lost (hard to believe, I know!) on the way to the UK. As a result, I spent a few days on my own just wandering around London with nothing else to do.


By the time Nick (and the furniture) arrived, I was already in love with the city. Ever since then, I get deeply offended whenever anybody makes the tiniest critical remark – even if justified – about London. I am convinced that if we could bottle and sell the energy that you feel in London, it would become a best-selling product worldwide. I simply do not know any other place that offers the same sense of freedom and possibility.


And yet, much as I hero-worship this country, I am deeply Spanish. I have been asked endlessly (by journalists) why I do not acquire British nationality, especially as it would mean that I could vote at general elections. The answer is very simple: I cannot change my nationality, because being Spanish is who I am.
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Me with my father
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Me as a baby
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Me as a little girl in very traditional Spanish clothes
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Me with my mother






[image: img]

My first trip to the UK (1980)
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In Covent Garden
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At a first communion celebration; my mother is on the left, next to her parents
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My brother serving roast fish
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My grandfather, Mariano





I was born at a time of dictatorship in Spain. I come from a village in the middle of the country, called Olmedo, where we all know each other. My mother was a science teacher at the local secondary school and my father was mayor of the village for almost 20 years. They were both the first people in their farming families who went to university. They were also truly blessed, because they lived during a period of intense social mobility, so my father (who had had to enrol in the Catholic church to become a priest so that he would be able to get an education) managed to make it all the way up to senator. I was lucky that he left the Catholic church or else I would not have been born!


It pains me to say it, because it reminds me of my age, but until I was eight years old, women in my home country could not own a bank current account and could not travel abroad without the permission of their husbands and fathers. Spain has changed beyond recognition, not only economically but socially as well: these days there is very little class divide, women are treated as equal, it was one of the first European countries to recognise gay marriage… There are very few other countries in the world that can boast such a proud record of modernisation and stability. Spain is a confident and open country that endlessly reinvents itself, no matter what the difficulties.


About the only thing that old and new Spain have in common, the thing that over the years has remained the same no matter what the ups and downs of the country on the world stage, is our love of food. Food is at the centre of everything we do. It is almost an obsession. As we eat breakfast we think about what we will have for lunch, and during lunch we discuss what we will serve for dinner. We look for and treasure good-quality ingredients as if they were gold; we take the tiniest criticism of our food more seriously than any national threat; and, deep down, we feel real pity for the countries that have worse food than us… which in our book is pretty much every one of them! Chauvinistic, I know, but still true.


In Spanish families, when you have eaten a really good home-made meal, people stay at the table after the meal has ended, chatting and putting the world to rights. It is called the sobremesa, which literally means ‘over the table’. Pretty much all the memories of my childhood that I treasure are linked to sobremesas. It was during sobremesas that my grandfather told us the stories of my family; that he brain-washed me and my sister about ‘economic independence being the key to happiness’; that we shared the family achievements and also our preoccupations; that my mother told us about foreign countries and we planned trips with her; that the virus of politics got into my blood as my father shared with us the events of the day during the Spanish transition to democracy…


In true Spanish fashion, sobremesas are emotionally charged times. We never go light on emotion in Spain! During the sobremesas we tighten family bonds and forge wonderful friendships, but we also have monumentally loud arguments. We do not even have to care too much about any subject, the key is just to disagree: from heated discussions about politics, to the pros and cons of bull-fighting; from the role of religion in the country, to arguments about who cooks best (just in case you are wondering, the answer to this must always be: ‘my mum’).


Many of the recipes of this book are for food that will make you want to remain at the table long after you have eaten it. They are recipes that have been cooked by my mother and, before her, my grandmother, and are now eaten by me with ‘my four men’: Nick and my sons. They are the dishes that over the years have provided us with endless occasions for good sobremesas, whether on our own or with friends. I hope you enjoy them as much as we do and that you, too, will argue, make up and form happy memories over these recipes.
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The house of my maternal grandparents, with the farm at the back and fruit trees – apples, pears and chestnuts – at the front
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A view of my village
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My father greeting a (very young) king of Spain
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Ham for sale in a market
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Me with my uncle… and a lot of seafood!






[image: img]

The church of Santa Maria in my village, where Nick and I got married





Though globalisation has left as much of a mark on Spain as it has everywhere else, the one bit of the Spanish culture that is totally impermeable to interference from the outside world is the pattern and timing of meals. Breakfast is often coffee and biscuits (bizarre, and unhealthy as well!). Then comes a copious lunch at 2.30 or 3pm. And we round off the day with a lighter dinner that normally starts between 9.30 and 10pm. Most restaurants do not even open before 9pm, and that is regardless of whether you go there on your own or with kids. In fact you will struggle to find restaurants ‘for kids’ in Spain; we just bring children to all restaurants and miraculously they seem to adapt to it.


