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INTRODUCTION


The food in this book is a celebration of the great French way of life and way of eating, but with a difference. French cuisine has a reputation for being rich, complex and time-consuming, which it can be, particularly in restaurants. But French home cooking is based on good, local, seasonal ingredients and simple skills. This is the food I was brought up on and that I still like to eat – the food we enjoy cooking as a family. It’s fresh and delicious, with vegetables, pulses and fruit playing a large part.


In France, as in Britain, people are keen to have a healthier diet and I believe we can achieve this without compromising on taste or pleasure. In this book I’ve created some brand new recipes to suit the way we like to eat today, as well as taking a fresh look at some much-loved traditional dishes to bring them up to date. These days, most of us don’t have hours to spend cooking – and then washing every pot and pan in the place – so I’ve included plenty of recipes that take very little time but are still full of flavour. There are speedy omelettes, snacks such as open sandwiches and dips, bean and lentil recipes and plenty of pasta. I was raised on pasta and it’s still one of my top choices for a quick supper. There’s a wide selection of fish and meat too, ranging from simple and cheap mackerel fillets to more elaborate weekend feasts, such as shrimp tartlets thermidor and rack of lamb.


The food here is very achievable – you don’t need lots of fancy equipment and nearly all of the ingredients are easy to come by. Wherever possible I have reduced the richness and used less cream and butter than in the old days, while maintaining flavour. But this is not a diet book and there are some classics that just can’t be improved on. I believe it’s fine to have a more indulgent treat once in a while so you will find a few luxurious dishes, such as duck confit pie and French toast.


In the following chapters you will find ideas for all times of day from sensational scrambled eggs to soups, salads, easy one-pot suppers such as Basque-style chicken, mussels with beer, and braised squid, as well as puddings, breads and some special French drinks that make great aperitifs. There are recipes from every region to give a glimpse of what different parts of France have to offer. The recipes are not extravagant – there’s no lobster or foie gras. I only mention truffles a couple of times – and even then they’re optional.


One of the best things about cooking great food is sharing it with other people. I hope you will enjoy making these dishes for your family and friends and showing them just how simple and delicious good French food can be.


COOK’S NOTES


Bayonne ham – this is an air-dried ham that comes from Southwest France and is named after the city of Bayonne. If you can’t get Bayonne ham, you can use other air-dried hams, such as Parma ham or Serrano ham.


Bouquet garni – this is a bundle of herbs tied together with string for adding to soups, casseroles and other dishes. Tying the herbs together makes it easier to remove them when the dish is done. The classic version contains parsley stalks, bay leaf, thyme, celery and leek, but I sometimes vary the contents to match the dish.


Butter – I use unsalted butter in recipes, unless otherwise specified. I do think that butter is one of those things that is worth spending a bit extra on if you can, in order to get the best.


Eggs –I use large, free-range eggs unless otherwise specified.


Parsley – I’m happy with either curly or flatleaf parsley for most recipes, unless specified.


Piment d’espelette – this is a mild, smoky chilli pepper grown in the Basque region of France. The chillies are dried and used whole, flaked or ground. You can use ordinary chilli powder or flakes but some kinds may be hotter than the Espelette chilli so bear this in mind.


Stocks – at the back of this book you will find recipes for some basics, such as stocks. Stock is really worth making yourself, but if you don’t have time you can buy some good fresh stocks in supermarkets now.


Ventrèche – this comes from fatty pork belly and can be smoked or salted. Pancetta or smoked streaky bacon are good substitutes if you can’t get ventrèche.
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SUR LE POUCE


Fast Food
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The French term ‘sur le pouce’ means on the go and is generally used to describe fast food. I’m not a fan of the usual sort of fast food, but sometimes we all need to put together something good to eat in a hurry. This chapter includes my idea of fast food – omelettes and other egg dishes, open sandwiches or tartines, and dips. All are quick, easy and delicious.





OEUFS BROUILLÉS AUX ANCHOIS ET OLIVES


Scrambled Eggs with Anchovies


My favourite sort of fast food, this dish is popular all along the French Mediterranean coast. It’s made with simple store-cupboard ingredients but it has bags of flavour and is good served at any time of day. If you don’t like the saltiness of anchovies, give them a thorough rinse under cold water.


