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Introduction



Environmentalists can be so gloomy. I’m sure they are right, of course, but this book begins with the gloomy bit and the rest is pure fishy heaven. I can’t help it: when I see a plate of fish, I get a whopping big smile.


Sadly, overfishing fuelled by profit has meant that the saying ‘There are plenty more fish in the sea’ is no longer true, because there ain’t! The seas were once full of fish, but throughout the twentieth century, methods of catching fish in very large numbers – in order to feed the world’s growing population – have brought many species near to extinction.


Almost all the world’s greatest fish comes from the North Atlantic and the North East Pacific. Most of these coldwater fish are whisked out of the sea, destined for southern Europe and the Far East, and the same goes for shellfish such as scallops, crabs, lobsters, prawns and langoustines. The UK exports much of our domestic catch, but we also import a large amount of tuna, cod, prawns and salmon.


Sustainable fish


The Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) publishes a list of fish that are sustainable: that is, population numbers are currently sufficient to keep the population stable while allowing a reasonable amount of fishing. The names on the list can change over time as endangered species become sustainable once more, or sustainable ones become endangered. Some supermarkets have a printed version of this list, or you can find it online at msc.org.


Fish farming contributes to our supply of fish, helping to reduce pressure on wild populations. In recent years some of the problems associated with fish farming, particularly sea lice that thrive in the overcrowded waters of the fish farms, have been alleviated by using organic methods.


When shopping for fish, particularly in supermarkets, look for the blue MSC label, which will identify fish from sustainable fisheries. Actually, I cannot understand why supermarkets would sell fish that are not on the list, but it does happen.


At the time of writing the sustainable list includes:




Anchovies


Clams


Cockles


Cod


Crab


Dogfish (rock salmon, huss)


Flounder


Haddock


Hake


Halibut


Herring


Hoki


Lobsters


Mackerel


Mussels


Oysters


Pike-perch (sander or zander)


Plaice


Pollack


Razor shells


Sablefish (black cod)


Saithe (coley)


Salmon


Sardines


Scallops


Shrimps/prawns


Smelt


Sole


Swordfish


Toothfish (Chilean sea bass)


Tuna


Whiting





If in doubt, ask the fishmonger, who will be able to put you right – well, most of the time!


Keep it local


Another question to ask, and this is my last environmental hobby horse before we dive into the glorious world of fish, is the origin of the fish you are buying. I would like to illustrate this by visiting a shop I know in Anglesey.


There has been a fishmonger here for many years, a simple shop, sourcing fish from the local fleet. All manner of fish and seafood is sold there and much of it is cooked on the premises. The lady who runs the shop buys the huge, local lobsters – probably the best lobsters in the world – whose journey from quayside to shop can be measured in metres, not miles.


Next to the shop there is a Chinese takeaway with lobster on the menu. They get theirs from a wholesaler in Manchester, who in turn gets them from a processing plant in Hull, who get theirs from Canada. The lobsters are smaller, inferior in every way to home-fished specimens and, more to the point, they have come a long way in the process.


If you can, buy fish caught as near to you as possible, for flavour, freshness and for the sake of the planet. This is why I have not included recipes for all of the fish on the sustainable list: if they’ve been shipped in from far away they may be perfectly ‘fresh’ to eat, but having been frozen for days, or even weeks, they simply won’t speak of the sea. Whenever possible, I try to catch my own fish, though I do understand that this is not a viable proposition for everyone.


The driving force behind this book is flavour, aroma, textures, the enjoyment of fish and the appreciation of our seas and rivers. With a little careful shopping and a keen eye to distinguish good fish, we can enjoy the delights of fish and seafood for ever.





CHAPTER 1



How to choose fish at its best


Until around two hundred years ago we were more likely to eat freshwater fish than sea fish, simply because it was easier get to the plate before it went off. We took so much fish from rivers that the ‘rights’ to do so were jealously guarded. Poaching was punished harshly – and still is.


Salmon was once one of the commonest fish in our rivers; in some parts of Britain there were laws forbidding employers to feed their servants or apprentices with salmon more than three times a week.


One of the reasons why centres of civilization developed around the coast and on major rivers is their access to a vast larder of fish and seafood. As new technologies were introduced, this began to change. The invention of the steam engine, for example, and the development of the railways, plus the large-scale harvesting and transportation of ice and, later, its mass production, made it possible to bring fresh fish to inland cities within hours of it being caught. The British love affair with fish and chips began in the mid-nineteenth century.


