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For Claudia Roden, with all my love









INTRODUCTION


This book wasn’t planned. I had been asked to record an audio book, containing longer pieces of writing about food from all twelve of my printed books. I had always wanted to record a book, because it is story-telling (reading on Jackanory was a childhood dream). When I’d finished planning which pieces should be recorded, and in what order, my editor and I looked at each other and said, at the same time, ‘It’s a pity this isn’t a printed book.’


Though I love recipes (and I really do), it’s great to have a book of prose without interruption from ingredients and methods. The essays in these pages cover my whole published life, from my first book, Crazy Water, Pickled Lemons, to my most recent, From the Oven to the Table. I started writing when my eldest child was eight months old; just as he was approaching two, I took him with me to shoot Crazy Water in France. Now he’s twenty-seven with a twenty-year-old brother and they’ve both grown up alongside my books as they were written. In these essays, understandably, I sound a lot younger at the beginning – full of awe and earnestness – than I do now!


The two-and-a-half decades of writing collected here also reveals our recent – and sometimes oddly surprising – kitchen and restaurant history. It’s hard to believe that not many people knew what preserved lemons were twenty-five years ago; the explosion of interest in Middle Eastern food was still a little way off. By the time that From the Oven to the Table was published, the ’nduja, smoked paprika and burrata that would have been foreign to most of us when I started writing had become commonplace. Whereas once I had taken buses all over London to track down ingredients in specialist shops, now they were all available at the click of a mouse. I’d personally moved from using hexagonal plates – mandatory during the achingly elaborate nouvelle cuisine years – to the stark simplicity in presentation and flavour of Californian cuisine. (Even though people mocked it, joking that the perfect plate of food in San Francisco was a chalky goat’s cheese with ripe figs, it had a huge effect, here as well as there.)


I did a lot of travelling, food fads came and went… and my children grew up. I stayed as intrigued by food as ever, using my own books in the kitchen – one of the perks of writing cookbooks is that you gradually collect all your recipes housed between hard covers – and delving into the cooking of new (to me) areas of the world. I explored topics that intrigued me: I wrote about preserving, about making the most of very little, about cooking when it’s snowy outside, about drinking apéritifs, about breakfast in Turkey and dinner in Mexico. I am lucky to have spent so much of my life this way. And I have, once you add it all up, probably spent at least a couple of years of that life sitting around tables with my oldest friends, family and people I have just met. A table is where we eat and talk, where we connect.


What and how we eat remains a source of constant fascination to me, as is how particular ingredients spread across the world. I want to make links and trace patterns. Food is about history, geography, our habits, imagination and how we relate to each other.


And there’s still a lot to discover.









CRAZY WATER, PICKLED LEMONS


I came to live in London in my early twenties. I moved into a tiny basement flat, in the north of the city, which had a kitchenette with a cream carpet that was soon covered in stains. Everything had to be stored in one tall cupboard, which made it impossible to get at my saucepans without being attacked by an old upright Hoover. But any shortcomings were made up for by what I found around me.


                

At the end of my road there was a green-fronted Turkish grocery that, alongside loo rolls and tea bags, sold bottles of flower water, pails of flavoured olives and jars of sesame paste. A short trip to the Edgware Road led to the heart of London’s Arab community, where, among the hookah pipes and mint tea drinking, I discovered sacks of pistachios and sour, shrivelled fruits called barberries. There were trays of Turkish delight, flavoured with lemon and orange blossom as well as rose water, and, in the autumn, I could come home from the local street market with bags of honeyed quince.


I bought Claudia Roden’s A New Book of Middle Eastern Food and curled up with it on the sofa when I got home from work in the evenings. I may have been looking out at London rain, orange streetlights and the darkening feet of passers-by above me, but the writing – and the recipes – took me to Cairo. In my imagination, I went for afternoon tea with Roden’s aunts in a place of tinkling glasses, tiny spoons and silver dishes of pure colour, where the fragrance of musk, ambergris and jasmine hung in the air. It was like an adult version of the Arabian Nights, except that now the treasure troves of jewels were bursting with ripe figs, sticky dates and glass phials of flower water. I was already a keen cook, but now, in my basement flat, a whole world opened up for me and it wasn’t just one of new flavours. With this book, and these ingredients, I could travel while standing still.


