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foreword to second edition


When I wrote this book back in 2000 my passion about the importance of eating organic and locally produced food may have seemed a little ‘alternative’. Now, almost ten years later, these ideas have become a lot more mainstream. On a recent trip to the West Coast of America, I was thrilled to find that organic is now a given and, better still, that the word ‘local’ is even sexier than ‘organic’. Everywhere I went people were talking about the provenance of their food and were very keen to eat food that was grown in their neighbourhood. Chefs were going out of their way to link up more with local farmers and producers and some were even growing their own vegetables.


The gathering momentum of this movement is very exciting, and I’m more convinced than ever before of the importance of using top-quality ingredients in cooking. There are a lot of talented chefs who can run rings around me when it comes to technique, but who just can’t get food to sing as it should because their ingredients aren’t up to scratch. Our big task nowadays as chefs and cooks is the sourcing of top-quality ingredients – finding fresh, local produce from organic sources.


I hope you enjoy this new edition of Ballymaloe Cookery Course. Since the book was first published many new recipes have entered into our repertoire from students and guest chefs and I am always picking up new ideas on my travels – somehow we have managed to squeeze all of these in! The new recipes reflect the latest food trends and use ingredients that are becoming easier to get hold of – offal, for example. Anyone can slap a steak on a pan but I think chefs and cooks are finding it’s much more fun to take cheap cuts of meat and really make something delicious from them.


We’ve revamped the design of the book and have reorganised things a little to make it more user friendly. Plus we have some new fab photographs from Peter Cassidy. Enjoy!
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[image: illustration]






introduction


Myrtle Allen is my greatest inspiration and I feel deeply fortunate that our paths in life crossed. When I graduated from hotel school in Dublin in the late 1960s, you could count the number of good restaurants in Ireland on one hand (with a finger or two left over). Most of them wrote the menu when they opened and it was still the same 10 years later. And most didn’t want a woman in the kitchen. Myrtle was different – a woman with no time for tins and packets, she wrote the menu for Ballymaloe House Hotel every day, seen as an amateurish thing to do back then, but something that seemed completely logical to her. She would use what was best and freshest in the garden, as well as the fresh fish that came in on the boats at Ballycotton. I was impressed by what I heard about this farmer’s wife who cooked with the seasons in the wilds of East Cork. I sent off a letter and was offered a job in Myrtle’s kitchens. The first person I met when I arrived was her son Timmy, to whom I am now married.


When I started out at Ballymaloe, every day was an adventure. I was like a sponge, soaking up as much exciting new information as I possibly could. With Myrtle, I came to realise the importance of good-quality produce, and I could see quite clearly that cooking good produce using simple techniques made great dishes. Myrtle continues to be an inspiration for me, and to this day I still go to Myrtle to get her advice or to ask her opinion. She is a pioneer, and I often think that I have got some of the credit for many of the things she has achieved. Many of the recipes in this book are recipes that Myrtle originally taught me in the Ballymaloe kitchen and we now pass them on to our students at the School.


Myrtle has always been delighted with the opportunities offered to me and her support and encouragement have meant that I have been able to go on and do other things. We now work together to champion the cause of the small artisanal producers, stimulating debate about food policies that we see as unsustainable or hygiene regulations that are out of proportion to the risks involved. In doing so we support our local food producers, whom we depend on absolutely for the quality produce that is essential to create the food for which Ballymaloe has become famous.


Many other people have influenced me and contributed to my culinary knowledge thus far. My own mother, Elizabeth O’Connell, taught me how to cook as I pulled at her apron strings; I feel very lucky to have been handed down the joy of cooking from her, and for the central part it has always played in my family life. My brother, Rory O’Connell, worked with me in the School in the early days and has always been tremendously supportive and generous with ideas and suggestions.


Then there are the books of Elizabeth David, Jane Grigson, Margaret Costa and particularly Alice Waters, whose whole philosophy I completely identify with; she’s had the courage to motivate and inspire an entire generation of cooks, and has worked with farmers and food producers, helping them to connect with chefs. Over the years people have been so generous – cooking schools the world over have generously opened their doors to me enabling me to forge strong friendships with those who share my commitment to culinary education. I have been able to keep abreast of international food trends, thanks to my travels, and to meeting my colleagues at the conferences of the organisations of which I am a member – Slow Food, IACP and Euro Toque.


One of the great joys for me through the years has been to pick up the phone and invite some of the people I admire most to come and teach at the School as guest chefs: John Ash, Rick Bayless, Frances Bissell, John Desmond, Ursula Ferrigno, Rose Gray, Jane Grigson, Sophie Grigson, Marcella Hazan, Deh-ta Hsiung, Madhur Jaffrey, Alastair Little, Shermin Mustafa, Kevin Orbell McSean, Rory O’Connell, Sri Owen, Ada Parasiliti, Paul and Jeanne Rankin, Alicia Rios-Ivars, Claudia Roden, Ruth Rogers, Nina Simonds, Rick Stein, Anne Willan and Antony Worrall Thompson have all inspired us with their enormous dedication and enthusiasm and have contributed to our repertoire. TV chef Rachel Allen, originally a student at the cookery school, comes to us and teaches on a regular basis, and in recent years we have been lucky enough to have Peter Gordon, Skye Gyngell, Sam Clarke, Diane Kennedy and Eric Treuille visit.


Ballymaloe cookery school


Founded in 1983, the school’s philosophy has always been to cook fresh, locally produced food with the seasons. We cook it simply to enhance the natural flavours, creating food that looks and tastes delicious. Having the School right in the middle of a farm and close to the sea is a huge bonus; the farm and gardens provide produce for the school, as well as for Ballymaloe House and the local farmers’ market. Both the gardens and the farm are organic because I am passionately committed to healthy and wholesome food. What we don’t produce ourselves we source locally. The farm across the road produces wonderful soft fruit and rhubarb when ours run out, and delicious potatoes too. We get wonderful fresh fish from the boats at Ballycotton, and local farmers’ wives rear organic chickens, ducks, geese and turkeys for us. When Nora Ahearne delivers her free-range ducks we introduce her to the students saying, ‘this is the person who reared those wonderful ducks for you’. When our local butchers, Frank Murphy and Kevin Day come, they share their knowledge and expertise as second-generation butchers. Local fish-smokers and farmhouse cheesemakers add to the bounty.


12-week course


We now run our 12-week courses three times a year – in January, April and September. Students come from the four corners of the earth and we take them on a journey from ‘this is a wooden spoon’ to being able to earn their living from cooking. We welcome students who have a passion for food, who really want to learn and who are prepared to work hard for three busy months.


The course not only provides a thorough grounding in cookery technique, it is also a total food experience for the student to become immersed in. On the first day we introduce the new students to our gardeners, Eileen, Haulie and Kay, who will produce much of what they will cook during their 12-week stay. I show them a barrow full of rich soil (some of them look askance at this eccentric grey-haired hippy woman on a mission) and I tell them about the millions of organisms and bacteria all working away underground to enrich it. I run my hands through it saying: ‘Remember this is where it all starts, in the good earth, and if you don’t have clean fertile soil you won’t have good food or pure water.’ Then they get their first recipe – how to make compost...


After we’ve had our composting lesson, we walk to the pastures where the Kerry cows, Herefords and Shorthorn cattle graze contentedly. We added two Jersey cows to our menagerie on the farm a few years ago, so that we can have wonderful unpasteurised Jersey milk for the family and grandchildren. The students have the opportunity to learn how to milk a cow which they queue up to do... not necessarily an essential life skill but ‘can milk a cow’ looks good on their CVs and certainly gets the conversation started!


We come round the corner to see the foraging Saddleback pigs, and from there to the greenhouses, where Rupert and Eileen show them how to sow seeds. For me this is a very important initiation to the course – I know of no better way to give people a respect for food than for them to plant a seed and watch it grow. Each and every student gets a broccoli or lettuce plant which they label and sow in the greenhouse and during the next 12 weeks they watch it grow. Farmers and people who grow their own food get disheartened when people don’t respect their efforts; they understandably want people to appreciate the energy, passion and hard work that have gone into growing the food. And suddenly the students realise why…


I’m really keen for students to see the wider picture of food production. Trimmings and scraps from their cooking going either into the stock pot, to the hens or into the composting bin. The stock pot creates the basis for many wonderful soups, stews and sauces; the scraps that go to the hens come back as eggs a few days later; and what goes into the compost bin is eventually returned to enrich the soil. We encourage our students to appreciate and value the work of the gardeners by learning how and when to harvest food. In doing so they get an insight into how long it takes to grow good food, and they won’t dare to boil the hell out of a carrot when they realise it’s taken three months to grow! They begin to see that everything is inter-connected and part of a holistic cycle, and learn about how things can be recycled beneficially.
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‘Remember this is where it all starts, in the good earth, and if you don’t have clean fertile soil you won’t have good food or pure water.’


Different cooking schools have different philosophies, and because ours is residential, it seems logical to teach in meals. Instead of doing a whole lesson on boiling techniques or making soufflés, each day we cook through a menu incorporating the relevant lessons, from basic principles to advanced professional techniques. People learn to cook almost without realising it. There is a demonstration every afternoon after which the students taste what’s been cooked so that when they cook it themselves the following morning they know what they’re aiming for. At lunchtime students and teachers all sit down together to enjoy the fruits of the morning’s labour. It may come as a surprise that many students lose weight rather than gaining it (although those who visit the pub every night tend to put it on!).


On the 12-week course students can go into the kitchens at Ballymaloe House to watch the chefs. Often they are amazed to see them using exactly the same recipes as we use in the School – we pool knowledge and share ideas. Ballymaloe House is unique because their chefs always work to recipes (other chefs may think that’s not macho). Years ago chefs did apprenticeships for five to six years and honed their palates; nowadays staff move about so quickly that it’s essential to have a repertoire of tried-and-tested recipes that enable trainees to get consistent results. Trainee chefs and cooks start off by following the recipes faithfully, and when they become more skilled and confident they use their creativity to introduce their own twists.


Short courses


We also run a whole range of short courses on all types of topics, from one day to a week in duration. Our short courses are in keeping with the principles of the 12-week course and cover an extensive range of cooking techniques including bread-making, butchery, fish filleting, freezing, pickling and preserving, as well as courses linked to food trends of the moment: Tea – ‘the new Black’, Tapas, Offal Fest, Pickling and Preserving. I also love to introduce courses that are inspired by my travels – A Day in India, A Day in Mexico, A Day in Morocco. Other courses carry our underlying philosophies: Sustainable Seafood, Slow Food, Basic Home Butchery, Foraging...


We have recently introduced a series of Forgotten Skills courses for the growing number of people who are eager to learn how to produce their own food. These cover growing vegetables, keeping chickens in your garden, bee-keeping, making butter, yoghurt and cheese, and how to build a smokehouse and smoke your own food – we make pizzas, calzone, panzarotti and piadina in the wood burning oven and the stoves.


We also run lectures on menu-planning and entertaining, food costing, food hygiene and career options in the culinary world. And we really enjoy hosting wine tastings, where we teach people how to serve and appreciate wines, and how to choose wines to go with a meal.






shopping


It sounds extraordinary but in reality about 80 per cent of good food is about shopping, so the fundamental message we need to get across to our students is the importance of putting time and effort into sourcing good-quality ingredients. If one starts off with good, fresh, naturally produced food in season, one needs to do so little to make it taste good. If, on the other hand, the basis of the meal is mass-produced de-natured food which has travelled hundreds, even thousands of miles, one needs to be a magician to make it taste good. This is where chefs need to use all their culinary wizardry – to camouflage the original lack of flavour.


People who want their food wrapped in plastic or on polystyrene trays are very well catered for in this day and age; they can find everything they want in the shops or supermarkets. Alternatively, sourcing fresh local food that is in season can be far more of a challenge. In fact, the problem has been exacerbated in recent years as supermarkets have adopted a central distribution system for fresh produce as well as for dry goods.


At Ballymaloe we realise how extremely fortunate we are to be surrounded by such a wonderful pool of local produce, and that for many people sourcing such high-quality ingredients is far more difficult. Since I started the School 24 years ago, I’ve become increasingly concerned about how the majority of food is produced and where it comes from. Like it or not, we are going to be forced to think about the disastrous consequences of pushing animals and plants further and further beyond their natural limits. There is an indisputable link between disease and excessively intensive factory farming. BSE is the obvious example, as well as stronger and stronger strains of salmonella, e-coli, camphylobacter, and so on. I welcome the fact that these issues have stimulated many strong debates among our students about the way food is produced and increased in them the conviction that it is time for a new way forward.


The first thing I would advise anyone to do is grow your own food in a vegetable garden or an allotment – increasing numbers of people seem to be getting hooked on the magic of planting even a few tomato plants or herbs. The next best thing is to head for your local farmers’ market. At these markets one can buy fresh local seasonal food directly from the producer. At last the market culture is taking off in the UK and Ireland – I started a farmers’ market in our local town of Midleton in 1999 and it has continued to gather momentum ever since. Students at the School who are interested in the farmers’ markets have the opportunity to come with us on Saturday morning to Midleton. There they learn how to set up and operate a stall and identify opportunities. They love the banter and the camaraderie among the stall-holders.


Remember that top-quality, health-giving food comes at a price. We somehow have an unreasonable assumption that cheap food is our right and so supermarkets in turn demand low-cost produce from their suppliers. This has resulted in food being unrealistically cheap. The repercussions of this have forced many farmers and food producers either to go out of business or to intensify their farming methods further. We are all losers in this situation. Research clearly shows that an ever-more intensive production system contributes to the spread of diseases and often results in poor-quality food.


Top tips for buying top-quality ingredients:


• Demand traceability – always find out the variety and source of food, particularly meat, poultry, vegetables and fruit.


• Buy fresh, organic and local produce with the seasons – research the farmers’ markets and box schemes operating in your area.


• Taste whenever possible – be observant and uncompromising in your pursuit of quality.


• Look carefully for signs of deterioration (but remember that physical perfection does not necessarily mean best flavour).


• Demand that irradiated food is identified and labelled clearly.
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local food


In the first edition of this book I predicted that ‘local’ would be the buzzword for the future. Ten years on, it is indeed a word on the lips of most conscientious shoppers – even big-chain supermarkets are promoting and labelling the local produce they stock. Supporting local producers is something I now feel more passionate about than ever. It simply makes no sense to buy expensive imported food that has travelled for thousands of miles. As far as I am concerned, local produce wins hands down every time, because it is so fresh and therefore tastes better and is much more nutritious. How wonderful to eat food plucked from a tree or pulled from the earth literally a matter of hours before it passes your lips! Local food is also a green choice – the transportation of food around the world (which is happening increasingly by air) has a significant impact on the diminishing fuel reserves and carbon emissions that are contributing to the current environmental crisis we face.


Italy is a shining example of a nation of people who have their priorities right. In their markets all local produce is marked ‘nostrano’ and Italians are prepared to pay more for local food because they know it will be fresher and of better quality.