These are some examples of menus that any Spanish family would eat. You normally have a first course of vegetables, soup or eggs and a main dish of fish or meat. Dessert is often an orange in winter (Spanish oranges are at their best around Christmas time) and melon or watermelon in summer. However, if we have a celebration, we serve a dessert as well.
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Typically Spanish menus
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Lunch for a winter day


Bolitas soup (see here)


–


Hake in green sauce (see here)


–


Flan (see here)
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Lunch or dinner for a summer day


Gazpacho (see here)


–


Roast fish (see here)


–


A slice of watermelon
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Lunch for a ‘comfort food day’


A bowl of Lentejas (see here)


–


A couple of Russian steaks (see here)


–


An orange ‘to get rid of the fat’, as Spaniards often say
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Lunch for a Sunday


Salmorejo (see here)


–


A dish of Ibérico ham to share


–


And a generous portion of Marmitako (see here)… with a large glass of cold white wine
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Lunch or dinner for a celebration day


A bowl of Fish soup (see here)


–


My grandma’s Partridges estofadas (see here)


–


And a tiny but heavenly portion of Leche frita (see here)
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SOUP
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Gazpacho seems to be the only Spanish soup that most people outside the country associate with Spain; it’s undeniably a good dish, but there are many more options than that.


A soup that every single person in Spain eats many times during the winter is lentejas. A good bowl of lentejas (lentils) is simply the flavour of home. The same goes for bolitas soup (aka sopa de cocido); a single spoonful of this brothy pasta serves to make most Spaniards nostalgic about their childhood.


Gazpacho, on the other hand, is for summer. No Spanish person will touch gazpacho unless it is a seriously hot day (and hot really means hot in Spain). The same goes for salmorejo, which is not as well known as gazpacho, but is much better… in my humble opinion.


Most Spanish soups (indeed, most Spanish stews) require a bay leaf. It is important that you remember to remove the bay leaf before serving any soup as, in Spain, finding a bay leaf in your bowl means you will be cursed with not getting married… I bet you, at a good many weddings, some mothers-in-law secretly wish they had served their children more bay leaves!






Lentejas



This is my universal cure-all during the winter: if my children are upset; if something goes wrong at work; if you are feeling down… my usual response is, ‘come here and I’ll make you some lentejas’. It will not make the bad stuff disappear, but somehow it will seem less of a problem when you discuss it with your family over a bowl of good, homely food.


Most families in Spain eat lentejas once a week during the winter. It is hearty but also very healthy… and cheap, too. In the past it would have been a first course, followed by fish or meat. Now that everybody is so health-conscious, it is normally eaten as a meal on its own.


Lentejas was one of my father’s favourite dishes. He used to pour a spoonful of red wine vinegar on top of the lentejas and that is what I now do, too. My children prefer shreds of chorizo on top of theirs, either fried in a dry pan or just chopped and microwaved on a high setting (I use a 700W oven) for 45 seconds.


You may be able to find the Pardina lentils I use in a delicatessen or Spanish shop or – of course – online; otherwise Puy lentils are fine for this.


Serves 4


250g Pardina or Puy lentils


2 tbsp olive oil


1 leek, finely sliced


½ red pepper and ½ green pepper (no need to slice them)


2 carrots, finely chopped


4 garlic cloves, finely sliced


sea salt


1 bay leaf


½ tsp sweet smoked paprika (pimentón)


a few parsley leaves, finely chopped


In the morning, a few hours before you are going to make the dish, soak the lentils in a large bowl of cold water. (This is not essential, but try to find a few moments to do it, as it will help.) When you are ready to cook, drain the lentils.


Heat a large pan over a medium-high heat and add the olive oil. When the oil is hot, add all the ingredients and fry them for four to five minutes. Add enough water to just cover everything. Let it come to the boil, then reduce the heat, cover and simmer for 45–50 minutes until the lentils are tender. If you make this in a pressure cooker (I like things fast, so I use this a lot), it will be ready in just 20 minutes.


Take out the peppers and about half a cup of lentils. Blend these until smooth, with a hand-held or free-standing blender. Return the blended mixture to the pan and mix it well with the rest of the lentils. That is all there is to it.


Remember to get rid of that bay leaf…
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Fish soup



This is a delicate soup, the kind of dish that Spanish mothers used to prepare for festive meals or the occasional Sunday. During my childhood, on a fish soup type of day, it was also imperative to dress nicely. Even today, in my home village, people wear their Sunday best. Whether this is a sign of religious respect, or just a chance to show off your best clothes while promenading to church, God only knows… When I see some women in my village walking to church wrapped in huge fur coats while the temperature is 20°C, I have doubts myself!