As I cooked more, discovered new recipes and tried this or that restaurant, I realized there were particular foods and dishes I thought of as magical. There were ingredients whose properties were so unusual, or whose provenance so foreign, that they could, like the unicorn, have been invented by writers of myths: leathery pomegranates, their insides bursting with ruby seeds; saffron, the dried stigmas of crocus flowers gathered before dawn in Spanish fields. There were dishes that looked quite ordinary, but which had undergone such a transformation in cooking that I couldn’t understand how they worked, such as Middle Eastern orange cake, made with unpeeled oranges, boiled, puréed, mixed with eggs, sugar and flour and baked to a citrusy moistness; or Persian ice cream, with its chewiness and rose-scented flavour, the product of flower water, powdered orchid root and ground mastic, an aromatic tree resin.


Then there were dishes whose poetry came from their evocative names or stories, as well as from their taste. Think of ‘ice in heaven’, a Middle Eastern milk pudding of rose-perfumed ground rice; or ‘pearl diver’s rice’ – honey-sweetened rice from Bahrain to be eaten with lamb – so-called because its high sugar content was thought to help pearl divers stay under the water for longer; or ‘crazy water’, an Italian dish of sea bass poached in a salty, garlicky broth, cooked by the fishermen of the Amalfi coast. Other dishes just seemed magical to me by being out of the ordinary, bold in their simplicity or the apparent dissonance of their ingredients, such as Catalan stuffed chicken with honey and quince allioli.


Senses, as well as tastes, are locked up in food. The clear perfumed stillness of a bottle of flower water, the sexy, velvety skin of a fig, the sunburnt-blood colour of a jar of cayenne. Our love of foods has as much to do with what they represent as with what they taste like.


Nearly all the ingredients and dishes that, for me, have this other-worldly quality are from Spain, Portugal, the southern regions of France and Italy, the Middle East and North Africa. They are Mediterranean – or at least Southern European – dishes, but many of them are stamped with an Arab or Persian influence. This is aromatic, perfumed or sweet-and-sour food, food that is marked with the decorativeness of the culture from which it comes. Many of these dishes evolved when the Arabs took their love of fruits, nuts, spices, perfumes and sheer sensuality to the countries they conquered.


The ingredients I have found so exhilarating are now widely available, but this doesn’t mean they have lost their charm. I love my forays to Middle Eastern shops, and the thrill of picking up foods in foreign markets, but I’m glad that I can get most of them without going too far. The specialness is in the food itself. It excites me to see a jar of pickled lemons wedged in between the ketchup and the cornflakes in my kitchen cupboard, a bottle of pomegranate molasses hiding behind the marmalade, or a scarlet-and-sky blue box covered with Arabic script nudged up against the bold English lettering on a bottle of HP sauce. It is a cupboard full of possibilities. It offers me the chance to experience the otherness of places by cooking and eating, to go on journeys with my tastebuds and my mind. With food, you don’t have to buy an airline ticket or don a backpack; the magic of the unfamiliar is there, right beside the everyday, for you to bring into your kitchen.













GARLIC AND LIQUID GOLD


When I was fifteen, I had a life-changing cookery lesson. At the kitchen table of a cottage in rural France, with Plastic Bertrand screaming ‘Ça Plane Pour Moi’ out of a tinny radio, I watched a master at work. My penpal Clothilde rubbed a cut clove of garlic around the inside of a china bowl. She then added Dijon mustard, wine vinegar, salt, pepper and a sprinkling of chopped chives. ‘Always chives?’ I asked. ‘No, sometimes mint, sometimes parsley. Ça dépend. But always olive oil,’ she said as she deftly added a stream of Provençal extra virgin, whisking all the time with a fork.