Food for the future


Ballymaloe food is special because of the quality of the ingredients we have from the farmers and producers around us. If we were working with de-natured food there would be no point of difference. Occasionally people in the School say to me, ‘Darina, get real, where are the students going to find food of this quality when they leave? Shouldn’t you just be using normal food from the supermarket?’ My response is that it’s really important to cook using the best-quality produce so that the students can build up a taste memory against which to measure flavours when they leave the School – something to aim for when they’re cooking in the future. The students appreciate this fundamental point – after twelve weeks with us, they shop in a different way. They look for fresh and local produce, think in terms of the seasons, and always note varieties. They learn which varieties of apples, plums and cherries to buy again. They don’t bother to buy tasteless, irradiated strawberries or French beans flown from the other side of the world in winter. When the students leave they not only make a determined effort to continue to source the same quality of produce, but many start to grow their own herbs and vegetables. Some even keep their own hens because they can’t imagine life without them! Those going into the restaurant or catering business are encouraged to set up a network of small local producers just as we have done here so that they can get locally grown food with real traceability. This has a double benefit – not only do they know where the food comes from and how it is produced but they are also supporting their local community and thereby generating goodwill for their own business.


I believe that the future of Irish agriculture and tourism depends on us embracing this opportunity to produce top-quality, naturally produced food as a nation. We seem to be the obvious country to lead the way for Europe in organic production – the country with a clean green image that Bord Bia (the Irish Food Board) so proudly promotes as ‘Ireland – Food Island’. What is needed is a visionary in government who can see sustainable agriculture as the way forward for Ireland. To support this movement we as consumers need to appreciate, support, protect and cherish the small artisan-producers who labour with passion and often little financial reward. We also need to encourage farmers who want to farm in a less intensive way. Perhaps most importantly we need to be willing to pay for the quality of food that we say we want.






why cook?


It’s cool to cook


One of the exciting things for me at the moment is realising how many young people think it is cool to cook. Isaac, our son, says some of his friends who wouldn’t have been ‘caught dead’ in a kitchen until recently are now desperate to learn how to cook. It’s hip to entertain casually and whip up a little feast. No need for matching cutlery or fancy place settings – cooking is a social occasion. Get your friends involved in shelling the broad beans, cooking together and having fun. This trend owes a lot to young TV stars, such as Nigella Lawson and Jamie Oliver. Interestingly, the most hip thing of all nowadays is growing your own food, and then sharing and cooking it with your friends.


Why is it so important to be able to cook?


To many people cooking is an unimportant skill: why would you bother to take time out to learn to cook when you could be furthering your career or having fun in the pub? I would argue that it’s hugely important to learn how to cook, for lots of different reasons, not least because so much depends on the food we eat – our health, our energy, our vitality, our ability to concentrate... We can’t do much about our genes but we can take responsibility for our own health by controlling the food we eat. Health goes in through our mouths, and my father-in-law, Ivan, always used to say, our brains too.


If you can’t cook, you’re at the mercy of others for what you eat, and if you are fortunate enough to have delicious, healthy, wholesome food cooked for you, you’re one in a million. Otherwise, the only alternative is to drop into the local deli, buy ready-prepared meals or make regular trips to restaurants which will prove to be an expensive business. If you can cook, it doesn’t matter where you are in the world, you can gather a few ingredients together and conjure up a little meal for yourself and your friends. It’s certainly the easiest way to win friends and influence people. I remember once when I was staying with friends in America, I made a loaf of soda bread, and while it was cooking, created a little raspberry jam from a punnet of raspberries in the fridge – they thought I was a complete magician. In the end, the way to everyone’s heart is through their tummy – no matter how beautiful you are people soon get fed up with burnt sausages and leathery hamburgers. I always tell doctors, pilots, priests – anyone who’ll listen – how important it is to take time out to learn how to cook, because no matter what else you do every day we all need to eat. Learn some cooking skills and take control of your life.






taste, taste, & taste again


I can’t stress enough the importance of tasting continually as you cook. It doesn’t matter if you’ve been cooking all your life, ingredients literally change every day. You need to taste at the beginning, in the middle and at the end. When cooking, think about flavour and, as you cook, imagine yourself eating it and that will help you get the proportions right. Always season with your fingers and never with a spoon, because then you are in touch and you are more likely to get the quantity right. Here I stress, taste, taste, taste. Carrots taste hugely different at different times of the year – in early spring they need more seasoning. In early summer when just pulled from the ground, they are meltingly delicious just boiled for a very few minutes and tossed in a little butter and freshly ground black pepper and salt. Here at the School one of the experiments we do to illustrate the importance of sourcing is to cook two pans of carrots side by side using exactly the same method. One pan contains freshly pulled carrots which arrived with the soil still on and the other contains pre-washed carrots that came in a plastic bag. Try this yourself – taste and learn from the flavour.


Tasting helps to develop your palate and build up your taste memory. Take every opportunity when you eat out or when you travel abroad to taste foods at source. Taste the ingredients as they are meant to be and then when you find them at home you will be able to judge whether they are of good quality. One of the most difficult things for a beginner in the kitchen is to judge whether more seasoning is needed or not. If in doubt, follow the advice that Myrtle gave me years ago when I was in doubt about a soup: take out a little bit in a cup, add some seasoning and if that improves the flavour, go ahead and season the whole pot.






herbs & spices


Fresh herbs add magic to your cooking. In fact, now that I think about it, they are absolutely essential to the flavour of Ballymaloe food. If you don’t have access to fresh herbs in your garden or local shop, it’s time to think about a little gardening. You don’t need a garden – a window box on the windowsill or a wooden tub on a balcony is all you need. Get started with parsley, either flat-leaf or curly or both, add chives, then perennial mint. French tarragon, lemon balm, annual marjoram, dill, fennel, the list is endless... Herbs have been used both as food and medicine since man first walked on this earth. More recently the interest in herbs has gathered momentum not only among cooks and chefs but also among those who are interested in pursuing a healthier lifestyle and exploring herbal remedies and alternative medicines.


Spices too are essential. Having a few jars of fresh spices to hand is like having a Pandora’s box to dip into when the fancy takes you. As a general rule, buy spices whole – with the possible exception of turmeric, and ginger when making gingerbread. Whole spices have infinitely more flavour than ground. As soon as spices are ground the flavour starts to tick away so use them as quickly as possible.






proportion


Buy in small quantities, use quickly and store away from direct light. Proportion is important yet it is one of the most difficult things to get right. There’s a little trick that helps – imagine yourself eating it and you are more likely to get it right. Don’t drown a dish with too much sauce or skimp with too little. It’s strange how rare it is to get a sandwich with the right amount of filling.


There are several reasons to get the portion size right:


1. Many of us dislike having too much to eat on our plates. It causes the dilemma of being rude by leaving food behind and in my case I have real problems if I leave food, because my host immediately thinks that it wasn’t good. Which leads me to the eternal problem of trying to slip it into my handbag or eating more than I want.


2. People leave it behind and it’s wasted.


3. It makes no sense for restaurants to give over-large helpings because their guests will be too full to order a pudding. Serve reasonable size helpings; at Ballymaloe we serve slightly on the small side, with a table d’hôte menu of five courses plus cheese and coffee with petit fours. There’s plenty to eat and every diner is offered seconds. In America helpings have become obscenely enormous; what used to be large a couple of years ago has been doubled into super-helpings. Obesity is growing – over 50 per cent of the American population is classified as obese and in Ireland it’s 10 per cent and rising.


I’ve generally tried to give the amounts for average portions throughout this book. In general we multiply up quite accurately when taking a recipe for 6 and cooking it for a party of 24. For 48 people, multiply by 5 rather than 8 and reduce the butter and cream a bit.






family meals


Changes in lifestyle have led to an inevitable loss of family meals. As the ‘grab, gobble and go’ culture gathers momentum we have more dashboard dining, TV meals, and eating on the run. If we stop to think about it, many of our happiest childhood recollections are connected with sharing food around the kitchen table. This is what memories are made of. Nowadays, with everybody’s busy lifestyle, it takes a real effort, but it is vital to understand how important it is to hang on to the tradition of eating together. It might not be possible every day but make a pledge to sit down together at least twice a week. Even if there are arguments, everyone is still communicating which has to be good! Cooking together is fun; get everyone involved in the chopping, peeling and grating. Many people find cooking relaxing after a busy day. Keep it simple. It doesn’t have to be a feast, maybe just a boiled egg and fresh soda bread – and get the telly out of the kitchen!





at the table


Our students lay the table for lunch at the School each day. The place setting depends on the menu and the number of courses but the basic setting is a fork and two knives. Add a pudding spoon – and for dessert pastries you’ll need a fork too. If the main course is meat or steak you may want to lay a serrated knife. For fish, the more traditional fish knives and forks have now been largely dropped from modern place settings. For pudding, the spoon and fork can go above the place setting with the fork underneath and its handle to the left and the spoon on top with its handle to the right. The soup spoon goes on the outside right-hand side. The butter knife should be laid either on the place setting or directly on the side plate. In more formal place settings, as our mums told us, ‘always work from the outside in’. In that case, the bread knife will be on the outside. Don’t get too fussed about all this, but at least try to have a fork and two knives.


Glasses


Normally the water glass is laid closest to the knife tip, then the white wine glass, then the red wine glass either in a triangle or a line. If there is a whole line of glasses, you know you’re in for a good night!


Table manners – a few guidelines


Break bread rolls rather than cutting them. Tilt the bowl away from you when eating soup from an old-fashioned, shallow soup plate. Leaving your fork and knife crossed in the centre of your plate indicates that you haven’t finished – when placed together in the centre of the plate this indicates you’ve finished. Don’t pick up your potato on a fork and peel it obviously; do this discreetly. Once upon a time, instead of being allowed to ask for salt and pepper, one had to offer it to one’s neighbour and hopefully the penny would drop that you actually needed it yourself. And then of course there’s afternoon tea manners but that’s more for history books. Always try to be considerate and anticipate your neighbours’ needs.


Serve a finger bowl with foods that need to be eaten with the fingers, such as sweetcorn, quail, whole prawns or globe artichokes. Fill a small bowl with warm water and add a slice of lemon, and rose petals if you want. When you have finished nibbling the delicious morsels, dip your fingers into the bowl and dry discreetly on your napkin. And of course don’t speak with your mouth full. Many a sophisticated elegantly dressed person lets themselves down with bad manners. And don’t put your elbows on the table until you’re an auntie! Be restrained and don’t pile one food on top of another – it’s an insult to the cook to be overly greedy and then leave food on the plate.


Clearing the table


Don’t clear the table until everyone’s finished eating. Clear discreetly and from the left (serve from the right). Hold the plate on your hand resting on the three middle fingers, secured by the thumb and little finger; place the fork upside down and slide the knife underneath. Place the next plate on your wrist where palm meets arm, and stack plates there. Clear debris discreetly to the lower plate. Stack up to three or four plates.






fashion in food


There’s fashion in food just like everything else, and while it’s important to keep in touch, don’t fall into the trap of slavishly following trends for the sake of impressing people. It takes real courage to serve fresh, locally produced and seasonal food without any bobbles and bows and smarties on top. I truly believe that simply cooked food can be very sophisticated – Alice Waters of Chez Panisse in Berkeley, California has been known to serve a juicy, succulent heirloom peach as the pudding in a no-choice menu, which is as much a gastronomic treat as something which has taken hours to prepare with over-complex flavours.


Having said that, for the latest in culinary innovation, the place to be is the annual International Gastronomy Summit in Spain – ‘Madrid Fusion’. The ‘high priest’ of the molecular gastronomy movement is the energetic alchemist Ferran Adrià, whose revolutionary cooking has made El Bulli the most famous restaurant in the world, and something of a pilgrimage for foodies. He creates startling combinations of taste, temperature and texture to provoke, surprise and delight the diner. Molecular gastronomy is rather a macho phenomenon – boys with their toys in laboratories beside their kitchens. I feel this kind of creation does not have immediate connection to the type of food we do at Ballymaloe, but I nonetheless find it intriguing and exciting.


Raw foodism is another growing movement, promoting the consumption of uncooked, unprocessed and organic foods. It is particularly popular in health- (and image-) conscious parts of the US. While I certainly support eating unprocessed and organic food, I feel this is a challenging regime to follow unless you have ingredients of superb quality at your fingertips.


The Slow Food Movement continues to go from strength to strength – founded in Italy 18 years ago by a group of leftist intellectuals as an antidote to the growing fast food trend, it has developed into a vibrant international movement with more than 100,000 members in 40 countries. The East Cork Slow Food Convivium is based at the Cookery School, and we are proud to host regular events in which the students participate.


The most exciting trend I’m seeing today is in artisan, hand-crafted food made in a time-honoured way – food with a story. Many chefs are growing their own produce in order to have the top-quality ingredients they desire, and the creation of home-cooked flavours such as pickles, jams and jellies (which chefs wouldn’t be seen dead cooking some years ago) is really popular. Offal has even become tremendously fashionable as well as cuts of meat such as belly of pork… fat is good again! All sorts of people are curing their own bacon, chorizo and hams. I also think the home-cooked flavours of Poland and other Nordic countries are going to have their moment. And tea is very cool right now. All the trendy places offer an extensive tea menu and we recently had Sean Mahon at the School talking about tea as the ‘new black’! I am also seeing a craze for cupcakes!






food & health


As each new food scandal breaks, people are beginning to take food issues more seriously, and question how their food is produced and where it comes from. When I first heard about food allergies in America about 25 years ago, in my ignorance I shrugged my shoulders, dismissing the Americans as neurotic. But now it’s difficult to find anyone who doesn’t know someone who has lumps or bumps or some sort of rash that can be linked to the food they’re eating. Heart disease, cancers, asthma, diabetes and gluten intolerance are all on a rising curve. More and more research links these problems to the food we’re eating and how it’s produced. It’s time to stop and think. We need to find a new way forward. In the words of Lady Eve Balfour: ‘Agriculture should be looked on as the primary health service.’ Our food should be our medicine.






kitchen safety


1. Keep knives sharp – sharp knives are safer than blunt knives.


2. Never, ever, leave a sharp knife in the sink.


3. Keep your knife by your side as you walk in a busy kitchen otherwise you may inadvertently stab someone if they suddenly reverse into your path.


4. Put a piece of wet kitchen paper underneath your chopping board to prevent it from slipping.


5. Turn handles of saucepans inwards on the cooker top (but not over a hot ring or flame).


6. Do not put wet food into a deep fryer; the water will boil and may cause the deep fryer to overflow and cause a fire.


As chefs, cooks and food handlers, we have a responsibility to operate in a way that does not endanger the health of others. Before you cook, understand the principles of food hygiene and operate to the highest standards at all times. Always wash your hands after a visit to the toilet. Wash your hands before you handle foods and regularly as you cook.


Try to source locally produced food in season, so that it is fresh. If possible, wash vegetables with soil on them in an outside sink. Use separate chopping boards for raw and cooked foods. If you are handling high-risk foods such as intensively produced chicken or pork, wash, scrub and dry the board and knives carefully before using them again. Cloths and tea towels can be a major source of cross contamination in a kitchen so be aware where they hang and how they are used, and change regularly – at least once a day and much more regularly in a busy restaurant kitchen. Ensure that the fridge and freezers are operating to the correct temperature: the fridge at no higher than 5°C, ideally 4°C, and the freezer no higher than –18°C.