Serves 4


12 GOOD-QUALITY SALTED ANCHOVIES IN OLIVE OIL


1 TBSP OLIVE OIL


2 GARLIC CLOVES, PEELED AND CHOPPED


10 FREE-RANGE EGGS


1 TBSP COLD BUTTER


24 GREEN OLIVES, PITTED AND HALVED


CHIVES OR SPRING ONION LEAVES, SNIPPED


TOAST, TO SERVE


SALT AND FRESHLY GROUND BLACK PEPPER


Finely chop 4 of the anchovies. Warm the oil in a heavy-based pan, then gently cook the chopped anchovies and garlic. Take the pan off the heat and leave to cool.


Cut the remaining anchovies in half lengthways. Beat the eggs in a bowl, but do not season them.


Pour the eggs into the pan with the chopped anchovies and garlic and cook them over a medium heat, while stirring with a spatula or wooden spoon. When the eggs are cooked but still a little runny, take the pan off the heat and mix in the butter.


Check the seasoning and add salt and pepper if needed. Spoon the eggs into bowls and arrange the halved anchovies and olives on top. Finish with some snipped chives or spring onion leaves, then serve at once with some toast.
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CROQUE-MADAME AU FOUR AVEC OEUFS DE CAILLE


Baked Croque-Madame with Quails’ Eggs


The traditional croque-madame is made with a rich béchamel sauce and is usually fried. My baked version is just as delicious but less calorific and much easier to make for a crowd, as it is baked in the oven. The bulk of the preparation can be done in advance if you like.


Serves 6


225G STALE BREAD (SOURDOUGH IS BEST)


3 FREE-RANGE EGGS, PLUS 2 YOLKS


600ML MILK


100ML DOUBLE CREAM


1 TSP DIJON MUSTARD


90G GRUYÈRE CHEESE, GRATED


90G COMTÉ CHEESE, GRATED


GENEROUS GRATING OF NUTMEG


2 TBSP BUTTER


200G GOOD-QUALITY COOKED HAM, SLICED


6 QUAILS’ EGGS


SALT AND FRESHLY GROUND BLACK PEPPER


Preheat the oven to 220°C/Fan 200°C/Gas 7. Cut the bread into 3cm cubes, put them on a baking tray and toast them in the oven until they’re dry and lightly coloured. Remove the bread and leave the oven on.


Whisk the 3 eggs, 2 yolks, milk and cream together in a bowl. Add the mustard and grated cheeses and season with nutmeg, salt and pepper.


Generously butter a roasting tin. Add a layer of bread cubes, then enough of the egg and cheese mixture to cover, followed by some slices of ham. Repeat the layers twice more until all the bread, egg mixture and ham are used up. Leave to stand for 5 minutes, pressing the layers down with a spatula to make sure the bread absorbs the liquid.


Bake in the oven for 20 minutes – you can prepare the dish in advance to this point. Take the tin out and carefully crack the quails’ eggs on top, spacing them evenly. Put the tin back in the oven, turn the temperature down to 200°C/Fan 180°C/Gas 6 and bake for another 10–12 minutes or until the quails’ eggs are just cooked.


Cut the croque-madame into portions, making sure there is an egg on each serving.
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CROQUE-MONSIEUR


Baked Cheese Sandwich


The classic French cheese toastie is made with a béchamel sauce, but this is my quicker, lighter version. It’s a good way of using up any scraps of cheese in the fridge – a mixture is good – but it is important to use good-quality bread. As for the ham, cooked or air-dried are both fine and I have even used bresaola and salami.


Serves 4


200G GRATED CHEESE (I LIKE GRUYÈRE, COMTÉ AND SOME GOATS’ CHEESE, SUCH AS A CROTTIN)


2 TBSP DIJON MUSTARD


4 TBSP CRÈME FRAÎCHE


1 SMALL RED ONION, FINELY CHOPPED


GRATING OF NUTMEG


8 SLICES OF BREAD


8 SLICES OF GOOD-QUALITY COOKED HAM


FRESHLY GROUND BLACK PEPPER


Mix the grated cheese with the mustard, crème fraîche and onion and season with nutmeg and black pepper. Preheat the oven to 230°C/Fan 210°C/Gas 8.


Lightly toast the bread, then take about a third of the cheese mixture and spread it on to 4 of the slices. Add 2 slices of ham to each one, then some more of the cheese. Top with the remaining slices of bread and spread the rest of the cheese mix over them.