Green leaves of frisée lettuce were tossed into the bowl just before serving and we ate the salad after grilled pork chops marinated in olive oil, garlic and herbs served with potatoes fried in olive oil and garlic. What a lunch! Garlic had given it a bit of cheeky confidence; olive oil was its soul.


We did have olive oil back home, but it came in a Crosse & Blackwell bottle and was kept for medicinal purposes. Gently warmed, a teaspoonful of this healing syrup would be poured into aching ears. Returning from France, however, I demanded that olive oil be liberated from the medicine cabinet. I wanted it for cooking, marinating and dressing plain green leaves. There were to be no more vinaigrettes made with sunflower oil and shaken in a jam jar.


It took longer to get into the fruits of the olive tree. Jars of stuffed olives appeared in the fridge before my parents’ parties. Little green olives with a flash of red pepper peeping out, they were indelibly marked as grown-ups’ food. They whispered of martinis, Manhattan skylines and dates with men who played Frank Sinatra. But when I tasted them, bitter and briny, they made me shudder. Later, on holiday in Greece, olive trees themselves mesmerized me. Grey and gnarled, with shoals of silver fishes flickering at their fingertips, they were unknowable; constant yet ever-changing. And their rustle was everywhere. No wonder they confounded painters. Van Gogh told his brother that,‘The murmur of an olive grove has something very intimate, immensely old. It is too beautiful for me to try to conceive of it or dare to paint it.’ And Renoir wrote: ‘Look at the light on the olives. It sparkles like diamonds. It is pink, it is blue, and the sky that plays across them is enough to drive you mad.’


When I tried moist purple and black olives on that holiday, they tasted salty and sweet, buttery and inky. They still made me shudder – they taste so aggressively of themselves – but now it was a thrill. A hunk of bread, sea salt, extra virgin olive oil and a scattering of these shiny bodies became one of my favourite meals. It tasted of an ancient world.


Shimmering among dry rocks and scrubland, olive trees are the Mediterranean – a constant reminder of the age of the area – and so sacred that, in parts of Greece, olive groves could only be tended by celibate men and virgins. Even today, one of the greatest insults a Greek can bestow on someone is to say that he or she is the kind of person who would cut down an olive tree. But you can only really understand why the olive is such a powerful symbol, and so central an ingredient, by steeping yourself in its flavours. Think of the simplest dishes: aglio e olio (pasta with sautéed garlic and warmed olive oil, and perhaps the addition of chilli or parsley), a dish so good you don’t even want cheese on it; or the Catalan pa amb oli (literally ‘bread and oil’), where oil is simply poured on toasted bread and seasoned with salt; or tapenade (black olives ground with olive oil and garlic to make a paste for bread, a dip for radishes or a kind of relish for grilled lamb and chicken). These are dishes in which food undergoes such minor treatment you could barely call it cooking, in which olives and their oil are the dish.


The fruit comes in many different shapes – reminiscent of torpedoes, chunky buttons or little beads – and even more flavours. Picked at various stages of maturity, their colours start at unripe sage green and travel through pinkish-grey, violet, purple and brown, to raven black. In markets from Marrakesh to Ménerbes, huge bowls of olives are perfumed with garlic, thyme or fennel, bathed in olive oil and harissa, or flecked with parsley, chilli and pickled lemons. It’s easy to flavour your own: buy plain olives from a good delicatessen, wash them if they’re in brine, then add extra virgin olive oil and flavourings. Give them a day and they’ll be great; if you can leave them for a week, so much the better. Make slashes through to the stone if you want your aromatics to penetrate further.


Our appreciation of olives and olive oil has come a long way, perhaps too far, I recently thought, watching a chef in a reputed London restaurant pouring extra virgin over a plate of foie gras. It’s fashionable to be fired up over single-estate Tuscans and organic Californians – they’re the culinary equivalents of Prada handbags – but try to ignore the snobbery and just taste the stuff.