Fish on Friday, for religious reasons, was once the norm, and there are still many people who like to eat fish on Fridays, often without really knowing why. The Catholic Church has always required that people abstain from meat on Fridays (and at one time it wasn’t just Fridays, but also Wednesdays, Saturdays and many holy days throughout the year): they often ate fish instead. Fish was not eaten on Sundays or Mondays, and indeed fish sold on a Monday was most likely caught on the previous Friday and consequently was less fresh than fish found on other days. The same is true today.


These days many people buy frozen fish – often covered in batter, breadcrumbs, pastry or sauce – and as a result we are losing the ability to recognise really fresh fish. I feel it is important to learn about the fish you are buying, and to be able to do this you need to see, to smell, to handle the fish and understand its consistency. You can’t do this with fish bought in a box and covered in breadcrumbs.


Fishmongers


One of the main criticisms aimed at supermarkets is the resultant demise of independent retailers, such as fishmongers. Every high street used to have a fishmonger, but over the past thirty years many have gone. As well as supplying, gutting/cleaning and filleting a range of seasonal fish, a visit to the fishmonger was educational. You could get to know more about fish and how to cook it, what fish you could substitute in your recipe, plus ask for advice on how not to ruin it in the pan.


But there is a positive side to supermarkets selling fish. They can afford to buy a lot of fish and sell it at a reasonable price, giving you a great range to choose from at most supermarket fish counters. There is at least one supermarket with a dedicated fishmonger in every community. However, be aware, the staff are not always career fishmongers.


Buying fish from a fishmonger, whether it is on your high street, at a market or in the supermarket, is the best way to judge the freshness of fish. If you can, buy whole fish as they enable you to spot the signs of freshness more easily. They also usually work out cheaper than buying prepared fillets. If you don’t like to fillet them yourself the fishmonger will do it for you.


What to look out for when buying fresh fish


⋆    Generally a fish should look as if it’s still alive, just not moving!


⋆    Eyes – should be clear and shiny, not opaque or cloudy.


⋆    Gills – should be bright pinky-red, moist and bright. Any sticky film means the fish has been hanging around for some time. Don’t buy it. I find the gills are the quickest and best way to spot freshness.


⋆    Skin – should be shiny and wet-looking, almost slimy but not quite.


⋆    Scales – should be more or less all in place; avoid fish with areas of patchy scales. The scales shouldn’t be sticking up, but lying flat, close to the body of the fish.


⋆    Smell – should smell pleasantly of the sea, not ‘fishy’, sickly or bitter. Don’t be afraid to have a good sniff. Is there a pleasant aroma in the shop? If there are any strong smells, go elsewhere.


⋆    Touch the fish if you can. It should be cold, almost slimy, and firm. If the flesh is still firm and springs back when you touch it, it means the fish hasn’t lost much moisture so it should be good and fresh. If floppy and spongy, pass it by.


⋆    If you are buying fillets, avoid discoloured or smelly flesh. The flakes should be consistent, intact, not gaping or falling away. If you gently press the flesh, it should feel firm and springy, not soft and spongy.


Until very recently, some fish were sold alive – eels, mostly. You could get your fishmonger to kill them or do the job yourself, but the process is not pleasant – it is hard work killing an eel. Similarly, some freshwater fish were considered muddy, and were kept in pure water for a few days to cleanse them. These would have to be killed just before they were cooked. You may occasionally see this with carp in Chinese restaurants, and in central European restaurants.


Why does fish deteriorate?


There are a number of reasons why fish goes off more quickly than meat. Fish tend to live in cold conditions, often only a few degrees above freezing, and their enzymes are attuned to this. Non-aquatic animals have enzymes that work at much higher temperatures, and when their meat is kept near zero in a fridge, the enzymes almost stop working altogether – but fish enzymes continue their ordinary operation. The combination of enzyme action and oxidation give the unpleasant, strongly ‘fishy’ smell we associate with being off.


Keeping fish at 0°C, always on ice, makes a marked difference to its keeping properties – even 2°C above this can be detrimental. Vacuum sealing and keeping the fish very cold is even better, but it must be proper vacuum sealing, not just ziplock bagging, which still has oxygen trapped inside.


It is worth remembering that bacteria naturally present in fish are also adapted to living and growing at cold temperatures, and these will spoil fish more rapidly than bacteria in meat.


Vigilance and planning are important when dealing with fish. It is not advisable to buy fresh fish on a whim, pop it in the fridge and come back to it days later to make something of it.