Put the sandwiches on a baking sheet and bake them in the oven for 10 minutes. If the sandwiches are not brown enough, give them a quick blast under a hot grill.





OEUFS AUX ÉPINARDS


Baked Eggs with Spinach


I usually make this simple family favourite with hens’ eggs but it is also great with duck eggs, which have a richer and deeper flavour. I like to serve this with some good bread and perhaps a few shavings of hard cheese, such as Cantal.


Serves 2


1 TBSP OLIVE OIL


2 GARLIC CLOVES, PEELED AND FINELY CHOPPED


300G SPINACH, WASHED


2 TBSP CRÈME FRAÎCHE


GRATING OF NUTMEG


4 FREE-RANGE EGGS


SHAVINGS OF CHEESE, SUCH AS CANTAL (OPTIONAL)


SALT AND FRESHLY GROUND BLACK PEPPER


Preheat the oven to 200°C/Fan 180°C/Gas 6. Heat the olive oil in a pan, then add the garlic and cook it gently until soft without allowing it to brown. Add the spinach and let it wilt.


Tip the spinach into a sieve to drain and press it to get rid of as much water as you can. Transfer the spinach to a food processor, add the crème fraîche and blitz until smooth. Season with nutmeg, salt and pepper. Pour this mixture into an ovenproof dish, about 20 x 30cm in size, spreading it to about 2cm thick.


Break the eggs on top. Put the dish in the oven and bake for about 12 minutes or until the whites of the eggs are set. Serve at once, scattered with some shavings of cheese, if using.





OEUF MAYONNAISE


Egg Mayonnaise


I’m more than happy to eat eggs at any time of day. This recipe for egg mayonnaise is lighter than the usual, as I make it with a little cream cheese and oil instead of mayonnaise. Served with a touch of chilli oil and some crispy chicken skin it’s a real treat – most butchers will give you some chicken skin if you ask. Good with sourdough toast.


Serves 4


4 FREE-RANGE EGGS (AT ROOM TEMPERATURE)


1 TSP DIJON MUSTARD


1 TBSP VEGETABLE OIL


1 TBSP CREAM CHEESE


4 PIECES OF CHICKEN SKIN, ABOUT THE SIZE OF YOUR HAND


SALT AND FRESHLY GROUND BLACK PEPPER


Chilli Oil


300ML OLIVE OIL


1 TBSP PIMENT D’ESPELETTE (SEE HERE) OR CHILLI FLAKES


2 TSP TOMATO PASTE


Bring a pan of water to the boil, add the eggs and cook them for 7 minutes. Drain, then put them in a bowl of iced water to stop them cooking any more.


Carefully peel the eggs and cut them in half. The yolks should be almost set – not hard. Remove the yolks and put them in a bowl or blender – set the whites aside. Add the mustard, oil and cream cheese to the yolks, then season well with salt and black pepper and mix until smooth.


Preheat the oven to 200°C/Fan 180°C/Gas 6. Scrape the chicken skins and remove any feathers. Place the skins on a roasting tray lined with greaseproof paper and season them with salt and pepper. Bake in the oven for 20–30 minutes until the skin is golden and crisp.


For the chilli oil, put all the ingredients in a blender and blitz until smooth. Pour the oil into a jar. This makes more than you need for this recipe but you can store the oil in the fridge for up to 3 weeks.


To serve, pile the yolk mixture back into the halves. Break up the pieces of chicken skin and scatter them on top, then add a drizzle of chilli oil.
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OEUFS COCOTTES ARDÈCHOISE


Baked Eggs with Chestnuts


The Ardèche is the main chestnut-growing region in France, so plenty of the local dishes contain chestnuts. They make a nice addition to this baked egg recipe, which is quick and easy to make and very tasty to eat. You can use vacuum-packed chestnuts if you like.


Serves 4


BUTTER, FOR GREASING


1 TBSP OLIVE OIL


6–8 CEPS (FROZEN ARE FINE), WIPED AND SLICED


2 GARLIC CLOVES, CHOPPED


1 TBSP CHOPPED PARSLEY


4 LARGE COOKED CHESTNUTS, SHELLED AND ROUGHLY CHOPPED


4 FREE-RANGE EGGS


360ML DOUBLE CREAM


SALT AND FRESHLY GROUND BLACK PEPPER


You need 4 ramekins or ovenproof dishes measuring about 5cm high and 8cm in diameter. Lightly butter the insides. Preheat the oven to 200°C/Fan 180°C/Gas 6.