My mother prepares this often for my children. Leave out the clams if your children aren’t keen on them.


A handy tip to remove any sand from clams is to put them in a large bowl of cold salty water (about 1 litre of water and a handful of salt). Leave them there for a couple of hours (in the fridge if it is a hot day). Though I cannot explain the physics of how it works, all the sand will sink to the bottom of the bowl.


To make fish stock, just simmer 3 litres of water with 3 flat fish bones, ½ onion and 1 bay leaf for 30 minutes, then strain the liquid. You can also use prawn shells, or fish heads. Don’t feel you have to make stock though; water will do just fine.


Serves 4


2 tbsp olive oil, plus more for the prawns


1 onion, chopped


1 celery stick, chopped


1 carrot, chopped


1 garlic clove, finely chopped


½ red pepper and ½ yellow pepper, chopped


1 potato, chopped


1 fillet of white fish (haddock, monkfish, cod, hake…)


sea salt


½ tsp finely chopped parsley leaves


1 bay leaf


1 squid (frozen is fine here)


handful of raw prawns, peeled and deveined


handful of clams (optional)


Heat a large pan over a medium-high heat and add the olive oil. When the oil is hot, add all the vegetables. After five minutes (when they start turning brown), reduce the heat so that they soften. When they are soft – after another five to eight minutes – add the white fish. Let the fish fry with the vegetables for three or four minutes, or until it is just cooked, then take it out and set aside. Add the salt, parsley and bay leaf. Pour in 900ml of water or fish stock, bring to the boil, then reduce the heat and simmer for 10–15 minutes.


Take the bay leaf out, return the white fish and liquidise it all with a hand-held blender, or in a food processor, until you have a smooth soup.


Separately heat a frying pan. Cut the squid into small squares, add them to the dry pan and, as soon as they harden (one or two minutes), add them to the soup. Cut the prawns into small pieces. Heat a tiny bit of oil in the frying pan, then add the prawns. Stir for one or two minutes until they turn a coral colour, then add to the soup.


Finally, add some water to the frying pan, about half a glass (75ml) should do. Scrub the clams and discard any with cracked shells, or that are open and do not close when tapped sharply against the sink. Add the clams, cover and wait for a couple of minutes until they open up. Discard any that do not open. Remove most of the clams from their shells and add them all to the soup. Strain their cooking liquid through a sieve (in case they have given out any sand or grit) and add this to the soup, too. Stir and serve.
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Garlic soup



My grandfather on my mother’s side, Mariano Durántez, was a real character; a curious self-made and completely self-taught man who had received only a rudimentary education in rural Spain. For a little girl, as I was at the time, he was a real Titan, and I spent most summers at his village just hanging around with him. These are some of the things I remember him for:


He believed in empirical science and learned things just through experience: he knew for example at any moment of the day what time it was simply because of the position of the sun.


He knew the names of every crop, every single tree and most stars.


He was the person with the strongest will I have ever met: he had lost a leg in an accident while hunting on a horse, yet he was as agile with one leg as anybody else is with two.


He read voraciously and was a subscriber to two publications: El Palentino, the local newspaper of his region, and Reader’s Digest… don’t ask me why.


He was an entrenched Catholic and yet he hated the church with passion.


He was really good at carpentry and building (he built his own house) and our proudest achievement together was building the loo when running water finally came to his village (yes, building a loo from scratch was probably one of the finest moments of my youth. And no, I do not feel any embarrassment at all about that).


He did not do a single household chore during his whole life as he thought they were ‘female tasks’, yet he pushed my mum to get a physics and chemistry degree and he brain-washed me and my sister about economic independence being the key to happiness, to the point I feel that it is engraved on my DNA.


… So when people accuse me of being full of contradictions I suppose I should say: ‘Look at my grandfather!’


As far as food was concerned, he never ate a shop-made cake, he had the same dinner every single day of his life – two soft-boiled eggs (‘just five minutes, no more no less’) and a garlic soup – and drank two glasses of red wine, one for lunch and one for dinner, every day of his adult life. It must be a healthy diet because he lived until he was 96.


This is the garlic soup, very typical of the Castilian region, that I can cook with my eyes closed after preparing it so many times for him. And a Spanish cook’s tip from me, too: if you dislike the smell of garlic on your hands, put them under the cold water tap and let the water run without rubbing them. The odour should dissipate within seconds.