Ensuring your catch remains fresh


If you catch your own fish, in river, lake or sea, you will know exactly how fresh it is – and if you’re going to eat it rather than throw it back you will have to kill it yourself. A good whack on the head with a heavy object should do the job instantly. I always kill fish as they come out of the water – I can’t stand the look of a fish gasping away on the beach or riverbank. I gut them when I have a break.


Keeping your catch fresh depends on what you caught and how long the journey home is likely to take. Living in Manchester I found it difficult to get back from my hunting grounds in less than three hours, and consequently I was always looking for ways to be sure my fish was not half cooked in the boot of the car before I got it back.


If it is to be preserved or smoked the fish should be killed, gutted, split open and salted at the point of catching. You don’t need much salt to keep fish from spoiling, just enough to give the whole fish a light coating. This is the way I would treat mackerel: a wash in seawater, a light dusting of salt, washed again at home and salted properly before smoking.


An ice box is ideal for fish that you want to cook fresh. I would add a handful of salt to the ice, which reduces the temperature below zero, and then put the fish in the ice box.


An evening’s fishing will need a couple of bags of ice in your ice box to start with, salt, and the gutted fish placed on top. If you can get more ice, so much the better: keep on adding ice and salt and, if possible, change the ice at least once. It is a good idea to find a friendly pub to get ice from, either in exchange for some fish or for cash. All-night supermarkets usually sell big bags of ice for about £1.00, which you can use to replenish your ice box on the way home.


Pre-packed and frozen fish


If you are buying pre-packed fresh fish the best way to check for freshness is to see if there is any liquid around the fish and poke it gently to see how springy the flesh is. Any running liquid or un-springy flesh means the fish isn’t very fresh and has been losing moisture.


Freezers work at 17°C below zero, which is quite cold enough to keep food safe. But imagine a scenario where some fish is taken from the freezer, pushed around the supermarket for 30 minutes or longer, then left at the checkout because the shopper changed their mind; it may wait another 20 minutes before someone restocks it back in the freezer. It will be partially defrosted – not much, but just a little. So it is important to check frozen fish.




⋆    Look at the outer packaging, is it frosty? This would indicate that the freezer was not sealed well, so you could not be sure the fish was always deeply frozen.


⋆    If the packaging is clear, examine the inside of the package for ice crystals. This may indicate that the fish has been partially thawed and then refrozen.


⋆    Look out for discoloured parts of the fish. This is freezer burn caused by water escaping the flesh and being replaced by oxygen, which affects the colour and texture of the fish. Avoid any discoloured fish.





Choosing fresh seafood


Some people use the term ‘seafood’ to mean shellfish (mussels, oysters, prawns etc), while to others it means any food from the sea, be it cod, anchovy, crab or squid. We often worry about ‘non-fish’ seafood being somehow more dangerous than their vertebrate counterparts. It is true that some people develop allergic reactions to certain types of shellfish, but unless you are one of the unlucky ones, there is no reason to avoid these delicious morsels – as long as they are very fresh.


As with fish, there are clues to how fresh the produce is. Most should be labelled with its source and date of harvest. If not, ask the fishmonger when it was caught.




⋆    Shrimps and prawns – if raw, the flesh should be translucent and shiny; there should be no unpleasant odour.


⋆    Oysters, mussels, scallops and clams – the shells should look clean and unbroken and should be tightly closed with no gaps. If a shell is slightly open, tap it sharply and it should close instantly: this shows the shellfish are alive and healthy.


⋆    Lobsters and crabs – should look lively and preferably still swimming in water. If sold boiled, the carapace should be vibrant and not dull or greying, and it should smell fresh. If you can hold the creature, it should feel heavier than it looks.


⋆    Frozen seafood should be in undamaged packaging. If there is frost on the inner packaging this can mean it has been slightly defrosted and refrozen; do not buy refrozen goods, whatever they are.


⋆    Check for freezer burn – discoloured patches that indicate that the food has been in contact with air. It’s safe to eat but the texture and flavour will be affected.





The key to good fish


Freshness is of prime importance when it comes to good fish and seafood dishes. Ideally this means having fish that has only just been caught, and kept cold until it is cooked. If you can get fish that is 24 hours old, you will be doing well.


From that starting point you can create a complete image of the sea or the river on a plate. This might sound somewhat romantic, but the absolute joy of the aroma and flavour of the sea is what makes the perfect dish. That exciting explosion of flavours, reminiscent of tides and seaweed, will always make me think of shrimping or standing on a freezing rock fishing for mackerel, codling and sea bass. It is the same with rivers. I can never get over the delight of eating a fresh trout caught that morning, bringing memories of the rise and the beauty of the river, the aroma of water – each river has its own particular fragrance.