Store cooked meat above raw meat in a fridge. It’s best to keep food covered as far as possible. This also prevents transfers of flavours. In a restaurant business, you will be required to have separate fridges for different foods, particularly raw and cooked foods. Consult your Environmental Health Officer and local Health Authority for guidelines and regulations for your area.


Washing up


We have big signs all through the kitchens at the School: ‘Use the absolute minimum of detergent’. When we use much more than is needed all we are doing is pouring more chemicals than necessary down the drain, bunging up our sewage systems and septic tanks. If possible, have two sinks: wash in one and rinse in the other. Rinsing is really important because the soap residue can be left on the plate and affect the food to be served on it. Use eco-friendly detergent, and only then if you have really greasy plates to wash. If you have a greasy old pan, wipe it out with kitchen paper and then you won’t need so much detergent. For a burnt saucepan, put a fistful of salt into it, fill with cold water and gently bring to the boil to loosen the burnt layer. If you have top-quality stainless-steel saucepans, you can use a knife. For some people dishwashers may seem to be a luxury but they do sterilise the crockery and cutlery which in a catering situation is essential. Again, be prudent with detergent and rinse aid – it’s rarely necessary to use as much as we think.


Anti-bacterial products


I am also concerned about the numerous products that we are continually encouraged to use by manufacturers who in many ways are capitalising on the public’s paranoia about bacteria: ‘magic’ cleaners, air fresheners and bleaches of every sort are flooding the market. The fact that the use of these products is recommended as best practice by the health authorities is a worry because in my opinion the overuse of them can be counter-productive in several ways. They not only kill off bad bacteria but good ones too, and as a result there is evidence that stronger and stronger strains of bacteria are emerging. These chemicals also lull people into a false sense of security where they imagine that just a squirt will combat the dirt. In reality, the standards of hygiene these days are lower because people rarely roll up their sleeves and scrub into the corners as they used to.






store cupboard basics


Busy people who want to be able to whizz up meals in minutes will need to ensure that their store cupboard is always well stocked. The following are some suggestions for items that we find invaluable.


Store cupboard


onions


garlic


potatoes


carrots


flour: plain, self-raising, strong brown, strong white, wholemeal


pitta bread (in the freezer)


tortillas (in the freezer)


cream crackers


pasta: spaghetti, shells, penne, macaroni, noodles


rice: Basmati, Thai fragrant, brown, arborio


grains: oatmeal, couscous, bulgar, polenta, quinoa


tinned beans: chickpeas, flageolets, kidney beans, black-eyed beans, cannellini beans


tinned fish: sardines, tuna fish, anchovies


tinned sweetcorn


tinned tomatoes


sea salt (preferably Maldon)


black peppercorns


chicken/vegetable stock


extra-virgin olive oil


groundnut oil


sunflower oil


sesame oil


red and white wine vinegar


English mustard powder


French mustard


Ballymaloe Tomato Relish


Ballymaloe Jalapeño Relish


soy sauce (preferably Kikkoman)


harissa or chilli sauce


nam pla (fish sauce)


oyster sauce


plum sauce


olives


pesto


tapenade


salami


chorizo


butter


eggs


cheese: mature Cheddar, Parmesan


whole spices e.g. coriander, cardamom, nutmeg, cumin, cloves


nuts: hazelnuts, walnuts, almonds


dried fruit, especially apricots


homemade jam


local honey


marmalade


good-quality chocolate


A few treats


truffle oil


salted capers


Patum Peperium (Gentleman’s Relish)


Panforte di Siena
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essential kitchen equipment


Knives


1 set of knives: buy the best you can afford


1 chopping knife (cook’s or chef’s knife)


1 filleting knife


1 vegetable or fruit paring knife


1 serrated vegetable or fruit knife


1 carving knife and 1 carving fork


1 large and 1 small palette knife


Tools


1 swivel-top peeler


1 sharpening steel


1 melon baller (not essential but handy)


1 zester (not essential but handy)


1 meat thermometer (not essential but handy)


1 skewer


1 stainless-steel grater


2 sieves (1 tin or stainless steel, 1 plastic)


1 bottle opener


1 corkscrew


1 perforated spoon


4 wooden spoons (2 large, 1 small, 1 straight ended to get into corners of pans)


2 plastic spatulas (1 large, 1 small)


2 whisks (1 coil, 1 balloon)


2 fish slices (1 plastic, 1 metal)


1 bendy metal spatula (not essential but brilliant)


2 flat pastry brushes


1 piping bag and set of nozzles (not essential but handy)


1 potato masher


1 ladle


1 rolling pin


1 pepper mill


1 salt crock (not essential but handy)


Measuring spoons


1 teaspoon


1 dessertspoon


1 tablespoon


We measure with ordinary spoons that most people have in their kitchen drawers. Unless otherwise stated we measure in rounded spoonfuls – a rounded spoonful has exactly the same amount on top as underneath. A heaped teaspoon has as much of the ingredient as the spoon will hold. A level teaspoon is just that and is the equivalent of a half rounded teaspoon. If you are using standard measuring spoons, always use level measurements. Our rounded measurements are the exact equivalent of a level measuring spoon. Also note that our tablespoon is the equivalent of four teaspoons whereas a standard measuring spoon holds just three teaspoons.


Boards


2 heavy wooden chopping boards


1 small garlic board (not essential but handy)


Mark the boards so that you know which surface to use. Of the first board, mark one side for raw meat and the other for onions. Of the second board, mark one side for cooked food and the other for fruit. If you have just one chopping board, mark one side ‘R’ for raw and ‘O’ for onion and garlic and the other side ‘C’ for cooked food and ‘F’ for fruit.


Saucepans


Buy the best heavy stainless steel saucepans you can afford. Some have a 50-year guarantee and you will be able to pass them onto your grandchildren. They don’t burn or stick and do wonders for your cooking and your temper!


1 large saucepan and lid


1 medium saucepan and lid


1 small saucepan and lid


1 high-sided sauté pan


1 low-sided sauté pan


1 small saucepan (for boiling eggs, not essential but handy)


1 large casserole with lid


1 oval casserole with lid


1 small oval casserole with lid


1 non-stick frying pan


1 iron pan


1 grill-pan


Tins


1 quiche tin with removable base (size to fit requirements)


1 tart tin (size to fit requirements)


1 Swiss roll tin


Bowls


1 set of 5 stainless-steel mixing bowls, graded sizes


1 set of 3 Pyrex bowls, graded sizes


3–4 plastic bowls


1 Pyrex plate for tarts (not essential but handy)


1 pie dish


2 Pyrex measuring jugs


Machines


1 juicer (electric if possible for large quantities)


1 food processor


1 food mixer or hand-held mixer


1 liquidiser


1 coffee grinder


1 spice grinder


Indulgent but great!


dishwasher


pasta rolling machine






using the freezer


Freezing can be a very successful method of preserving food. It retains more of the quality, character and nutritive value of the food than methods such as bottling, canning and drying. Nonetheless as a guiding principle you should only freeze food when essential – it does not improve its quality.


Buy the smallest freezer possible. If you buy one larger than you need you will be tempted to fill it to capacity and unless you are supremely well-organised, much of the food you put in it will be forgotten about and eventually thrown away.


A full freezer costs less to run than a half empty one. The faster the food is frozen the smaller the ice crystals will be. Large ice crystals which result from slow freezing damage the cell walls of the food meaning that juice and soluble nutrients are lost when the food is thawed.


A home freezer is normally kept at –18°C. At this temperature both pathogenic and food spoilage micro-organisms are dormant. However, over time, an enzyme action takes place which results in the gradual deterioration of quality, flavour and colour. For that reason it is a good maxim to get food in and out of the freezer as fast as is practical.


Guidelines for freezing food


1. Food must be in perfect condition before it is frozen. Stale or contaminated food will not be improved by freezing.


2. Do not freeze more than one-tenth of the capacity of your freezer in 24 hours.


3. Use your freezer intelligently. Freeze pasta sauces, stews and soups in two-portion tubs that can be defrosted in a matter of 10 minutes. That way you’ll never be stuck when impromptu guests show up. Food should be packed in small packets and should be separated while freezing in order to allow the cold air to circulate around them.


4. For best results the freezer should be set at the lowest temperature or ‘super freeze’ for 8–12 hours before freezing, particularly meat and vegetables. The packs should be put into the coldest compartment of the freezer. Once frozen, pack them tightly in an appropriate part of the freezer.


5. Do not put anything slightly warm into the freezer as it will bring up the temperature and may cause other foods to deteriorate slightly.


6. Vegetables freeze very well but should be cooked immediately after they are thawed. They may be frozen without blanching but their storage time will be much less, so for that reason it is worth blanching and refreshing green vegetables first to prevent enzyme activity.


7. If at all possible ‘tray freeze’ vegetables and fruit to keep them separate. This is done by spreading the fruit or blanched and refreshed vegetables in a single layer on a tray, they will then freeze individually and can be packed into bags or boxes. If food is ‘tray frozen’ first it will be less damaged and will thaw more quickly later.


Foods that benefit from being tray frozen include homemade sausages or sausage rolls, cheese croquettes, stuffed pancakes, filo pastry, hamburgers and bread rolls. Cakes should be frozen until the decoration is hard and then wrapped.
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Foods that do not freeze well


Some foods cannot be successfully frozen because their texture can be spoiled by freezing, e.g. foods with a high water content. However, in some cases they may be used in soups, purées or jams.


1. Eggs cannot be frozen in the shell. Egg whites freeze very well; 25g (1oz) = 1 egg white when using them later. They will keep for up to 6 months in the freezer. Lightly whisked whole egg also freezes well. Egg yolks are not so successful. Hard-boiled eggs become tough and the white turns grey. Egg custard will separate in a freezer.


2. Cheese: Hard cheese or blue-veined cheese freeze well, either grated or in a piece. Cottage and cream cheese are not very satisfactory frozen. Camembert or Brie can be frozen but they should be ripened first.


3. Cream will separate if frozen unless it has been slightly whipped first.


4. Mayonnaise, Hollandaise, Béarnaise Sauce do not freeze well; like egg custard, they tend to separate when thawed.


5. Roux-based sauces freeze fairly well. Whisk slightly during reheating if possible. It’s also a good idea to err on the side of having the sauce a little too thin rather than too thick, then a little extra roux can be whisked in during reheating.


6. Gelatine-based desserts e.g. mousses, soufflés and cheesecakes may be frozen but become slightly rubbery. They should be used within a month. Jellies, both sweet and savoury, lose their texture when frozen.


7. Melon has too high a water content for successful freezing.


8. Strawberries keep their colour and flavour well, but collapse when thawed. However, if you have a glut, the good varieties are still worth freezing to make jams, sorbets and fruit coulis.


9. Tomatoes may be frozen whole but, like strawberries, lose their structure when thawed. However, they are very useful for soups and stews and have the great advantage that they peel easily if dropped in cold or hot water for a few seconds. We freeze large quantities of tomato purée and find it invaluable.


10. Mashed potato may be piped around pre-prepared meat and fish dishes and frozen quite successfully. Potatoes cooked whole go leathery.


11. Foods with a very high fat content go rancid after several months in the freezer.


Wrapping


All food should be carefully wrapped before freezing. If food is not properly wrapped it will dry out and get ‘freezer burn’, this looks dry and unattractive although the food may still be safe to eat.


1. Good-quality plastic bags or plastic boxes should be used.


2. Recycled food containers e.g. ice-cream, yoghurt, milk or margarine cartons can be used but must be thoroughly cleaned first. Liquids, such as stock, can be poured into polythene bags and put into square plastic containers and frozen, remove later and easily stacked. We use 2 litre (3½ pint) plastic milk cartons for stock; they are ‘free’ and if you are in a hurry you can just cut the container without too many guilt pangs. Do not fill right to the top: allow a little space for expansion when freezing liquids.


Labelling


1. Label all packs going into the freezer with name, date and where appropriate, weight.


2. Keep a record of the content of the freezer in a book or on a chart. We use a large chart divided into sections roughly corresponding to where the food is kept in the freezer. Headings will vary according to your lifestyle. Ours are:


Soups


Meat – cooked


Vegetables – cooked


Fish – cooked


Stocks


Pastry


Cakes and biscuits


Ice-creams and sorbets


Miscellaneous – e.g. breadcrumbs, pine nuts, coffee beans


Food we find convenient to have in the freezer


Soups and stocks


Puff and filo pastry


Fresh nuts, coffee beans and breadcrumbs


Ice-creams and sorbets


Cooked dishes with piped potatoes e.g. Ham Morvandelle, Plaice with Mussels and Shrimps, Scallops Mornay, Spiced Lamb Pies, Stews, Vegetable Stews, Piperonata, Tomato Fondue etc...


Flan cases


A cake or two and maybe scones


A loaf or two of white yeast bread


Cheese biscuits


Thawing and re-freezing food


The safest way to thaw frozen food is in a fridge. Some foods may be cooked from frozen, but it is essential, particularly for meat, to ensure that it is fully cooked. All poultry must be completely thawed before being cooked. A 1.3kg (3lb) chicken will take about 9 hours to thaw fully, whereas a 6kg (13.5lb) turkey will take 24 hours. It is now recommended to thaw poultry at room temperature. I still feel that a fridge is safer.


People worry about re-freezing food and indeed it is good to err on the side of being cautious. However, partially frozen food may be re-frozen provided it still has ice crystals in it. Thawed stocks should be reboiled for 5 minutes and allowed to get quite cold before re-freezing. Meat can be defrosted and then cooked, e.g. in a stew and then refrozen without any danger. Breadcrumbs may be re-frozen without ill effect.


Emergencies


1. Power cuts


In the event of a power cut, do nothing. Provided your freezer is fairly full, food should stay frozen for at least 12 hours. At all costs, resist the temptation to keep peeping in to check because you will allow warm air into the freezer and so speed up the defrosting.


It is well worth the effort to put a note on the freezer plug to make sure that no one turns it off by accident. Put masking tape over the plug.


2. Electrical faults


In the case of an electrical fault, telephone the service engineer, most companies have a 24-hour answering service for freezer owners.


3. Moving house


Ask the removers to transport the locked freezer fully loaded to your new house. Check there is an appropriate socket to plug it into when it arrives. The freezer should be last on and first off the removal van. Contents of the freezer should keep in perfectly good condition for 9–10 hours.






wine essentials
by Mary Dowey



Now that wine is an everyday pleasure for so many people, anybody capable of rustling up the most casual supper needs to know the basics. It’s important to understand how to buy wisely, how to store wine in the best conditions and how to serve it with confidence and style. More rewarding still is the process of learning about food-and-wine matching. And it may be useful to have some idea about the latest wine trends.


First, a few words about buying wine. Avoid the very cheapest. Think of the costs that find their way into every bottle: taxes, transportation, packaging, marketing, trade margins. In an extremely inexpensive bottle, the value of the wine itself will account for only a small fraction of the total. That is why so many so-called ‘bargains’ are bad buys. By paying just a little bit more, you may well end up with a bottle in which the wine itself is worth twice as much – simply because so many of those ancillary costs are fixed. At the other end of the spectrum, expensive wines aren’t always as memorable as their hefty price tag might suggest. The law of supply and demand exerts a grim influence on the upper end of the market. For the best price: value ratio, the middle ground is often the most fruitful. When you do find a wine that you really like, consider buying it by the case as most wine merchants offer a case discount.