Like wine, the flavour of olive oil depends on the olive variety, soil, climate and the region in which the fruit is grown, as well as on how the oil is processed. The classification of the various grades of oil is strictly monitored. ‘Extra virgin’ is the richest oil, because it comes from the first pressing of the olives. To classify as extra virgin, the oil must not be adulterated in any way: the olives mustn’t be treated, oil can be obtained only by pressing and no other oils can be added. Single-estate extra virgins, the grands crus of the oleaginous world, are, like wine, individual and vary in flavour from year to year. They’re expensive and, like all olive oils, they don’t keep well (store them in a cool place away from the light), so you can only really have one open at a time. But they are so varied that you never tire of using them and they transform the simplest of dishes: green beans, sliced tomatoes, baked fish, warm pulses, grilled chicken and fresh broths are all taken to wonderful heights with a distinctive olive oil and perhaps a squeeze of lemon juice. You can choose from the buttery, sweet flavour of an oil from Liguria, the fruitiness of one from Provence, or the grassy bitterness of a bottle of Tuscan.


A blended extra virgin is good for mustardy vinaigrettes and sauces such as pesto and salsa verde, where you want a good olive oil taste, but know that great subtlety would be lost against the other big flavours.


And you can’t really talk about olive oil without, at the same time, thinking of garlic: the faint note it leaves if rubbed around the salad bowl; the sharpness it provides when grated against oil-drenched toast. Then there are the dishes in which oil and garlic magically combine to produce meals that are almost mystical, their history being so long and their invention so miraculous, such as aïoli. It’s the garlic mayonnaise the Provençals call le beurre de Provence and is central to the feast le grand aïoli. Platters of hard-boiled eggs, raw summer vegetables and poached salt cod are served with big bowls of this rich yellow emulsion. Downed with bottles of Provençal rosé, le grand aïoli is like eating great punches of sunshine. And, to be honest, the aïoli is wonderful just with potatoes and none of the extra palaver. Try chips, aïoli and a bottle of Champagne for a fast, glitzy supper.


Then there’s aïoli’s Spanish cousin, the Catalan allioli (‘garlic and oil’), a good-with-everything sauce that finds its way into paellas and pasta dishes and is de rigueur (or cosa obligada) with chicken, pork and lamb. In its truest form, allioli doesn’t contain egg yolks, but is an amazing emulsification of crushed garlic cloves and oil. In practice, most Catalans do use egg yolk to stabilize it, because it is such a fragile concoction, and they also love tinkering with it. You might think that an allioli made with the addition of apples, pears or honey sounds revolting, but that is just the sort of culinary surprise a Catalan cook will spring on you.


These mayonnaises use crushed raw garlic, so you get it in its most aggressive form. The more garlic is cut, the more its chemicals are activated and the more pungent the flavour produced. Uncrushed, the flavour is much more subtle. Slice garlic and cook it long and slow in a braise and it will gently infuse the whole dish. Poach garlic in a little stock and cream, purée the cloves and add them back to the reduced cooking liquid and you have a gentle garlicky sauce for rare steak. Roast whole garlic bulbs until they’re oozing caramel and squeeze the sweet flesh from each clove on to bread or grilled meats. New season’s garlic – which hasn’t yet had the chance to dry and has a mild flavour – arrives in the shops in June. It’s moist and fleshy and is great roasted and served as a vegetable.


There are only two rules with garlic: never, ever burn it (it turns disgustingly bitter, though slivers of just-browned garlic are delicious) and don’t use old stuff. If the head is crumbly or sprouting green shoots, chuck it out, because once garlic has seen better days it turns rancid and the smallest piece will ruin your dish.


I’m grateful for that afternoon with Clothilde. It was my first trip abroad and, amid the homesickness and problems with French boys (did they all taste of Roquefort when you kissed them?) I experienced a turning point in appreciating the good, but simple, things. Clo wouldn’t have much truck with these Tuscan oils, (well, they’re not French), but she’d certainly approve of the fact that I have long since abandoned the jam jar method for making vinaigrette, and that I always go through her soothing ritual of mixing it in the bottom of the salad bowl.