Heat the oil in a frying pan and gently sauté the sliced ceps. Add the garlic and parsley, then season with salt and pepper.


Divide the ceps between the dishes and add the chestnuts. Break an egg into each dish, then divide the cream between them. Season with a little salt and pepper.


Place the dishes in a roasting tin and add enough just-boiled water to come halfway up the sides. Bake in the preheated oven for 12–15 minutes, then serve straightaway.
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OEUFS BROUILLÉS AUX ESCARGOTS


Scrambled Eggs with Snails


I remember gathering snails with my father when I was a child and going through the very long process of purging, then cooking them. Now we always have a jar or tin of snails in the cupboard ready to devour. This is a fairly rich and indulgent dish, but now and then it’s good to be naughty. I’ve made the crème fraîche optional but for my father it’s essential!


Serves 4


2 TBSP BUTTER


1 SHALLOT, PEELED AND CHOPPED


1 GARLIC CLOVE, PEELED AND CHOPPED


120G COOKED SNAILS, DRAINED


10 FREE-RANGE EGGS, LIGHTLY BEATEN


1 TBSP PASTIS


2 TBSP CRÈME FRAÎCHE (OPTIONAL)


4 TBSP CHOPPED PARSLEY


LEAVES FROM A BUNCH OF WATERCRESS, WASHED


SALT AND FRESHLY GROUND BLACK PEPPER


Melt a tablespoon of the butter in a pan, add the shallot and garlic and cook them gently until softened. Add the drained snails, coat them in the butter and season with salt and pepper. Take the pan off the heat and set aside.


Meanwhile, pour the eggs into a separate pan and cook them slowly over a medium heat, stirring with a spatula or wooden spoon. Once the eggs are cooked but still a little runny, take the pan off the heat and mix in the remaining butter.


Add the pastis and the crème fraiche, if using, to the snails and simmer for 30 seconds, then add the parsley and watercress.


Serve the scrambled eggs topped with the snails.
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OMELETTE AUX BLETTES


Swiss Chard Omelette


Swiss chard is full of flavour and goodness. This omelette is delicious for a quick lunch and also nice served cold for a snack or to take on a picnic.


Serves 4


400G BABY SWISS CHARD, WASHED


120G PANCETTA OR VENTRÈCHE (SEE HERE), DICED


1 SHALLOT, PEELED AND CHOPPED


1 GARLIC CLOVE, PEELED AND CHOPPED


1 TBSP OLIVE OIL


1 TBSP BUTTER


6–8 FREE-RANGE EGGS


50G GRUYÈRE OR EMMENTAL CHEESE, GRATED


RED WINE VINEGAR


SALT AND FRESHLY GROUND BLACK PEPPER


Wash the chard well and remove any damaged leaves or stalks. Bring a pan of water to the boil, season it with salt, then add the chard and cook it for 3–4 minutes. Drain and refresh the chard in a bowl of iced water to stop the cooking process. When the chard is cold, drain it again and squeeze out as much moisture as you can. Roughly chop the leaves and stalks.


Add the pancetta or ventrèche to a frying pan over a medium heat and cook until it has rendered some of its fat. Add the shallot, garlic and oil and cook for 2–3 minutes, then add the chard, season well and fry for another couple of minutes. Tip everything into a bowl.


Heat the butter in the same frying pan until foaming. Beat the eggs in a bowl with the cheese, then add the chard mixture. Pour this into the pan and stir with a spatula until it starts to set. Cover the pan with a lid and leave the omelette to cook gently for 6–8 minutes until completely set.


Don’t fold this omelette – turn it out on to a plate and cut it into 4 wedges. Sprinkle with a few drops of vinegar and serve at once.
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OMELETTE SOUFFLÉE AU FROMAGE


Souffléed Cheese Omelette


This is halfway between an omelette and a soufflé and makes a delicious quick meal. I like to use Comté cheese but any kind will do. Once you’ve mastered the basic recipe, you can try adding extras such as ham or chopped herbs to the mix. Anything goes! A little side salad is all you need with this.


Serves 2


4 FREE-RANGE EGGS, SEPARATED


2 PINCHES OF SALT


1 TBSP BUTTER


100G HARD CHEESE SUCH AS COMTÉ, GRATED


FRESHLY GROUND BLACK PEPPER


Preheat the oven to 200°C/Fan 180°C/Gas 6.