Although research indicates that over 90 per cent of wine is purchased to be consumed almost instantly, prudent cooks will probably plan a little further ahead. This being so, it is important to store wine carefully, including in the short term. It needs a cool, even temperature – ideally between 10–15°C (19–22°F), but a slightly higher temperature should do no harm, provided there are no major fluctuations. Light and vibrations also damage wine so put it somewhere not just cool but dark – well away from the hum of the heating system.


Glasses play a key role in the enjoyment of wine. Wine lovers like to see the colour of their drink clearly so that they can admire its depth or ponder the clues it gives to the wine’s age. For this reason, plain, clear glass is preferable to cut crystal; coloured glass gets an emphatic thumbs-down. Glass shape is equally crucial. Since more of the sensory pleasure of wine comes from its smell than its taste (try drinking with a clothes peg on your nose if you doubt that), the drinker should be able to release the precious aromas by swirling the wine around. This is only possible with a glass that tapers in a little at the top, holding both the swirling liquid and its evanescent perfume in place. Pick tulips, in other words, rather than lilies! The glasses made by the specialist Austrian manufacturer Riedel are considered impeccable in terms of shape, weight and style.


Although many producers are now sealing their wines with screwcaps, synthetic closures or the elegant glass Vinolok stopper to avoid the risk of cork taint (more about this below), traditional corks are still widely used – so it’s worth investing in a good corkscrew. Before you use it, remove the top of the foil from the metal capsule on the bottle with a foil cutter or pen-knife. When the cork has been drawn, pour a little wine into your own glass first and have a serious sniff before serving anybody else. If it is corked (as an estimated 5 per cent of wines currently are) it will smell slightly musty – like damp cardboard or a dank garden shed. Next have a good sip, because true cork taint will make a wine taste even mustier than it smells.


If the wine seems fine, start pouring – taking care not to fill glasses more than half full despite your generous impulses. The pleasurable sniffing and swirling ritual is simply impossible with a well-filled glass. Remember to hold the bottle with the label uppermost so that your guests can see what they are about to drink. Drips can be prevented by giving the bottle a quick turn to the right just as you stop pouring.
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I have left decanting to the end of this brief gallop through the main points about serving wine because relatively few wines need to be decanted. Only the oldest and youngest call for this procedure – which isn’t half as complicated as it sounds. Mature red wines and vintage ports are decanted in order to separate the wine from any sediment which has accumulated at the bottom of the bottle. As very old wines tend to be fragile, it is best not to decant them until just before they are to be drunk. Pour the wine slowly into the decanter, stopping the second you see that sediment is about to come out. (Purists hold a candle or light beneath the bottle as they pour, to see this more clearly.)


Young wines which still taste astringent also benefit from decanting. Exposing them to the air during pouring helps to soften them and open them up. All you have to do is empty the bottle into a jug, then pour the wine back into its bottle. This achieves far more than the standard practice of opening a wine a few hours before use and leaving the bottle ‘to breathe’. Since the area of wine exposed to the air is no bigger than a coin, not much breathing is done!


Too much exposure to air does wine no favours. Leftovers deteriorate fairly quickly. White wines usually taste less appealing after a single day; red wines survive better, often keeping well for several days. For best results, decant leftovers into a clean half bottle or quarter bottle, filling it to the neck to reduce air contact. If this is not possible, using a wine vacuum pump and rubber bung to remove the air from a half-empty bottle is better than nothing. (Vacuvin is the leading brand.) Another useful tip is to freeze leftover wine in ice cube trays. Wine cubes, stored in plastic bags in the freezer, can be useful when you need to add a drop of wine to a sauce.


Now to the most fascinating aspect of wine – its potential to enhance the flavours of food. The principle sounds devastatingly simple. Pair the right bottle with the right dish and you have instant magic – a blissful fusion of complementary flavours. Choose the wrong wine – one which just doesn’t go with the food – and both dish and drink taste lacklustre.


With so many wine grapes and wine styles, all with their distinctive flavours – not to mention the infinite variety of tastes coming our way from the global kitchen – picking successful partnerships can seem complicated. Books and articles have been written explaining at painful length all the factors which should be borne in mind when attempting this mating game – sweetness, acidity, tannin, and so on. My view is that, rather than get bogged down in theory, it’s best to follow a few basic principles, along with the instincts which your tastebuds will soon help you to develop.


The first thing to think about is weight – light wines with light foods, heavier wines with heavier foods. Lobster, for instance, will suit a much richer white wine than would a delicate fish like plaice – choose something like a buttery, oaked new-world Chardonnay rather than a crisp and elegant Chablis. Depending on how they are cooked, meaty fish like salmon and tuna may taste better with a light red wine (a young Pinot Noir, perhaps) than with a white of any kind. (This is especially true if, for instance, the salmon is seared in pungent spices, or the tuna served with a robust Mediterranean sauce.) The more substantial a dish, the greater the need will be for a substantial wine. Take venison, for example. Those intense, gamey flavours which would overpower a light or medium-bodied red meet their match in the heavy hitters of the wine world – a strapping Australian Shiraz or a gloriously rich Amarone.


After you have thought about weight, consider the main flavours on the plate and try to choose a wine that will complement them. The herbaceous tang of Sauvignon Blanc brilliantly echoes the grassy character of young goat’s cheese. The touch of sweetness in a generously fruity white wine like Viognier perfectly parallels the element of sweetness in crab. Peppery red Zinfandel picks up on the punchy flavours in spicy sausages, with all the roundness and lusciousness that spice needs to slip down comfortably with wine. Indian, Chinese and Thai dishes, often laden with chillies, ginger, spices and other pungent ingredients, go best with wines that are fruitier and a touch sweeter than you might normally choose.


On the whole, white wines work better than reds with hot and spicy dishes, particularly with Thai food. New World blends of Semillon and Sauvignon and the richer Australian Rieslings are worth trying, but so too is an Alsace Pinot Gris and ample southern French versions of Marsanne, Roussanne or Viognier. The hottest Indian dishes, especially those involving meat, taste best with round, fruity New World reds. Indeed, it’s worth remembering that New World wines are generally more spice- and fusion-friendly than their European counterparts.


Eggs can be difficult with wine, particularly when still slightly runny, because the yolk coats the tongue. A good excuse to splash out on champagne or a good sparkling wine: both have marvellous palate-cleansing properties. Chinese food is often accused of a similar tongue-coating effect. The same painless remedy works!


At the sweet end of the menu, chocolate is sometimes viewed as problematic – but usually only by people who haven’t yet sampled it with sweet red wines. Try a wickedly rich, dark chocolate pud with Banyuls or Maury, the Grenache-based sweet reds from Roussillon in the south of France, or with a glass of Late Bottled Vintage port, and see how much better it tastes than with a sweet white wine like Sauternes.


At least, that’s what I think. The most important thing is for you to make up your own mind. Keep experimenting with new combinations – not difficult when wine producers the world over are experimenting themselves with different grapes and different styles. A fashion pendulum swings through the wine world with surprising force. When the first edition of this book was published the ‘big four’ grape varieties, Chardonnay, Sauvignon Blanc, Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot, were almost inescapable. Although these are still popular, Rhône varieties, especially Syrah/Shiraz, are now moving centre stage, along with Pinot Noir, while the Spanish red grapes Tempranillo and Garnacha wave from the wings. Among the whites, Riesling and Pinot Gris are on the rise internationally while Austria makes a splash with Grüner Veltliner. Rosé of all descriptions is back in fashion – thank goodness, as it is so food-friendly. And we’re all drinking more sparkling wines, especially Italy’s light, frothy prosecco.


Lightness – there’s another new trend. After two decades during which the success of ripe, fruity New World wines encouraged producers everywhere to pick their grapes later – resulting in higher sugar levels, hence higher alcohol – a reaction has set in. Soon we will see more wines of 12–13 per cent alcohol by volume and fewer at the 13–14.5 per cent level which has become the norm. Most wine enthusiasts will be happy to see lighter, more elegant styles replacing head-splitting blockbusters.


This reversal has been prompted partly by mounting concern about alcohol consumption. Yes, wine can carry certain health benefits – but only when drunk in moderation and preferably with food. What does moderation mean? Most medical authorities suggest a maximum of 21 units of alcohol per week for men and 14 units per week for women. Since an average glass of an average wine today typically equates to at least 1.5 units of alcohol, it is remarkably easy to exceed the ‘safe’ guidelines without feeling remotely guilty of excess. Lower alcohol levels allow a little more leeway – but your liver still needs at least one alcohol-free day a week for its well-being.


On a more cheerful note, wine lovers stand to gain from the steady growth of organic and biodynamic wines. More and more producers are abandoning the use of chemical fertilisers and pesticides in the vineyard and a long list of permitted additives in the cellar. While the health benefits of this approach seem beyond doubt, the purity of flavour achieved by the most skilled is unquestionably life-enhancing.


So let’s remember the deeply rooted belief of Anselme Brillat-Savarin, the famous French epicurean who paved the way for modern food writers over 200 years ago: ‘A meal without wine is like a day without sunshine.’ More than any other drink, this one is fascinating, reviving, civilising.
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Making stock is really just an attitude of mind. Instead of absent-mindedly flinging things into the bin, keep your carcasses, giblets and vegetable trimmings and use them for your stock pot. Nowadays some supermarkets and poulterers are happy to give you chicken carcasses and often giblets as well, just for the asking, because there is so little demand. I personally like to use the carcasses of free-range organic poultry which have not had hormones, antibiotics, bone strengtheners or antidepressants in their feed.



General Stock-making Tips



Stock will keep for several days in the refrigerator. If you need to keep it for longer, boil it up again for 5–6 minutes every couple of days; allow it to get cold and refrigerate again. Stock also freezes perfectly. Use large yoghurt cartons or plastic milk bottles – you can cut them off the frozen stock without a conscience if you need to defrost it in a hurry!


In restaurants, the stock is usually allowed to simmer uncovered so it will be as clear as possible but we advise people to cover the pot when making stock at home, otherwise the whole house is likely to smell of stock and that may put you off making it on a regular basis.


Chicken livers shouldn’t go into the stock pot because they become bitter on prolonged cooking. Unsuitable vegetables include potatoes (they soak up flavour and make the stock cloudy); parsnips (too strong); beetroot (too strong also, and the dye would turn the stock red); cabbage or other brassicas (they give an off-taste when cooked for a long time). A little white turnip is sometimes an asset, but it is very easy to overdo. I also ban bay leaves from my chicken stocks because I find that the flavour can predominate and make different soups made from the stock all taste the same. Salt is another ingredient that you will not find in my stock recipes. Why? Because, if I want to reduce the stock later to make a sauce, it can become incredibly salty.






Vegetable Stock



Makes about 1.75 litres (3 pints)


This is just a rough guide – you can use whatever vegetables you have available except those listed to the left, but don’t use too much of any one vegetable unless you want that flavour to predominate.


1 small white turnip


2 onions, roughly sliced


green parts of 2–3 leeks


3 sticks celery, washed and roughly chopped


3 large carrots, scrubbed and roughly chopped


½ fennel bulb, roughly chopped


110g (4oz) mushrooms or mushroom stalks


4–6 parsley stalks


bouquet garni


a few peppercorns


2.3 litres (4 pints) cold water


Put all the ingredients into a large saucepan, add the cold water, bring to the boil, then reduce the heat, cover and allow to simmer for 1–2 hours. Strain through a sieve.






Master Recipe
Chicken Stock



Makes about 3 litres (5 pints)


2–3 raw or cooked chicken carcasses (or both)


giblets from the chicken, i.e. neck, heart, gizzard (save the liver for another dish)


1 onion, sliced


1 leek, split in two


1 outside stick of celery or 1 lovage leaf


1 carrot, sliced


a few parsley stalks


sprig of thyme


6 peppercorns


3.6 litres (6 pints) cold water


Chop up the carcasses as much as possible. Put all the ingredients into a saucepan and cover with cold water. Bring to the boil and skim off any surface fat with a tablespoon. Simmer for 3–5 hours. Strain and remove any remaining fat. If you need a stronger flavour, boil down the liquid in an open pan to reduce by one-third to one-half the volume. Do not add salt.




TIP: If you have just one carcass and do not want to make a small quantity of stock, freeze it and when you have saved up 6–7 carcasses plus giblets, you can make a really big pot of stock and get good value from your fuel.





Turkey Stock


Make in the same way as chicken stock, and use in turkey or chicken recipes.



Game Stock



Make in the same way as chicken stock; use appropriately.


Goose and Duck Stock


Make in the same way as chicken stock. Some chefs like to brown the carcasses first to produce darker stock with a richer flavour. Use in goose and duck recipes.






Master Recipe
Brown Beef Stock



Makes about 4 litres (7 pints)


2.3–2.75kg (5–6lb) beef bones, preferably with some scraps of meat on, cut into small pieces


3 large onions, quartered


3 large carrots, quartered


4 stalks celery, cut into 2.5cm (1in) pieces


large bouquet garni, including parsley stalks, sprigs of thyme, a bay leaf and sprig of tarragon


10 peppercorns


2 cloves


4 garlic cloves, unpeeled


1 teaspoon tomato purée


5 litres (8¾ pints) water


Preheat the oven to 230ºC/450ºF/gas 8. Put the bones into a roasting tin and roast for 30 minutes or until well browned. Add the onions, carrots and celery and return to the oven until the vegetables are also browned. Transfer the bones and vegetables to the stock pot with a metal spoon. Add the bouquet garni, peppercorns, cloves, garlic and tomato purée. De-grease the roasting pan and deglaze with some water, bring to the boil and pour over the bones and vegetables. Add the rest of the water and bring slowly to the boil. Skim the fat off the stock and simmer gently for 5–6 hours. Strain, allow to cool, and skim any remaining fat off before use.


Veal Stock


Make the same way as Brown Beef Stock. Use for dishes such as Osso Buco.



Lamb Stock



Make in the same way as Brown Beef Stock. Use for lamb dishes such as Irish Stew.






Master Recipe
Basic Fish Stock



Makes about 1.75 litres (3 pints)


Takes only 20 minutes to make. If you can get lots of nice fresh fish bones from your fishmonger, it’s well worth making two or three times this stock recipe, because it freezes perfectly. You will then have fish stock at the ready.


900g (2lb) fish bones, preferably sole, turbot or brill


7–15g (¼–½oz) butter


110g (4oz) onions, finely sliced


125–225ml (4–8fl oz) dry white wine


2.3 litres (4 pints) cold water


4 peppercorns


large bouquet garni containing sprig of thyme, 4–5 parsley stalks, small piece of celery and a tiny scrap of bay leaf


Wash the fish bones thoroughly under cold running water until no traces of blood remain, and chop into pieces. In a large stainless steel saucepan, melt the butter, add the onions, toss and sweat over a gentle heat until soft, but not coloured. Add the bones to the pan, stir and cook very briefly with the onions. Add the dry white wine and boil until nearly all the wine has evaporated. Cover with cold water, add the peppercorns and bouquet garni. Bring to the boil and simmer for 20 minutes, skimming often. Strain. Allow to cool, de-grease if necessary and refrigerate.