SOL O SOMBRA


As soon as I get off the plane, I know I’m in Madrid. I might be walking through a calm, light-filled airport (the beautiful Madrid-Barajas), but I can feel the pull of somewhere darker. It starts first with the aroma – leather, garlic and cologne – then I hear the language. Smoking isn’t as popular in Spain as it once was, but most of the men still sound as if they’re on forty a day. The rich ‘j’ sounds – formed in the back of the throat – mean conversations are made up of woody growls as much as words. (VS Pritchett in The Spanish Temper referred to these as ‘dry-throated gutturals’, but that is only to hear the harshness and not the beauty.)


I first went to Spain to see a man about a horse. My dad was selling one – a show-jumper that had performed well at Dublin Horse Show – to a rider in Madrid. I had just sat O-level Spanish and was, ambitiously, going along as the translator. Speaking the language didn’t bother me. But the bar where we met Luis was another matter. Spain is full of brightness – the sun, its flag, flamenco dresses – but also darkness. El Greco wasn’t born in Spain, but he is a painter of Spain. Prints of his works hung on the wall outside my school Latin room. Full of dark figures who seemed to emanate light even though they were sombre and lugubrious, they formed my sense of the country. The literature we were studying in Spanish class was dark, too. Lorca’s plays were all bitterness and repression. Machado, Spain’s most famous poet, often wrote about the late afternoon, a time of shadows and melancholy. When we learned that Spaniards bought tickets for bull fights according to where they wanted to sit – sol o sombra – in sun or shade – it seemed entirely apt.


The bar in Madrid where we met Luis was an El Greco brought to life. Serious men lounged in old leather chairs; bottles of sherry, the colour of treacle and maple syrup, were lined up behind a green tiled bar. Voices were deep; smoke and a gorgeous smell of tobacco filled the air. I was the only female. A trip to France was my one previous experience of ‘otherness’ and this was much more foreign. It wasn’t the Madrid of my Spanish grammar book, where Mercedes and Flores spent their afternoons boating in the Parque del Retiro. In our four days there, I found it a city of cavernous bars, magisterial buildings and terrible heat. They say that in Madrid there are nueve meses de invierno y tres meses de infierno (‘nine months of winter and three months of hell’)… and the heat was infernal. I lay in bed every night and listened as they hosed the streets. Only when dawn broke was the city deemed to be clean of the previous day’s dust and sweat.


The restaurants were as full of life as Machado was full of melancholy, dizzying in their noise level and energy. We sat at small tables where we were delivered plate after plate. I couldn’t have dreamt up these dishes: a cold soup of almonds, bread, garlic and olive oil; fried squid with allioli and a gash of smoked paprika; every bit of a pig that you could name (and many that you couldn’t); egg-rich pastries that seemed to be from another age. I loved the food. But by the time I left Madrid, I didn’t know whether I felt the same about the country.


Foreigners have been accused of painting Spain as a dark place, as a leyenda negra, a ‘black legend’, full of cruel priests, inquisitors and grief. But I think this comes from Spanish paintings and literature. Lorca, after all, wrote, ‘In Spain the dead are more alive than the dead of any other place.’


While studying A-level Spanish, the country’s complexity became more understandable. We had a teaching assistant, Paz, from Salamanca. Franco had died in 1975 and Spain had moved, with seeming ease, to democracy. But in 1979 Paz would only talk about Franco in whispers, as if his ghost was hiding round the corners of this small Northern Irish school. She was scared of him. Democracy was only working because there was an unspoken understanding that everybody would push the Civil War, and the Franco years, away. It was a vow of silence, el pacto del olvido, ‘the pact of forgetting’.


I think this Spain of two halves (and also of small states – the Basque country, Catalonia – that didn’t want to belong to this larger entity) reminded me of my own country. Ireland had its darkness and light, too. The Troubles had been around for my entire childhood, and there’d been ‘troubles’ for years before that, so it was in many ways a grim place, but we, like the Spanish, were also good at enjoying ourselves and putting our best side to the world.