CHAPTER 2



How to prepare fish for cooking


If I catch a fish myself, I try to clean it straight away and line the cavity with a little salt before putting the fish on ice. When I buy fish from the fishmonger I usually ask them to clean and descale it for me because it saves time and mess.


The easiest way to start is to buy filleted and skinned fish. However, some people like the skin, which goes crispy when you fry the fish. Leave the skin on and see what you think – but do make sure you remove all the scales. A quick rinse under the cold tap is sufficient preparation but always pat your fish dry with kitchen paper before cooking, even if you are poaching it.


Removing fins and scales


If you find yourself facing a whole fish, the first thing to do is trim off the fins – which can be spiky – using sturdy kitchen scissors.


Most fish, with certain exceptions, such as mackerel, have scales that need to be removed. These are nasty if you get them in your mouth. You can buy a descaler, or alternatively you can use a spoon or a blunt knife. Hold the fish by the tail and rub the edge of the spoon from the tail end towards the head, scraping the scales away as you go. Periodically, give the fish a rinse under cold running water. However, there are times when you don’t need to descale:




⋆    If you are going to cook skinned fillets of fish, it will be easier to remove the skin and scales at the same time – no need to descale it first.


⋆    If you are going to barbecue a whole fish the scales will protect the flesh as it cooks, and you can peel away the skin and scales before serving.






Cleaning and filleting


Filleting fish is a skill that you will never lose, and it teaches you a lot about the fish you are using.


There are various ways to fillet fish; it partly depends on the type of fish you have.


Ideally you need a filleting knife, which is both sharp and flexible, the more flexible the better. There is a slight curve on the blade and the blade is usually quite thin. I always sharpen my knife before I use it.


I do all of my cleaning and filleting next to the sink, in which there is a container for inedible offcuts – guts and gills – and another for bits for making stock: heads, bones, fins and tail.


CLEANING ROUND FISH


⋆    First you need to remove the guts. Find the anal vent and insert a short sharp knife. Cut towards the head, keeping the blade level and cutting with a single movement – don’t attempt to saw the flesh.


⋆    Scrape out the guts and discard them. Look along the backbone and remove any organs and blood you find there by scraping gently with the knife.


⋆    If you are going to cook the fish whole, you may like to leave the head on –but you’ll need to remove the gills. With small fish you can just pull them out; for larger fish you’ll need a pair of sturdy scissors to cut them out.


⋆    I usually cut off the head. Make a cut behind the gill opening, cutting through the backbone.


⋆    Rinse under cold running water and dry with kitchen paper.


FILLETING ROUND FISH


Each fish gives you two fillets.




⋆    Place your fish on the work surface. Using a filleting knife, make a cut along one side of the backbone so you can feel the knife just touching the bone. Make the cut shallow at first and deepen it with single strokes until you can use your thumb to part the flesh from the bone.


⋆    Continue making long shallow cuts until the fillet is free.


⋆    Turn the fish over and repeat for the other side.


⋆    Rinse the carcass before using for stock.





CLEANING FLATFISH


If you feel the side of the fish, there is a soft side and a firm side. The soft side contains the guts.




⋆    Cut through the head from the centre point, following the line of the gills. With larger flatfish you might need to use some force, even a mallet.


⋆    Having cut through half the head, bend the head back and twist it and the guts will come out with the head. If the guts break, get your fingers in and pull the rest out. Discard the guts.


⋆    Rinse under cold running water and dry with kitchen paper.





FILLETING FLATFISH


Each fish gives you four fillets.




⋆    Place your fish on the work surface and carefully make a C-shaped cut behind the gills.


⋆    Using a filleting knife, cut from the first cut along the lateral line visible along the backbone, which is in the centre of the fish. You should feel the backbone on your knife. Continue this cut until you get to the tail, which you can chop off.


⋆    Starting at the head end and keeping the knife flat, run it along the backbone to the outer edge of the fish with long strokes of the knife, keeping your free hand out of the way, until the fillet comes away.


⋆    Repeat for the other fillet, then turn the fish over and remove the fillets on the other side.


⋆    If any of the frill of fins around the outside of the fish remains attached to the fillet, simply trim it off. Some chefs prefer to cut the outer fins off, using a pair of sturdy kitchen scissors, before they start filleting.
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