Household Fish Stock


Fish heads with the gills removed, fish skin and shellfish or mollusc shells, if available, may be added to the fish stock. It will be slightly darker in colour and less delicate in flavour. Cook for 30 minutes.


Shellfish Stock


A selection of crustacean and mollusc shells, e.g. prawns, shrimps, mussels, crab or lobster may be used. Cook for 30 minutes.



Demi-glaze



Reduce the strained fish stock by half to intensify the flavour, chill and refrigerate or freeze.


Glace de Poisson


Reduce the stock until it becomes thick and syrupy, then chill. It will set into a firm jelly which has a very concentrated fish flavour – excellent for adding to fish sauces or soups to enhance the flavour.






Master Recipe
Light Dashi



Dashi (bonito fish stock) is essential in many Japanese dishes. It provides a savoury flavour which cannot be attained by using seasoning only and it is much easier to make than meat or fish stock. The two main ingredients are the bonito flakes and konbu, a member of the kelp family that grows to amazing heights – some of 450m (1500ft) have been known. There is a really distinctive smell of the sea to this stock. Bonito flakes are sold dried. Konbu is also available in dried form.


425ml (¾ pint) water


10cm (4in) piece konbu (dried kelp)


5–7g (⅛–¼oz) dried bonito flakes


Wipe and clean the konbu with a dry cloth. Do not wipe off the white powder on the surface, as that is the one element that provides a unique savoury flavour.


Put the water in a saucepan and soak the konbu for 30 minutes before turning on the heat. Remove any scum that forms on the surface. When the water begins to bubble, just before boiling, take out the konbu. Do not overcook or it will become slimy and the flavour of the stock too strong. Add the bonito flakes, bring back to the boil, turn off the heat and set aside until the bonito flakes sink to the bottom. Strain through very fine muslin and discard the bonito flakes. Use fresh or freeze immediately.


Heavy Dashi


Follow the Master Recipe but increase the quantity of bonito flakes to 15–25g (½–1oz) and the water to 1.5 litres (2½ pints). Add two thirds of the bonito flakes and simmer the mixture uncovered for 20 minutes. Add the remaining bonito flakes and proceed as above. Keeps in the fridge for 3 days.


Instant Dashi


Instant dashi can be found in the form of a liquid extract as well as a powder. Just dissolve a liquid dashi or powdered dashi in boiling water. But the flavour is far from that of homemade dashi.




Bouquet Garni


A small bunch of fresh herbs used to flavour stews, casseroles, stocks or soups, usually consisting of parsley stalks, a sprig of thyme, perhaps a bay leaf and an outside stalk of celery, tied together with a little string. Sometimes chefs tie the bouquet garni to the handle of the saucepan for easy removal. Take out before serving.









Basic Chinese Stock



Makes about 2 litres (3½ pints)


This stock forms the essential basis of many delicious light fish or meat soups.


900g (2lb) chicken giblets, wings, necks, hearts, gizzards etc.


900g (2lb) pork spare ribs (or a total of 1.8kg (4lb) either chicken pieces or ribs)


4cm (1½in) fresh ginger root, unpeeled and thinly sliced


6 large spring onions


4.8–6 litres (8–10 pints) light Chicken Stock


4 tablespoons Shao Hsing rice wine


Put all the ingredients except the rice wine in a large saucepan and cover with cold water. Bring to the boil and skim off any scum. Reduce the heat, cover and simmer gently for about 4 hours, skimming regularly. Add the rice wine 5 minutes before the end of the cooking time. Strain the stock, cool, then refrigerate.


Remove the solidified fat from the top of the stock before use. The stock will keep in the refrigerator for several days; thereafter boil it every 2 or 3 days. It also freezes perfectly.






Ballymaloe Basic Vegetable Soup Technique



Well over half the soups we make at Ballymaloe are made to this simple ratio – 1:1:3:4.


1 part onion


1 part potato


3 parts any vegetable, or a mixture of vegetables


4 parts stock, a mixture of stock and milk, or water


seasoning


You can use chicken or vegetable stock, and season simply with salt and freshly ground pepper. Complementary fresh herbs or spices may also be added. Don’t weigh the ingredients; it is their volume that is important rather than their weight – we use a 225ml (8fl oz) cup to measure out all the ingredients.


The great advantage is that you can make an enormous repertoire of different soups depending on what’s fresh, in season and available. If potatoes and onions are the only option, it’s still possible to make two delicious soups by increasing one or the other, and then adding one or several herbs. We have even used broad bean tops, radish leaves and nettles in season.


Example


Serves 6


50g (2oz) butter


1 cup potatoes, peeled and cut into 1cm (½in) cubes


1 cup onions, cut into 1cm (½in) cubes


salt and freshly ground pepper


3 cups vegetables of your choice, cut into 1cm (⅓in) cubes


4 cups homemade Chicken Stock, or stock and creamy milk


Melt the butter in a heavy saucepan. When it foams, add the potatoes and onions, and turn them until well coated. Sprinkle with salt and pepper. Cover and sweat on a gentle heat for 10 minutes. Add the vegetables and stock. Boil until soft, liquidise, sieve or put through a mouli. Do not overcook or the vegetables will lose their flavour. Adjust the seasoning.




Chopping Fresh Herbs


[image: illustration]


1. Strip the herbs from the stalks, saving these for the stock pot.


Use a very sharp chef’s knife or chopping knife. The herbs should be dry, otherwise they will bruise as they are chopped.


[image: illustration]


2. Gather the herbs into a little ball on the chopping board with your fingers. Using your knuckles as a guide, keep the tip of the chef’s knife on the board and slide the knife forward to chop the herbs roughly.


[image: illustration]


3. Then change the angle of the knife to a horizontal position. Hold the tip and continue to move the blade backwards and forwards until the herbs are chopped to the required texture. Use the blade of the knife to lift the chopped herbs off the board.


Note: A Chinese chopper or a mezzaluna is also excellent for chopping. This two-handled Italian blade is used in a rocking movement backwards and forwards across the board.









Master Recipe
Potato and Fresh Herb Soup



Serves 6


Most people have potatoes and onions in the house even when the cupboard is otherwise bare, so this delicious soup can be made at a moment’s notice. While the vegetables are sweating, pop a few White Soda Scones or Cheddar Cheese Scones into the oven and wow – won’t everybody be impressed.


50g (2oz) butter


425g (15oz) potatoes, peeled and cut into 1cm (½in) cubes


110g (4oz) onions, cut into 1cm (½in) cubes


1 teaspoon salt


freshly ground pepper


1–2 tablespoons in total of the following: freshly chopped parsley, thyme, lemon balm, chives


850ml (1½ pints) homemade Chicken or Vegetable Stock


125ml (4fl oz) creamy milk


Garnish


herbs, freshly chopped, and some chive or thyme flowers in season


Melt the butter in a heavy saucepan. When it foams, add the potatoes and onions, and toss them in the butter until well coated. Sprinkle with salt and a few grinds of pepper. Cover with a butter wrapper or paper lid and the lid of the saucepan. Sweat over a gentle heat for about 10 minutes. Meanwhile, bring the stock to the boil. When the vegetables are soft but not coloured, add the freshly chopped herbs and stock, and continue to cook until the vegetables are soft. Purée the soup in a blender or food processor. Taste and adjust the seasoning. Thin with creamy milk to the required consistency. Garnish and serve.


Variations



Potato and Lovage Soup



Follow the Master Recipe, using just lovage, and garnish with freshly snipped lovage.


Potato and Parsley Soup


Follow the Master Recipe, omitting the herbs and adding 2–3 tablespoons of freshly chopped parsley just before blending.



Potato Soup with Parsley Pesto



My chef brother Rory O’Connell embellishes potato soup by drizzling a little Parsley Pesto over the top of each bowl just as it goes to the table.



Potato and Mint Soup



Follow the Master Recipe, omitting the herbs and adding 2–3 tablespoons chopped spearmint or Bowles’ mint just before blending. Serve with a little Mint Cream.


Potato and Tarragon Soup


Follow the Master Recipe, omitting the herbs and instead adding 1½ tablespoons of tarragon to the soup with the stock. Purée and finish as in the Master Recipe. Sprinkle a little fresh tarragon over the soup. A zig zag of soft cream is also delicious.



Potato, Chorizo and Parsley Soup



Follow the Master Recipe, omitting the herbs. Just before serving, cook about 18 slices of chorizo for a minute or two on each side on a non-stick pan. Serve 3 slices of chorizo on top of each bowl with a few sprigs of flat-leaf parsley and a few drops of chorizo oil. Serve immediately.


Potato and Melted Leek Soup


Follow the Master Recipe, but serve a teaspoonful of Melted Leeks on top of each helping. Scatter with snipped chives and chive flowers in season.



Potato and Smoky Bacon Soup



Follow the Master Recipe, omitting the herbs, and add 150g (5oz) smoky bacon cut into lardons and fried until crisp.






Potato and Roasted Red Pepper Soup



Potato and Fresh Herb Soup


4 red peppers


Garnish


sprigs of flat-leaf parsley


Follow the Master Recipe, omitting the herbs.


Roast or chargrill the peppers, then peel and de-seed them, saving the sweet juices carefully. Purée the flesh with the juices. Taste and adjust the seasoning if necessary. Just before serving, swirl the red pepper purée through the soup or simply drizzle on top of each bowl. Top with some parsley. You might try adding one or two roast chillies to the pepper for a little extra buzz – Serrano or Jalapeño are good.





Winter Leek and Potato Soup


Serves 6–8


50g (2oz) butter


450g (1lb) potatoes, peeled and finely diced


110g (4oz) onions, finely diced


350g (12oz) white parts of the leeks, sliced (save the green tops for another soup or stock)


salt and freshly ground pepper


850ml (1½ pints) light homemade Chicken Stock


125ml (4fl oz) cream


125ml (4fl oz) milk


Garnish


chives, finely chopped


cream


Melt the butter in a heavy saucepan. When it foams, add the potatoes, onions and leeks, turning them in the butter until well coated. Sprinkle with salt and pepper. Cover with a paper lid (to keep in the steam) and the saucepan lid. Sweat on a gentle heat for 10 minutes or until the vegetables are soft but not coloured. Discard the paper lid. Add the stock, bring to the boil and simmer until the vegetables are just cooked. Do not overcook or the vegetables will lose their flavour. Liquidise until smooth and silky, then taste and adjust the seasoning. Add cream or creamy milk to taste. Garnish with swirls of cream and chives.






Irish Colcannon Soup



Serves 6


Colcannon is one of Ireland’s best loved traditional dishes – made from fluffy mashed potato flecked with cooked cabbage or kale. Here the same ingredients are used to make a delicious soup.


50g (2oz) butter


425g (15oz) potatoes, peeled and cut into 1cm (½in) cubes


110g (4oz) onions, diced


salt and freshly ground pepper


1.2 litres (2 pints) homemade Chicken or Vegetable Stock


450g (1lb) cabbage


25g (1oz) butter plus a knob


125ml (4fl oz) creamy milk


Melt the butter in a heavy saucepan. When it foams, add the potatoes and onions and toss them in the butter until well coated. Sprinkle with salt and pepper. Cover and sweat over a gentle heat for 10 minutes, add the stock, bring to the boil and simmer until the vegetables are soft.


Meanwhile make the buttered cabbage. Remove the tough outer leaves. Divide the cabbage into 4, cut out the stalks and finely shred across the grain. Put 2–3 tablespoons of water into a wide saucepan with the second quantity of butter and a pinch of salt. Bring to the boil, add the cabbage and toss constantly over a high heat, then cover for a few minutes. Toss again, add some more salt, freshly ground pepper and a knob of butter. Add the cabbage to the soup, then purée in a blender or food processor. Taste and adjust the seasoning.


Thin with creamy milk to the required consistency.




Chopping an Onion
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1. Cut the onion in half from top to bottom.
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2. Peel back the skin and trim the base but leave the root intact to hold the onion together as it is chopped.
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3. Lay one half of the onion cut-side down on a chopping board.
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4. With a sharp knife, make a series of horizontal cuts towards but not through the root. (The thickness of the slices will determine the size of the dice.)
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5. Then, with the tip of the knife just in front of the root, cut the onion lengthways, almost to the root but not through it.


[image: illustration]


6. Finally, using your knuckles as a guide, cut the onion crossways into dice.


Note: If the chopped onion is not to be cooked immediately put the dice into a sieve and run under cold water to halt the enzyme action which gradually turns a cut onion sour. Otherwise the flavour of the dish you plan to cook may be spoilt.









Potato and Sweetcorn Chowder



Serves 4–6


A satisfying and filling soup made in a short time. This could become a supper dish if eaten with a few scones and followed by a salad.


25g (1oz) butter


2–3 medium potatoes, parboiled for 10 minutes, drained, peeled and finely chopped


175g (6oz) onion, finely chopped


300ml (½ pint) homemade Chicken Stock


300ml (½ pint) milk


450g (1lb) sweetcorn kernels


salt and freshly ground pepper


225ml (8fl oz) light cream or creamy milk


Garnish


roasted red pepper dice or crispy bacon dice


sprigs of flat-leaf parsley


Melt the butter in a heavy-bottomed saucepan, add the onion and potato and sweat until soft but not coloured. Gradually add in the stock and milk, stirring all the time, and bring to the boil. Simmer for a few minutes, add the corn, season with salt and freshly ground pepper, cover and cook gently for 10–15 minutes or until the potatoes are cooked. Add the cream and heat through gently without boiling.


Serve in hot bowls with a little dice of roasted red pepper or crispy bacon and parsley on top.


Note: If the soup is too thick, thin it out with a little extra chicken or vegetable stock.






Master Recipe
Carrot Soup



Serves 6


This soup may be served either hot or cold. Don’t hesitate to put in a good pinch of sugar – it brings out the flavour.


35g (1½oz) butter


600g (1¼lb) carrots, chopped


110g (4oz) onion, cut into 1cm (½in) cubes


150g (5oz) potatoes, peeled and cut into 1cm (½in) cubes


salt and freshly ground pepper


pinch of sugar


1.2 litres (2 pints) homemade light Chicken or Vegetable Stock


a little creamy milk (optional)


Garnish


a little lightly whipped cream or crème fraîche


sprigs of mint (optional)


Melt the butter. When it foams add the chopped vegetables, season with salt, pepper and sugar. Cover with a butter paper lid (to retain the steam) and a tight fitting lid. Leave to sweat gently on a low heat for about 10 minutes. Remove the lid, add the stock and boil until the vegetables are soft (5–8 minutes). Pour the soup into the liquidiser and purée until smooth. Add a little creamy milk if necessary. Taste and adjust the seasoning. Garnish with a swirl of cream or crème fraîche and sprigs of fresh mint if desired.