Whisk the egg whites with the salt until they form firm peaks. Whisk the egg yolks in a separate bowl, then whisk in one-third of the whites. Gently fold in the remaining whites.


Melt the butter in a non-stick, ovenproof frying pan, then pour in the eggs. Leave the pan on the hob for 20 seconds, then sprinkle on the cheese and season with black pepper. Transfer the pan to the preheated oven for 5 minutes, then divide the omelette in half and serve.
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TAPENADE


Black Olive Paste


This is one of those French classics that really can’t be improved on. Use it as a dip, spread it liberally on toast, or use a spoonful to liven up a salad dressing. Wonderful.


Serves 6–8


6 SALTED ANCHOVY FILLETS


200G PITTED BLACK OLIVES (NIÇOISE ARE BEST)


1 TBSP CAPERS IN BRINE, RINSED


JUICE OF 1 LEMON


1 TSP CHOPPED THYME


1 GARLIC CLOVE, CRUSHED (OPTIONAL)


4 TBSP EXTRA VIRGIN OLIVE OIL


FRESHLY GROUND BLACK PEPPER


Rinse the anchovies in cold water and pat them dry. Place them in a blender with the olives, capers, lemon juice, thyme and garlic, if using, and blitz. Scoop the mixture into a bowl, then stir in the oil and season with black pepper.


Cover the bowl and store in the fridge. Tapenade keeps well for about 2 weeks.
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AÏOLI


Garlic Mayonnaise


I always like to have some aïoli in the fridge. Using a whole egg and some vegetable oil makes this less rich than the traditional recipe. Be sure to remove any green bits from the garlic cloves, as they can make the mixture bitter and may be heavy on the digestion.


Makes a big bowlful


4–6 GARLIC CLOVES, PEELED AND ROUGHLY CHOPPED


1 FREE-RANGE EGG


2 TSP DIJON MUSTARD


JUICE OF 1 LEMON


PINCH OF SALT


250ML SUNFLOWER OIL


125ML OLIVE OIL


Put the garlic in a blender with the egg, mustard, lemon juice and salt. Blitz for a few seconds until the mixture starts to emulsify. Then, with the motor running, slowly pour in the oils.


Scoop the aïoli into a bowl and cover. Serve with socca (see here), sticks of raw vegetables, whatever you like. This keeps well in the fridge for about a week.





ANCHOÏADE


Anchovy Dip


Serve this classic dip with sticks of raw vegetables or spread it on toast for a tasty snack. My version is lighter than the usual recipe and contains less oil.


Serves 6–8


200G SALTED ANCHOVIES


4 GARLIC CLOVES, PEELED AND CRUSHED


80ML EXTRA VIRGIN OLIVE OIL


2 TBSP WHITE WINE VINEGAR


2 TBSP ROUGHLY CHOPPED PARSLEY


FRESHLY GROUND BLACK PEPPER


Rinse the anchovies under cold water to remove excess salt, then pat them dry.


Place the anchovies in a blender with the garlic and blitz to a smooth paste. With the motor still running, add the oil and vinegar and season with black pepper. Serve garnished with chopped parsley.





SOCCA


Chickpea Pancakes


Street food from Nice, socca are simple, cheap and addictive! Serve them with dips such as tapenade (see here) or aïoli (see here) and grilled aubergines, or with salads. They’re fine finished under a grill, but if you have a wood-fired oven they will be even more delicious.


Makes about 8


150G CHICKPEA (GRAM) FLOUR


1 TSP SALT


½ TSP GROUND CUMIN


OLIVE OIL


FRESHLY GROUND BLACK PEPPER


Mix the flour, salt and cumin in a bowl and season with pepper. Then whisk in 320ml of water and a tablespoon of oil to make a nice smooth batter. It should have a pouring consistency, like thick double cream. Cover the bowl and leave the batter to rest for an hour.


Preheat your grill. Heat an ovenproof frying pan and grease it with a tablespoon of oil. Pour in just enough batter to cover the base of the pan and use the back of a spoon or palette knife to spread it evenly to a thickness of about 5–10mm. Leave the pan on the hob until the batter sets, then place it under the hot grill until the socca blisters and even burns a little around the edges. Tip it out on to a board and repeat until you’ve used all the batter.
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