Serves 1


2 tbsp olive oil


2 garlic cloves, very finely chopped


25g Serrano or Parma ham, finely chopped (optional)


1 tsp sweet smoked paprika (pimentón)


sea salt


1 egg


some coarse-textured stale bread, torn into pieces


Boil a kettle of water. Put the olive oil in a saucepan with the garlic and place over a medium heat. If you are using the ham, add it now and let it fry for a couple of minutes. When the garlic is about to become golden (two minutes maximum), add the paprika. Let it fry for 10 seconds, then pour in 500ml of hot water from the kettle and add the salt. As soon as the soup starts to boil, let it simmer for three to five minutes and then take it off the heat.


Beat the egg and pour it slowly over the soup while stirring constantly. Then add the stale bread and serve. In our family we do not like the bread too soft, but if you prefer it this way you can let the soup simmer for a final five minutes.
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My maternal grandfather, Mariano Durántez






Garden soup



When I was little, Spanish kids used to be served this soup at least every other week. It is a very good way to get children to eat veggies, though in principle I am against the movement that ‘hides’ vegetables in food so that children eat them without fuss. Much better, in my view, to get them to see the vegetables, recognise them and become progressively used to their flavours. They may dislike them at first but, if you are half as stubborn as I am (and I’m assuming you may find reaching my level of stubbornness challenging), you will surely get there.


If you are feeling lazy, just buy a bag of ready-chopped vegetables at the supermarket, though that will increase the cost. You can get this soup made in 15–20 minutes and it makes a nice lunch almost on its own.


Serves 4–6


olive oil


1 carrot, finely chopped


1 celery stick, finely chopped


1 leek or 1 onion, finely chopped


1 bay leaf


1 litre chicken or vegetable stock (or, if you cannot be bothered, just water)


pinch of sea salt


½ tsp sweet smoked paprika (pimentón)


3 handfuls of small pasta (vermicelli, or small stars or snails)


Cover the base of a large saucepan with a thin layer of olive oil and place over a medium heat. Add all the vegetables and the bay leaf and cook, stirring occasionally, until they are soft and golden. This will take five or six minutes.


Pour in the stock or water, then add the salt and the paprika. Increase the heat to high and bring it to the boil.


Once it is boiling, add the pasta and cook until soft, following the instructions on the packet (vermicelli needs only three or four minutes). I like the vegetables crunchy and the pasta soft, but if you prefer the pasta al dente you can alter the cooking time as you wish.


As my eldest says: ‘de-li-cio-so’!
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Gazpacho



This Spanish classic is a regular at any of my dinners when the weather is properly hot. You can prepare it hours in advance, as it needs to be well chilled.


As with any soup, it requires minimal motor skills when eating… or at least minimal social skills if you spill it. At our dinner table, we once had a senior Secretary of the Government pour this all over his very white shirt… and he was so very awkward about it that he did not say a thing and spent the whole dinner (and bear in mind that this was only the first course) pretending that the massive stains on his shirt just did not exist. So, in turn, and in order to not embarrass him further, we avoided looking at those humungous stains for the entire, long duration of the dinner. The only way to do this is to fix your gaze on your guest’s eyes and never lower your sights. Unfortunately, all we could think about for the rest of the dinner was precisely those stains, exactly like when you are starting to date somebody and during your first dinner together they get spinach stuck in their teeth…


Serves 4


1 cucumber, peeled


7 ripe tomatoes


½ onion


½ green pepper


1 garlic clove


1 glass of good olive oil (about 150ml)


2–3 tbsp red wine vinegar, to taste


sea salt, to taste (but remember that tomatoes take a lot of salt)


Cut the vegetables in big chunks, put them all in a beaker, add half a glass (about 75ml) of water and blend with a hand-held blender, or a free-standing blender or food processor, until they are liquidised. Add the oil, vinegar and salt and blend again until the oil emulsifies. Push it all through a sieve, cover and put it in the fridge for at least one hour. If it is too thick for you, just add more water.


You can serve this with neat little cubes of cucumber, red pepper, hard-boiled egg whites or fried or toasted bread. If the weather is very hot, add some ice cubes before serving it, too.


My children love this. It is the easiest way to get them to eat lots of raw vegetables.
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Courgette soup



We peel the courgettes for this in our family, only because the children prefer it not to be ‘too green’, but if you don’t mind the colour then leave some or all of the skins on.


My theory (yes, I have reached an age when it is actually fine to have theories about these things) is that what puts people off cooking home-made soups is the question of stock. Stock was surely invented to persuade people not to cook. I am not prone to conspiracy theories, but I bet you it is big food companies who have been convincing chefs to say that you need stock to make soup.
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