Paz held a small party for my Spanish class one night. We invited the other language assistants, lit a fire on the beach and ran crazily up and down the dunes, then cooked paella back at her flat (I’d had to look hard for langoustines and snails and, yes, the snails were canned). We danced until we all crashed out at about 4am. It was a high-octane night but, even so, Paz made sure there was a fissure of bleakness. She made us listen as she read from Ted Hughes’s Wodwo – a collection full of feuds and destructiveness – before we fell asleep, as if we couldn’t have a good time without also considering more serious things.


In the summer before I started university, I travelled round Spain, a country that still scared me, and I went because it scared me. Why would I have wanted the elegance of Italy, with its beautiful villas and rows of cypress trees, when I could have this difficult country instead? Ted Hughes later wrote, in Birthday Letters, about how Sylvia Plath hated Spain, how its ‘oiled anchovy faces, the African black edges’ had frightened her. I empathized, though that summer was also a summer of light. The Andalusian countryside was so white – scorched by heat – it hurt my eyes; Seville was a dream of hidden courtyards, orange trees, small white-washed squares, and intricately decorated tiles. I no longer saw Spain as an El Greco but as another painting I discovered in Madrid: La tertulia del Café de Pombo, by José Gutiérrez Solana. Spain was serious, yes, but it was a place I wanted to understand – and there was always wine and jamón on the table.


In contrast to the darkness, the bright side of Spain is about having a good time, about energy. Spaniards believe they have a right to enjoy themselves and they do so noisily and constantly. Food is part of this and so, too, is how Spaniards choose to consume it. Especially in Madrid, they defy normal sleeping hours. If they feel like it, they just ignore the night. You meet for dinner, but first you have to have tapas and drinks (in different locations). Dinner might not be eaten until 11pm, and then you party and then, finally, you go for churros. Eating and chatting can go on all night long. It’s known as trasnochar, to ‘stay up late’, and it’s mandatory to do this and still turn up for work looking bright-eyed.


I’m not going to stretch the darkness and light metaphor to fit the food, but arroz negro, ‘black rice’, which I first ate in Catalonia in my early twenties, was the most shocking and intense dish I had, at that time, ever tasted. Catalonia has the most surprising food in Spain. It balances elements and pushes them, too. There’s the play of sweet with savoury. (It’s the Moorish legacy, I love it most in allioli made with quince, apples or pears. A garlic mayonnaise made with fruit? Madness.) You also see dishes that combine food from the sea and the land (mar i muntanya), such as the classic chicken with prawns and pulverized chocolate, bread, nuts and herbs. It’s not surprising that Catalonia gave birth to Ferran Adrià and molecular gastronomy (it produced Gaudí, after all, and is home to the Parc Natural del Cap de Creus, an area that influenced Salvador Dalí).


Adrià is about posing questions, pushing cooking to the limit, offering the unexpected. To try to capture and intensify the flavour of olives by dripping concentrated olive juice into calcium alginate to form a liquid sphere… one of the only places this could have happened is Spain. Because Spain, despite its troubled past (or perhaps because of it, as people try to reach beyond the difficult and the shaming), is focused on the future. (You can see this in the country’s architecture too: Richard Rogers has described Spain as ‘Europe’s architectural power house’.)


On the night I ate the black rice, I ended up in a little coastal town on the Costa Brava, the kind of pretty place artists go to paint, where a festival was in full swing. It was both strange and thrilling – locals were wearing frightening beaked masks and dancing in the street – and everyone was eating buñuelos (little deep-fried clouds of dough, lighter than doughnuts, dusted with sugar). My friend and I sat in a bar drinking cremat, a flaming mixture of dark rum, sugar, coffee, cinnamon and lemon peel. Set alight in a terracotta dish, the rum burns with the flavourings until only about two-thirds of the liquid remains, then it’s ladled into cups of bitter coffee. It would be a daring way to end a meal, and a good way to contemplate darkness and light.