TIP: Buy unwashed, local, organic carrots whenever possible. They have immeasurably better flavour than prewashed ones and keep longer, too. Heirloom seeds are said to have more vitality and food value than F1 hybrids.





Variations


Carrot and Mint Soup


Add a sprig of spearmint to the Master Recipe when sweating the vegetables. Remove it and add 1 tablespoon of freshly chopped mint before puréeing the soup. A few crispy croûtons are good scattered over the soup. Serve with Mint Cream.



Carrot and Cumin Soup



Make the soup as in the Master Recipe adding 2 teaspoons of freshly roasted and crushed cumin to the vegetables. Garnish each bowl of soup with a swirl of crème fraîche or yoghurt, a little freshly roasted and ground cumin and some coriander leaves. Breadsticks are delicious dunked in this soup.


Carrot and Coriander Soup


Substitute 2 teaspoons freshly roasted and crushed coriander seeds for cumin in the recipe above.


Carrot and Orange Soup


Add the freshly grated rind of 2 unwaxed oranges just before the soup is puréed. If unwaxed oranges aren’t available, scrub the oranges well before grating to remove the wax from the skin.


Carrot, Parsnip and Lovage Soup


Follow the Master Recipe, replacing one third of the quantity of chopped carrots with chopped parsnips. Add 2 tablespoons freshly snipped lovage at the same time as the stock. Serve sprinkled with chopped lovage and, if you are feeling flamboyant, a tiny blob of softly whipped cream or crème fraîche.




How to Chop Root Vegetables (Carrots, Parsnips, Potatoes)


Wash and peel the vegetables, preferably using a swivel-top peeler. Cut a slice off one side or all four sides if a perfectly even dice is required. Cut the vegetable into slices. (The thickness of these will determine the size of the dice.) Flip over onto the flat side and then cut downwards into slices. Finally cut across to produce dice of the required size, 5mm (¼ in), 3mm (⅛ in), or 2mm (1/16 in) for Brunoise.









Curried Parsnip Soup



Serves 6–8


This delicious soup was adapted from Jane Grigson’s recipe in her book Good Things. Flour may be omitted for coeliacs.


50g (2oz) butter


110g (4oz) onion, chopped


1 garlic clove, crushed


375g (13oz) parsnips, peeled and chopped


salt and freshly ground pepper


1 tablespoon flour


1 teaspoon curry powder


1.2 litres (2 pints) Chicken or Vegetable Stock


150ml (¼ pint) creamy milk


Garnish


Crispy Croûtons


chives or parsley, finely chopped


Melt the butter in a heavy saucepan, add the onion, garlic and parsnip, season with salt and pepper, and toss until well coated. Cover and cook over a gentle heat until soft and tender, about 10 minutes. Stir in the flour and curry powder and gradually incorporate the hot stock. Simmer until the parsnip is fully cooked, strain and liquidise. Correct the seasoning and add the creamy milk. Serve with crispy croûtons and sprinkle with chives or parsley.






Fennel and Parsnip Soup



Serves 8


This unexpectedly delicious combination of winter flavours is guaranteed to convert even the most ardent parsnip hater!


50g (2oz) butter


175g (6oz) onion, diced


450g (1lb) parsnips, washed, peeled and diced


450g (1lb) fennel bulb, finely diced


salt and freshly ground pepper


1.2 litres (2 pints) homemade Chicken or Vegetable Stock


125ml (4fl oz) milk


125ml (4fl oz) cream


Garnish


herb fennel or bulb fennel tops, finely chopped


Melt the butter and toss the onion, parsnips and fennel in it. Season with salt and pepper. Cover with a butter wrapper or paper lid and the lid of the saucepan. Cook on a gentle heat for 10–15 minutes or until soft but not coloured. Heat the stock and add, simmering for about 20 minutes or until the vegetables are completely tender. Add the milk and cream. Liquidise and taste for seasoning. Serve in bowls or a soup tureen sprinkled with the fennel.






Betty Hayes’ Yellow Squash Soup



Serves 8


I look forward to Autumn to taste Betty’s yellow squash soup – I couldn’t believe my luck when she shared the recipe with me!


25g (1oz) butter 1 medium onion, chopped


¼ lemon, sliced and pips removed


40g (1½oz) white flour


1.2 litres (2 pints) chicken stock


700g (1½lb) butternut squash, peeled and diced


1 teaspoon salt and ¼ teaspoon white pepper


225ml (8fl oz) cream


Melt the butter in a saucepan, add the onion and lemon and sweat gently for 5–6 minutes. Sprinkle with flour, stir well and leave for 2–3 minutes until the flour is cooked.


Add the chicken stock gradually, then the squash. Stir and simmer gently until the squash is soft – about 25 minutes. Purée in a blender or food processor. Season with salt and pepper and then whisk in the cream with a wire whisk.


Taste and correct the seasoning if required.





Spiced Pumpkin Soup


Serves 6–8


900g (2lb) pumpkin or winter squash, peeled, de-seeded and cut into 1cm (½in) cubes


175g (6oz) onion, peeled and chopped


2 garlic cloves, crushed


25g (1oz) butter


1 sprig thyme


450g (1lb) very ripe tomatoes, skinned and chopped, or 1 x 400g (14oz) tin tomatoes de-seeded and roughly chopped


1 tablespoon tomato purée


1.2 litres (2 pints) homemade Chicken Stock


salt and freshly ground pepper


pinch of nutmeg


35g (1½oz) butter


½ teaspoon cumin seeds


½ teaspoon coriander seeds


½ teaspoon black peppercorns


1 teaspoon white mustard seeds


5cm (2in) piece of cinnamon stick


Put the pumpkin or squash into a pan with the onion, garlic, butter and thyme. Cover and sweat over a low heat for 10 minutes, stirring once or twice. Add the chopped tomatoes (plus ½–1 teaspoon sugar if using tinned tomatoes) and tomato purée, and cook until dissolved into a thick sauce. Stir in the stock, salt, pepper and a little nutmeg and simmer until the squash is very tender. Discard the thyme stalk, then liquidise the soup in several batches and return to the pan. You may need to add a little more stock or water if the soup is too thick. Taste and adjust the seasoning. Just before serving, gently reheat the soup and pour into a warm serving bowl. Heat the coriander, cumin and peppercorns, and crush coarsely. Melt the butter in a small saucepan and, when foaming, add the crushed spices, mustard seeds and cinnamon. Stir for a few seconds until the mustard seeds start to pop. Remove the cinnamon and quickly pour over the soup. Serve, mixing in the spiced butter as you ladle it out.
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Butternut Squash Soup



Serves 8


Butternut squash is possibly the tastiest of all the squashes, but you could substitute several others such as Acorn squash.


50g (2oz) butter


600g (1¼lb) onions, chopped


125g (4½oz) celery, chopped


175g (6oz) carrots, chopped


35g (1½oz) fresh ginger root, peeled and chopped or grated


4 large garlic cloves, peeled and crushed


750g (1½lb) squash, peeled and cut into 1cm (½in) cubes (weighed after peeling)


salt and white pepper to taste


600ml (1 pint) homemade Chicken Stock


600ml (1 pint) water


125ml (4fl oz) milk


125ml (4fl oz) cream


Garnish


flat-leaf parsley, freshly chopped


Melt the butter in a heavy saucepan. When it foams, add the onions, celery, carrots, ginger, garlic and squash, and toss until well coated. Sprinkle with salt and pepper. Cover and sweat on a gentle heat for 10 minutes. Add the stock and water. Bring to the boil and cook until the vegetables are soft. Do not overcook or the vegetables will lose their flavour. Liquidise, adding the milk and cream as required. Taste and correct the seasoning. Sprinkle with the parsley.






White Turnip and Marjoram Soup



Serves 6


White turnip and marjoram is a wonderful flavour combination. Kohlrabi could also be used here.


50g (2oz) butter


150g (5oz) potatoes, peeled and chopped


110g (4oz) onions, finely diced


350g (12oz) white turnips, peeled and finely diced


salt and freshly ground pepper


1.2 litres (2 pints) homemade Chicken Stock


2 tablespoons chopped annual marjoram


150ml (¼ pint) creamy milk


Melt the butter in a heavy saucepan. When it foams, add the potatoes, onions and white turnips. Turn them until well coated. Sprinkle with salt and pepper. Cover and sweat on a gentle heat for 10 minutes. Add the stock and half of the marjoram. Bring to the boil and cook until soft. Add the remainder of the marjoram. Liquidise until smooth and silky, adding some creamy milk and perhaps a little more stock if necessary. Do not overcook or the soup will lose its fresh flavour. Taste and adjust the seasoning.





Master Recipe
Jerusalem Artichoke Soup


Serves 8–10


Jerusalem artichokes are a sadly neglected winter vegetable. They look like knobbly potatoes and are a nuisance to peel, but, if fresh, all they need is a good scrub. Delicious in soups and gratins, they are also a real gem from the gardener’s point of view because their foliage grows into a hedge, providing shelter for compost heaps and pheasants!


50g (2oz) butter


600g (1¼lb) onions, chopped


600g (1¼lb) potatoes, peeled and chopped


1.1kg (2½lb) artichokes, peeled and chopped


salt and freshly ground pepper


1.2 litres (2 pints) light Chicken Stock


600ml (1 pint) creamy milk


Garnish


parsley, freshly chopped


crisp, golden croûtons


Melt the butter in a heavy saucepan, add the onions, potatoes and artichokes. Season with salt and pepper, cover and sweat gently for about 10 minutes. Add the stock and cook until the vegetables are soft. Liquidise and return to the heat. Thin to the required consistency with creamy milk, and adjust the seasoning. Garnish with parsley and crisp, golden croûtons.


Note: This soup may need more stock depending on how thick you like it.


Variations


Jerusalem Artichoke Soup with Crispy Bacon Croûtons


Cut 50g (2oz) streaky bacon into lardons and fry in a little oil until crisp and golden. Drain on kitchen paper. Mix with the croûtons and add to the Master Recipe just before serving.


Jerusalem Artichoke Soup with Mussels


Garnish the Master Recipe with 30 or so cooked mussels and some snipped fennel leaves. Mussels and artichokes have a wonderful affinity.






Celeriac and Hazelnut Soup



Serves 6


Celeriac, relatively new in our shops, is in fact a root celery which looks a bit like a muddy turnip. Peel it thickly and use for soups or in salads, or simply as a vegetable. This recipe is a deliciously light soup at Christmas time, great served in espresso cups at a drinks party.


50g (2oz) butter


140g (5oz) potatoes, cut into 5mm (¼in) dice


110g (4oz) onions, cut into 5mm (¼in) dice


salt and freshly ground pepper


425g (15oz) celeriac, cut into 5mm (¼in) dice


1.2 litres (2 pints) homemade Chicken Stock, Vegetable Stock or water


100–225 ml (4–8fl oz) creamy milk (optional)


Garnish


2 tablespoons skinned, toasted and chopped hazelnuts


a few tablespoons whipped cream


sprigs of chervil or flat-leaf parsley


Melt the butter in a heavy saucepan. When it foams add the potatoes and onions and toss them in the butter until evenly coated. Season with salt and pepper. Cover with a paper lid (to keep in the steam) and the saucepan lid, and sweat over a gentle heat for about 10 minutes, until the vegetables are soft but not coloured. Discard the paper lid. Add the celeriac and chicken stock and cook until the celeriac is soft, about 8–10 minutes. Liquidise the soup and add a little more stock or creamy milk to create the required consistency. Taste and correct seasoning.


To prepare the hazelnuts: Put the hazelnuts into an oven (200ºC/400ºF/gas 6) on a baking sheet for about 10–15 minutes or until the skins loosen. Remove the skins by rubbing the nuts in the corner of a tea towel. If they are not sufficiently toasted, return them to the oven until golden brown. Chop and set aside to garnish.


Serve the soup piping hot with a little blob of whipped cream on top. Sprinkle with the chopped hazelnuts and a sprig of chervil or flat-leaf parsley.






Master Recipe
Beetroot Soup with Chive Cream



Serves 8–10


900g (2lb) beetroot


25g (1oz) butter


225g (8oz) onions, chopped


salt and freshly ground pepper


1.2 litres (2 pints) homemade Chicken or Vegetable Stock


125ml (4fl oz) creamy milk


Chive Cream


125ml (4fl oz) sour cream or crème fraîche


chives, finely chopped


Wash the beetroot carefully under a cold tap. Do not scrub them – simply rub off the clay with your fingers. You do not want to damage the skin or cut off the tops or tails, otherwise the beetroot will ‘bleed’ while cooking. Put into cold water, bring to the boil and simmer, covered, for anything from 20 minutes to 2 hours depending on the size and age of your beetroots. They are cooked when their skins rub off easily. Remove these, and top and tail the beetroots.


Meanwhile, heat the butter in a pan and gently sweat the onions. Chop the cooked beetroot and add to the onions. Season with salt and pepper. In a separate pan, bring the stock to simmering point. Pour into a liquidiser with the vegetables, and blend until quite smooth. Reheat, add some creamy milk, taste and adjust the seasoning; it may be necessary to add a little more stock or creamy milk.


Serve garnished with swirls of sour cream and a sprinkling of chives.
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Variations


Golden Beetroot Soup


Follow the Master Recipe using golden Chioggio beetroot.


Chilled Beetroot Soup


Follow the Master Recipe up to the point where you season it. Liquidise, with just enough stock to cover, until smooth and silky. Season with salt and pepper. Fold in some cream and yoghurt. Serve well chilled with little swirls of yoghurt and finely chopped chives.






Swede and Bacon Soup



Serves 6–8


1 tablespoon sunflower or groundnut oil


150g (5oz) rindless streaky bacon, cut into 1cm (½in) dice


350g (12oz) swedes, diced


110g (4oz) onions, chopped


150g (5oz) potatoes, diced


salt and freshly ground pepper


850ml (1½ pints) homemade Chicken Stock


cream or creamy milk to taste


Garnish


fried diced bacon


tiny croûtons


parsley, freshly chopped


Heat the oil in a saucepan, add the bacon and cook on a gentle heat until crisp and golden. Remove to a plate with a slotted spoon. Toss the swede, onion and potato in the bacon fat and season. Cover with a paper lid and sweat over a gentle heat until soft but not coloured, about 10 minutes. Add the stock, bring to the boil and simmer until the vegetables are fully cooked. Liquidise, taste, add a little cream or creamy milk and extra seasoning if necessary. Serve with a mixture of crispy bacon, tiny croûtons and chopped parsley sprinkled on top.





Green soups


There is an extra dimension to green soups. It’s worth taking care to preserve the bright green colour as well as the lively, fresh taste.


First, remember not to overcook the green vegetables. Many greens – lettuce, kale, cabbage, spinach, watercress, for instance – cook very quickly, so they should not be added until the base vegetables are fully cooked in the stock. Then boil the soup rapidly without the lid on for only a few minutes until the greens are just cooked. Whizz in a blender and serve immediately or cool quickly and reheat just before serving. Green soups lose their fresh colour if they are kept hot indefinitely.


Beetroot and chard tops, turnip greens, pea and broad bean shoots and radish leaves all make delicious green soups.






Spiced Cabbage Soup



Serves 6


Another winter soup from Rory O’Connell.