PITH AND SKIN


When I was little, I used to get through a lot of an orange drink called Tree Top. The label featured a photograph of an orange tree: a network of dark, Christmas-green leaves, vivid little fiery globes and white blossom. I loved the picture; I used to sit on the floor and stare at it. But its beauty didn’t seem to have anything to do with the oranges I ate, or, rather, didn’t eat. In our house, we all fought over the portioning of strawberries, peaches and nectarines and even took an interest in the different varieties of apples that came and went, but bananas and oranges? Nah. There were always plenty of them; no need to get excited.




Then, on a school trip to Mallorca, we went on a rickety train – all rattling wooden carriages and no windowpanes – from Palma to Sóller. The route cut through the centre of the island, and, quite unexpectedly, my breath was taken away by the view through the window. We were in the middle of orange groves, acres of them; I could almost put my hand out of the window and touch them. They were so beautiful that they didn’t seem real. ‘Surely these are trees for dolls,’ I thought. Both leaves and oranges looked like they had been carved from wood, stained and polished. Suddenly the orange assumed all the romanticism of the mango. Soon after this, I began to fancy myself as the girl in the Leonard Cohen song who sipped her tea with oranges ‘that came all the way from China’ (which is where they did originally come from), and began to taste and appreciate those fluorescent mounds that sat on the greengrocers’ shelves.


I have loved oranges ever since, especially as they are at their best just when you need them: in the middle of winter. Whoever was responsible for designing nature, this was one of their more inspired touches.


It was the bitter, or Seville, orange (the one still used for making marmalade) that arrived in the Mediterranean first. Like so many foods, it was brought there by the Arabs. In fact, the path the Arabs took – as they swept their way across to North Africa and up into Spain and Sicily – is marked in citrus groves. The Arabs planted glowing terraces of orange trees in Sicily and squares of them against the whitewashed walls of Sevillian courtyards. Orange trees had the power to enchant. French kings started building orangeries and importing the trees from Italy, bathing the roots in milk and honey before planting them in pots with wheels. These would be wheeled outside so that the trees, like foreign royalty, could enjoy the warmth of sunny days, returning to their glasshouse when the coolness of late afternoon descended. The Medici incorporated oranges into their coat of arms, while Renaissance painters, quite inaccurately, started sticking orange trees behind Christ and the Virgin Mary. For a long time it was oranges-a-go-go, the fruits admired as much for their beauty and fragrance as for their taste.


The orange’s popularity as a food really took off when the sweet version arrived on the scene, grown first by the Portuguese. But it’s in the countries where oranges were planted that you still find the most interesting orange dishes. Sicilians mix the zest and juice with nuts and raisins and use it to stuff sardines, and they serve grilled tuna with a sweet-sour orange sauce. Andalusians cook duck with green olives and oranges and will offer you a wedge to squeeze over a veal chop. Moroccans sprinkle sliced sweet oranges with flower water and cinnamon for the easiest dessert in the world. Both the Italians and the Spanish make wonderful salads with oranges, putting the sweetest specimens against inky black olives, cleansing fennel, woody sherry vinegar and even raw salt cod. For a truly grown-up appreciation of the orange, just slice some good navel oranges, layer them with wafer-thin red onions and anoint the whole thing with extra virgin olive oil. It might sound like summer eating, but these salads bring great shocks of sunshine to wintering tastebuds.


It isn’t always easy to find good oranges, as appearance is no indication of flavour. A perfectly formed glowing little orb can taste pallid. A pale, misshapen, pockmarked orange can be delicious. Valencia oranges have a smooth, thin skin and are juicy, but navels – they’re the ones with a ‘belly button’ in one end – have the best flavour. They’re definitely ‘the only fruit’: mouth-puckeringly citrusy, easy to peel and almost seedless. And the Sicilian raspberry-hued blood orange, that once-a-year treat? Don’t get me started: scarlet, sweet, sharp, stunning. May they always be an occasional joy. The most sensible thing to do is buy a couple of oranges at a time from the greengrocer and, if they’re good, go back the next day and buy a big bag of the same batch. The navels I bought this winter were so good that, some nights, I didn’t even cook; I just set a bag of navel oranges on the sofa and ate them in front of the telly.
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