50g (2oz) butter


150g (5oz) potatoes, chopped


110g (4oz) onions, chopped


salt and freshly ground pepper


850ml (1½ pints) homemade Chicken Stock


250g (9oz) spring cabbage leaves, chopped and stalks removed


50–125ml (2–4fl oz) cream or creamy milk


Spice Mixture


4 tablespoons vegetable oil


1 tablespoon whole black mustard seeds


4 garlic cloves, peeled and very finely chopped


½–1 hot, dried red chilli, coarsely crushed


½ teaspoon sugar


freshly ground pepper


Garnish


softly whipped cream


fresh coriander leaves


Melt the butter in a heavy pan. When it foams, add the potatoes and onions and turn them in the butter until well coated. Sprinkle with salt and pepper. Cover and sweat over a gentle heat for 10 minutes. Add the stock (pre-heat it if you want to speed things up) and boil until the potatoes are soft. Add the cabbage and cook, uncovered, for 4–5 minutes. (Keeping the lid off retains the green colour.) Purée immediately and add the creamy milk.


Now heat the oil in a large frying pan over a medium flame. When hot, put in the mustard seeds. As soon as they begin to pop, add the garlic. Stir the garlic pieces around until they turn light brown (be careful not to burn or it will spoil the flavour). Put in the crushed red chilli and stir for a few seconds. Add this spice mixture to the puréed soup with the seasoning. Taste and correct as necessary. Serve piping hot with a blob of whipped cream and a few coriander leaves.






Brussels Sprout Soup



Serves 6


500g (18oz) fresh Brussels sprouts, trimmed and quartered


30g (1oz) butter


110g (4oz) onions, finely chopped


2 large garlic cloves, chopped


1 tablespoon white flour


1.4 litres (2 pints) hot Chicken or Vegetable Stock


120ml (4fl oz) double cream or crème fraiche


salt and freshly ground pepper


Garnish


croûtons


almond flakes, toasted


110g (4oz) crispy lardons (optional)


Cook the sprouts in boiling water for 2–3 minutes in well salted water (use 3 teaspoons salt to 1.4 litres/2 pints of water). Drain.


Heat the butter in a saucepan and add the chopped onion and garlic. Cover, toss and sweat on a gentle heat for 4–5 minutes. Add the flour, stir and continue to cook for 1–2 minutes. Add the sprouts and the hot stock. Season with salt, pepper and nutmeg. Bring back to the boil and continue to cook for 5–6 minutes or until the sprouts are cooked. Add the cream and purée in a liquidiser. Taste and correct the seasoning.


Variation


Yummy as it is, one could embellish each bowl with a garnish of toasted almond flakes and some crispy bacon lardons or some shredded crispy duck confit.




How to String Spinach


Fold the leaf in half lengthways with the stalk pointing upwards and the ridge facing outwards.


Pull the stalk from top to bottom so that it tears off the leaf.


The stalks of spinach and similar vegetables may be cut into short lengths, cooked in boiling salted water and tossed with a little butter or olive oil – very nutritious and delicious! Kale stalks can be a little tough, however.









Spinach and Rosemary Soup



Serves 6–8


For a simple spinach soup, omit the rosemary and add a little freshly grated nutmeg with the seasoning. Instead of spinach, you can also use mustard greens or a combination of mustard greens and red Russian kale.


50g (2oz) butter


110g (4oz) onions, chopped


150g (5oz) potatoes, peeled and chopped


salt and freshly ground pepper


600ml (1 pint) homemade Chicken or Vegetable Stock or water


425–600ml (¾–1 pint) creamy milk


225–350g (8–12oz) spinach, de-stalked and chopped


1 tablespoon freshly chopped rosemary


Garnish


2 tablespoons whipped cream (optional)


sprig of rosemary or rosemary flowers


Accompaniments


Cheddar Cheese Scones


Melt the butter in a heavy saucepan. When it foams, add the onions and potatoes, and turn them until well coated. Sprinkle with salt and pepper. Cover and sweat over a gentle heat for 10 minutes. In separate pans, bring the stock and milk to the boil, and add to the vegetables. Bring back to the boil and simmer until the potatoes and onions are fully cooked. Add the spinach and boil with the lid off for 3–5 minutes, until the spinach is tender. Do not overcook. Add the chopped rosemary. Liquidise and taste. Serve garnished with a blob of cream and rosemary. If you have a pretty rosemary bush in bloom, sprinkle a few flowers over the top for extra pizzazz.




TIP: The trick with green soups is not to add the greens until the last minute, otherwise they will overcook, and the soup will lose its fresh taste and bright green colour. Also, if you need to reheat, do so at the last minute. If the soup sits in a bain-marie or hostess trolley, its colour will go.









Green Pea Soup with Fresh Mint Cream



Serves 6–8


This soup tastes of summer. If you are using fresh peas, use the pods to make a vegetable stock as the basis for your soup. Having said that, best-quality frozen peas also make a delicious soup. Either way, be careful not to overcook them.


850ml (1½ pints) homemade Chicken Stock or water


25g (1oz) lean ham or bacon


10g (½oz) butter


2 medium spring onions, chopped


700g (1½lb) podded peas, fresh or frozen


outside leaves of a head of lettuce, shredded


sprig of mint


salt, freshly ground pepper and sugar


2 tablespoons thick cream


Garnish


cream, softly whipped


mint leaves, freshly chopped


Heat the stock.


Cut the bacon into very fine shreds. Melt the butter and sweat the bacon for about 5 minutes, add the spring onion and cook for a further 1–2 minutes. Then add the peas, lettuce, mint and the hot stock or water. Season with salt, pepper and sugar. Bring to the boil with the lid off and cook for about 5 minutes until the peas are just tender.


Liquidise and add a little cream to taste. Serve hot or chilled with a blob of whipped cream mixed with the mint.


If the soup is made ahead, reheat uncovered then serve immediately. It will lose its fresh taste and bright lively colour if it sits in a bain-marie or simmers at length in a pan.






Pea and Coriander Soup



Serves 6


This utterly delicious soup has a perky zing with the addition of fresh chilli. It can also be served cold.


850ml (1½ pints) homemade Chicken Stock


50g (2oz) butter


150g (5oz) onion, finely chopped


2 garlic cloves, peeled and chopped


1 green chilli, de-seeded and finely chopped


450g (1lb) peas (good-quality frozen ones are fine)


2 tablespoons freshly chopped coriander salt, freshly ground pepper and sugar


Garnish


softly whipped cream


fresh coriander leaves


Heat the stock. Meanwhile, melt the butter on a gentle heat and add the onion, garlic and chilli. Season with salt and pepper and sweat for 3–4 minutes. Add the peas and cover with hot stock. Bring to the boil and simmer for 5–8 minutes. Add the coriander and liquidise. Check the seasoning and add a pinch of sugar which enhances the flavour.


Serve with a swirl of cream and a few fresh coriander leaves on top.


Variation


Broad Bean and Savory Soup


Substitute peeled broad beans and savory for the peas and coriander and proceed as above.






Lettuce, Pea and Mint Soup



Serves 6–8


Mint is more fragrant at the height of summer than towards autumn, so it may be necessary to use more at the end of the season. Use outside lettuce leaves for soup and the tender inside for green salads.


50g (2oz) butter


175g (6oz) potatoes, peeled and diced


150g (5oz) onions, peeled


1 teaspoon salt


freshly ground pepper


850ml–1.2 litres (1½–2 pints) homemade Chicken or Vegetable Stock 225g (8oz) peas


175g (6oz) lettuce leaves, chopped and stalks removed


1 tablespoon cream (optional)


2 teaspoons mint, freshly chopped


Garnish


50g (2oz) cream, softly whipped


sprigs of mint


Melt the butter in a heavy saucepan. When it foams add the potatoes and onions, and turn them until well coated. Sprinkle with the salt and pepper. Cover and sweat over a gentle heat for 10 minutes. Add the stock, bring to the boil and cook until the potatoes and onions are softened. Add the peas and cook for 4–5 minutes. Add the lettuce, and boil with the lid off until the lettuce is cooked (2–3 minutes). Do not overcook or the soup will lose its fresh green colour. Add the cream and mint, and liquidise. Serve garnished with a blob of whipped cream and a little mint.




TIP: Freshly chopped dill is also great with lettuce soup.









Watercress Soup



Serves 6–8


There are references to watercress in many early Irish manuscripts. It formed part of the diet of hermits and holy men, who valued its special properties. Legend has it that it was watercress that enabled St. Brendan to live to the ripe old age of 180! In Birr Castle in Co. Offaly, Lord and Lady Rosse still serve soup made from the watercress gathered from around St. Brendan’s well, just below the castle walls.


45g (1¾oz) butter


150g (5oz) potatoes, peeled and chopped


110g (4oz) onion, peeled and chopped


salt and freshly ground pepper


600ml (1 pint) water or homemade Chicken or Vegetable Stock


600ml (1 pint) creamy milk


225g (8oz) chopped watercress (coarse stalks removed)


Melt the butter in heavy saucepan and, when it foams, add the potatoes and onions and toss them until well coated. Sprinkle with salt and pepper. Cover and sweat over a gentle heat for 10 minutes. Meanwhile prepare the watercress. When the vegetables are almost soft but not coloured, add the stock and milk, bring to the boil and cook until the potatoes and onions are tender. Add the watercress and boil with the lid off for about 4–5 minutes until the watercress is cooked. Do not overcook or the soup will lose its fresh green colour. Purée the soup in a liquidiser or food processor. Taste and correct the seasoning; serve immediately.


Variation


Coriander Soup


Substitute 225g (8oz) fresh coriander leaves for watercress in the above recipe. This Mexican recipe is a brilliant way to use up lots of fresh coriander.





Irish Nettle Soup


Serves 6


Stinging nettles grow in great profusion and are at their young and tender best in spring. With their high iron content, they were much used in folk medicine. Many older people still like to eat nettles several times during spring to purify the blood and prevent arthritis over the coming year. Don’t forget to use gloves when gathering them!


35g (1½oz) butter


275g (10oz) potatoes, peeled and cut into 1cm (½in) cubes


110g (4oz) onions, chopped


110g (4oz) leeks, chopped


salt and freshly ground pepper


1 litre (1¾ pints) homemade Chicken Stock


150g (5oz) young nettle leaves, washed and chopped


150ml (¼ pint) cream


Melt the butter in a heavy saucepan. When it foams, add the potatoes, onions and leeks, tossing them in the butter until well coated. Sprinkle with salt and pepper. Cover with a paper lid (to keep in the steam) and the saucepan lid, and sweat on a gentle heat for 10 minutes, or until the vegetables are soft but not coloured. Discard the paper lid, add the stock and boil until the vegetables are just cooked. Add the nettle leaves. Simmer uncovered for just 2–3 minutes. Do not overcook or the vegetables will lose their flavour. Add the cream or creamy milk and liquidise. Taste and correct seasoning if necessary. Serve hot.


Variation


Wild Garlic Soup


Substitute wild garlic leaves (Allium ursinum) for nettles in the recipe above. Garnish with wild garlic flowers.






French Onion Soup with Gruyère Toasts



Serves 6


French onion soup is probably the best known and loved of all French soups. It was a favourite for breakfast in the cafés beside the old markets at Les Halles in Paris and is still a favourite on bistro menus at Rungis market. In France, this soup is served in special white porcelain tureens. Enjoy it with a glass of gutsy French vin de table.


50g (2oz) butter


1.3kg (3lb) onions, thinly sliced


1.8 litres (3 pints) good homemade Beef, Chicken or Vegetable Stock


salt and freshly ground pepper


To Finish


6 slices French bread (baguette), 1cm (½in) thick, toasted


75g (3oz) Gruyère cheese, grated


Melt the butter in a saucepan. Add the onions and cook over a low heat for about 40–60 minutes with the lid off, stirring frequently – the onions should be dark and well caramelised but not burnt.


Add the stock, season with salt and freshly ground pepper, bring to the boil and cook for a further 10 minutes. Ladle into deep soup bowls, and put a piece of toasted baguette covered with grated cheese on top of each one. Pop under a medium grill until the cheese melts and turns golden. Serve immediately but beware – it will be very hot. Bon appetit!




TIP: Hold your nerve: the onions must be very well caramelised, otherwise the soup will be too weak and sweet.
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Onion and Thyme Leaf Soup



Serves 6


45g (1¾oz) butter


450g (1lb) onions, cut into 1cm (½in) cubes


225g (8oz) potatoes, peeled and cut into 1cm (½in) cubes


1–2 teaspoons fresh thyme leaves


salt and freshly ground pepper


850ml (1½ pints) homemade Chicken Stock or Vegetable Stock


150ml (¼ pint) cream or cream and milk mixed


Garnish


a little whipped cream (optional)


fresh thyme leaves and thyme or chive flowers


Melt the butter in a heavy saucepan. As soon as it foams, add the onions and potatoes, and stir until they are well coated with butter. Add the thyme leaves, season with salt and freshly ground pepper. Place a paper lid directly on top of the vegetables to keep in the steam, cover the saucepan with a tight-fitting lid and sweat on a low heat for about 10 minutes. The potatoes and onions should be soft but not coloured. Add the stock, bring to the boil and simmer until the potatoes are cooked (5–8 minutes). Liquidise the soup and add a little cream or creamy milk. Taste and correct the seasoning if necessary. Serve garnished with a blob of whipped cream and sprinkled with thyme leaves and thyme or chive flowers.






Cauliflower and Cheddar Cheese Soup



Serves 6


Broccoli, Romanesco or calabrese can be used in place of cauliflower.


1 handsome head of cauliflower, about 900g (2lb) weighed with green outer leaves still on


600ml (1 pint) Cheddar Cheese Sauce


salt and freshly ground pepper


Garnish


50–75g (2–3oz) Irish cheddar cheese, grated


2 tablespoons freshly chopped parsley


Crispy Croûtons


Chop up all the outer green leaves of the cauliflower, put them in a saucepan and barely cover with cold water. Bring to the boil and simmer for about 45 minutes until you have a well-flavoured cauliflower stock. Chop up the cauliflower head, place in a saucepan and cover with the cauliflower stock, reserving any leftover liquid for later. Bring to the boil and cook, covered, until the cauliflower is tender (5–8 minutes). Liquidise the cauliflower to get a smooth purée. Mix the cauliflower purée and cheese sauce together, adding enough cauliflower or chicken stock to obtain a nice consistency. Taste and season. Serve with croûtons, cheese and parsley.






Mushroom Soup



Serves 8–9


Mushrooom soup is the fastest of all soups to make and one of the all-time favourites. It is best made with flat mushrooms or button mushrooms which are a few days old and have developed a slightly stronger flavour. Wild mushrooms appear every few years after a good warm summer – it’s either a feast or a famine! Surpluses can be used to make the base of the soup and the purée frozen (to take less room in the freezer). Add stock and milk to reconstitute just before serving.


25g (1oz) butter


110g (4oz) onions, rinsed under cold, running water and finely chopped


450g (1lb) mushrooms


600ml (1 pint) homemade Chicken or Vegetable Stock


600ml (1 pint) milk


25g (1oz) flour


salt and freshly ground pepper


Melt the butter in a saucepan over a gentle heat and toss the onions in it. Cover and sweat until soft and completely cooked.


Meanwhile, chop up the mushrooms very finely. Add to the saucepan and cook over a high heat for 4–5 minutes. In separate pans, bring the stock and milk to the boil (this is important: the milk may curdle if added to the soup cold). Stir the flour into the mushroom mixture, cook over a low heat for 2–3 minutes. Season with salt and freshly ground pepper, then add the hot stock and milk gradually, stirring all the time. Increase the heat and bring to the boil. Taste and add a dash of cream if necessary. Serve immediately or cool and reheat later.




TIP: When chopping mushrooms put the chopping board on a tray and chop a few at a time until very fine. The tray catches all the pieces that scatter as you chop fast.









Vine-ripened Tomato Purée






900g (2lb) vine-ripened tomatoes 1 small onion, chopped


good pinch of salt


a few twists of freshly ground pepper good pinch of sugar (optional)


Cut the very ripe tomatoes into quarters and put into a stainless steel saucepan with the onion, salt, pepper and sugar. Cook on a gentle heat until the tomatoes are soft (no water is needed). Put through the fine blade of the mouli-légume or a nylon sieve. Allow to cool and refrigerate or freeze.




TIP: This is one of the very best ways of preserving the flavour of ripe summer tomatoes for the winter. Use for soups, stews, casseroles etc.







How to Peel Tomatoes


Choose tomatoes that are very ripe but still firm. Prick the base of each one. Put them into a deep bowl and completely cover with boiling water. Count to 10 slowly before pouring off the water. The skins will then peel off easily.


How to Seed Tomatoes


Halve the tomatoes crossways and, holding the halves over a bowl with the cut side down, squeeze them gently. Most of the seeds will fall out. If any remain, remove them with a teaspoon.


How to Make Tomato Concassé


Peel the tomatoes, cut into quarters, then remove the seeds and divisions with a small knife or sharp spoon. Cut the flesh into small, even-sized dice. Don’t forget to season with salt, pepper and perhaps a little sugar before using.









Master Recipe
Vine-ripened Tomato and Spearmint Soup



Serves 5


Tomato is to soup what apple is to puddings – top of the list of all-time favourites. And the marvellous thing about this recipe is that you can easily vary it in so many different ways, making it almost seem like a different soup each time. Of course, it’s best to use a purée made from vine-ripened tomatoes in season. Good-quality tinned tomatoes (a must for your store cupboard) also produce a really good result but, because they are rather more acidic than fresh tomatoes, you need to add extra sugar.


10g (½oz) butter


1 small onion, finely chopped


700ml (1¼ pints) homemade Tomato Purée or 2 x 400g (14oz) tinned tomatoes, liquidised and sieved


225ml (8fl oz) Béchamel sauce


225ml (8fl oz) homemade Chicken Stock or Vegetable Stock


2 tablespoons freshly chopped spearmint


salt and freshly ground pepper


1–2 tablespoons sugar


125ml (4fl oz) cream (optional)


Garnish


whipped cream


spearmint, freshly chopped


Melt the butter over a gentle heat. Add the onion, cover and cook until soft but not coloured. Add the homemade tomato purée or the puréed and sieved tinned tomatoes, the Béchamel sauce and stock, the mint, salt and pepper, plus sugar if you are using tinned tomatoes – otherwise just a pinch. Bring to the boil and simmer for a few minutes. Liquidise and, if necessary, dilute with extra chicken stock. Bring back to the boil, correct the seasoning and serve with the addition of a little cream, if you choose. Garnish with spearmint and a blob of whipped cream.




TIPS: This soup needs to be tasted carefully. You may need to adjust the seasoning depending on the intensity of the tomato purée and the stock.


Like most soups, this one re-heats very well and can of course be frozen.





Variations


Tomato and Basil Soup


Add 2 tablespoons freshly torn basil leaves instead of mint.


Tomato and Coriander Soup


Add 2 tablespoons freshly chopped coriander instead of mint.


Tomato and Orange Soup


Add the finely grated rind of 1 unwaxed orange instead of mint.


Tomato and Rosemary Soup


Add 1 tablespoon freshly chopped rosemary instead of mint.


Tomato Soup with Pesto


Replace the garnish with a drizzle of lightly whipped cream and pesto. Serve with an accompaniment, either croûtons cut into square, star or tiny heart shapes and fried in olive oil, or Tapenade Toasts.






Spiced Courgette and Green Pepper Soup with Roasted Red Pepper Cream



Serves 9


25g (1oz) butter


110g (4oz) onions, diced


150g (5oz) potatoes, peeled and diced


250g (9oz) courgettes, diced


200g (7oz) green pepper, diced


½ chilli, de-seeded and chopped


1.3 litres (2¼ pints) homemade Chicken Stock


1 level teaspoon each of cumin seed, cardamom seed and ground ginger


a little creamy milk


Heat the butter in a saucepan, and sweat the onions and potatoes over a low heat for 10 minutes, covered with buttered paper and a tight-fitting lid. Add the courgettes, green pepper and chilli. Cover with chicken stock and simmer until soft. Meanwhile, warm the spices in the oven to develop the flavour, then grind them. When the vegetables are soft, liquidise them, adding the spices and seasoning. Leave to infuse for a little while. Finish the soup by adding more chicken stock or creamy milk to achieve the required consistency. Serve hot with a garnish of Roasted Red Pepper Cream.






Roasted Red Pepper Cream



1 large red pepper


125ml (4fl oz) cream, softly whipped or crème fraîche


pinch of salt


Roast the red pepper in a moderate oven (180ºC/350ºF/gas 4) with a drizzle of olive oil until tender and collapsed, about 25 minutes. Remove and place in a sealed plastic bag. When cool, peel and de-seed the pepper. Chop the pepper flesh finely and mix into the softly whipped cream with the salt.






Red Pepper Soup with Avocado and Coriander Salsa



Serves 4–6


Rory O’Connell serves the salsa as an embellishment to this soup. A spoonful of Tomato and Chilli Sauce is also terrific with it.


25g (1oz) butter


2 tablespoons olive oil


2 medium onions, about 275g (10oz)


2 star anise


4 red or yellow peppers, de-seeded and chopped


salt, freshly ground pepper and sugar


600ml (1 pint) homemade Chicken Stock, enough to cover


Melt the butter, add the oil and sweat the onions until they start to soften. Add the star anise together with the peppers. Season with salt, pepper and sugar, and sweat until the peppers become ‘oily’ and start to soften. Barely cover with chicken stock and simmer until the peppers are tender. Discard the star anise. Liquidise until smooth and allow to cool. Serve chilled in small bowls with a spoonful of Avocado and Coriander Salsa on top.






Spiced Aubergine Soup with Roast Pepper and Coriander Cream



Serves 8–10


We grow several different varieties of aubergine. The Slim Jim is our favourite for this recipe, but any type will do. Rory O’Connell taught this recipe to the students on his course here at Ballymaloe Cookery School.


2 tablespoons olive oil


175g (6oz) onion, chopped


8 garlic cloves, chopped


1 tablespoon cumin seeds, roasted and ground


1 tablespoon fennel seeds, roasted and ground


900g (2lb) aubergines, cut into 2cm (¾in) cubes


salt and freshly ground pepper


1.5 litres (2½ pints) homemade Chicken Stock


freshly squeezed lemon or lime juice to taste


creamy milk, if necessary


Garnish


1–2 roasted red peppers, peeled, de-seeded and diced


2 tablespoons coarsely chopped coriander


150ml (¼ pint) whipped cream


coriander leaves


Gently sweat the onions with the garlic and spices in the olive oil until soft, about 10 minutes. Add aubergines, season with salt and freshly ground pepper and sweat until wilted, about 30 minutes. Pour in the chicken stock, bring to the boil and cook until tender, approximately 5 minutes. Liquidise, taste and correct the seasoning. You may need to add a little lemon or lime juice or a little creamy milk. Just before serving, fold the red peppers and coriander into the cream, reserving some to garnish each bowl with the coriander leaves.






Aztec Soup



Serves 6


In Mexico there are lots of variations on this theme.


2 chillies, roasted, peeled and torn into strips


1 tablespoon vegetable oil


1 onion, chopped


2 garlic cloves, finely chopped


1.2 litres (2 pints) homemade Chicken Stock


3–4 dashes Tabasco sauce


1 chicken breast


salt and freshly ground pepper


1 avocado


2 tomatoes, skinned, de-seeded and diced


¼ cup coriander leaves, chopped


Garnish


fresh coriander leaves


corn Tortilla Chips, torn into strips


First roast the chillies: put either over an open flame or under a grill until quite black and bubbly. Put in a bowl and cover with clingfilm for 5 minutes. Peel off the black skins with your fingers and pull into little strips for garnish.


Heat the oil in a stainless steel pan and sweat the onion until soft. Add the garlic and cook for another 1–2 minutes. Add the chicken stock and Tabasco and simmer for 5 minutes. Meanwhile, remove the skin from the chicken if necessary. Cut it into 1.25cm (½in) strips. Season well with salt and pepper. Add the chicken to the simmering broth and simmer for 3–4 minutes until white all the way through. Add the avocado and tomato, the coriander and the strips of roasted chillies. Do not overcook or the avocado will dissolve. Garnish with fresh coriander leaves and strips of corn Tortilla Chips.






Asparagus Soup with Chervil



Serves 6


Asparagus is much more widely available now but is still the aristocrat of vegetables. If you grow your own you may have enough to allow yourself the luxury of making soup. A beautiful plant for the garden and if you can spare some of the feathery foliage, it is wonderful for flower arrangements.


560g (1⅓lb) asparagus, chopped


50g (2oz) butter


110g (4oz) onion, chopped


freshly ground pepper


850ml (1½ pints) homemade Chicken Stock


150–300ml (¼–½ pint) creamy milk


Garnish


1–2 teaspoons chervil


a few asparagus tips saved from the soup


Crispy Croûtons, optional


Peel the root ends of the asparagus with a swivel top peeler, and chop the spears into 1cm (½ inch) pieces. Keep some of the tips for garnish.


Melt the butter in a heavy bottomed saucepan and, when it foams, add the onions and toss until well coated. Sprinkle with salt and pepper, cover with a butter wrapper and tight-fitting lid, and sweat over a gentle heat for 10 minutes.


Add the asparagus and stock and boil uncovered until soft (about 8–10 minutes). Liquidise, add creamy milk to taste and correct the seasoning. Stir in the chopped chervil just before serving. Boil the asparagus tips in salted water for 8–10 minutes and drain. Add to the soup as a garnish. Crispy Croûtons make a delicious accompaniment.






Spiced Chickpea Soup with Coriander Cream and Pitta Crisps



Serves 4–6


A speedier version of this delicious soup can be made with a tin of chickpeas.


225g (8oz) chickpeas, soaked overnight in plenty of cold water


1.5 litres (2½ pints) homemade Chicken or Vegetable Stock


2–3 teaspoons coriander seeds


2–3 teaspoons cumin seeds


50g (2oz) butter


175g (6oz) onions, finely chopped


5 large garlic cloves, peeled and finely chopped


1–2 small red chillies, halved, de-seeded and chopped


½ teaspoon ground turmeric 75ml (3fl oz) cream


salt and freshly ground pepper


freshly squeezed lemon juice


Garnish


crème fraîche


fresh coriander leaves


Pitta Crisps


Drain the chickpeas and put them in a saucepan, cover with the stock and bring to the boil. Cover and simmer gently for 45–60 minutes, or until soft and tender. Strain, reserving the liquid. Meanwhile, dry-roast the coriander and cumin seeds in a frying pan over medium heat for 2–3 minutes, then crush in a pestle and mortar or spice grinder. Melt the butter in a saucepan, add the onion, spices, garlic and chilli. Cook gently for 4–5 minutes, add the turmeric, stir and cook for another 1–2 minutes.


Remove from the heat, add the chickpeas and mix well. Season. Now liquidise the chickpeas with the cooking liquid and cream. Place in a saucepan and simmer for 10–20 minutes. If the soup is a little too thick, thin out with extra stock. Taste and, if necessary, sharpen with lemon juice. Serve with a blob of crême fraîche, coriander leaves and Pitta Crisps.






Pitta Crisps



3 mini pitta breads, about 8cm (3in) in diameter, halved crossways


4 teaspoons extra-virgin olive oil


1 teaspoon freshly ground cumin


½ teaspoon salt


Preheat the oven to 200ºC/400ºF/gas 6. Cut the pieces of pitta into triangles. Brush evenly with olive oil and sprinkle with cumin and salt. Spread pitta pieces in a single layer on a baking tray and bake in the middle of the oven for 3 minutes or until crisp and golden. Serve immediately.





Tojo’s Lentil Soup


Serves 8–10


Tojo cooked in the Garden Café at the Ballymaloe Cookery School one summer, and he created some memorable dishes. He uses no stock for his soups since many of his guests are vegan or vegetarian. This soup is incredibly simple to make.


125ml (4fl oz) extra-virgin olive oil


6 large onions, chopped


125ml (4fl oz) soy sauce


4 garlic cloves


salt and pepper to taste


500g (18oz) Puy lentils


2.4 litres (4 pints) water


Garnish


flat-leaf parsley


extra-virgin olive oil


Heat the extra-virgin olive oil in a medium-sized pot, add the onions, soy sauce, garlic, salt and pepper. Place over a fairly high flame for about 10 minutes, then lower the heat and simmer until the onions have a slightly sweet taste. Add the water and lentils and simmer for about 45 minutes. When the lentils are cooked, taste and correct the seasoning. Be careful not to let the lentils get mushy – it’s nice if there is a slight bite to them. Serve in wide soup bowls with parsley and drizzled with your best extra-virgin olive oil.






Fasolatha (Greek Bean Soup)



Serves 6


This staple rustic soup, which is wonderfully filling and easy to make, has nourished generations of Greeks. It also re-heats well and improves with keeping.


350g (12oz) haricot or cannelloni beans, soaked in plenty of cold water overnight, or 1 x 400g (14oz) tin cooked beans


1.2 litres (2 pints) water or homemade Chicken Stock


1 large onion, thinly sliced


1 leek, thinly sliced


2 carrots, finely diced


2 stalks of celery with leaves, finely chopped


1 x 400g (14oz) tin of tomatoes


1 tablespoon tomato purée


2 garlic cloves, chopped


150ml (¼ pint) olive oil


salt, freshly ground pepper and sugar


1 tablespoon chopped marjoram


1 tablespoon chopped thyme leaves


Garnish


2 tablespoons freshly chopped flat-leaf parsley


Rinse the beans and drain them. Cover with fresh cold water, bring to the boil and simmer for 5 minutes. Drain, then add all other ingredients except the parsley. Cook for 40–50 minutes or until the beans are just soft and the vegetables cooked. Taste and correct the seasoning. Garnish with the parsley and serve drizzled with a little extra-virgin olive oil.






Avgolemono



Serves 4–6


Avgolemono may be served hot or cold.


1.2 litres (2 pints) homemade Chicken Stock


4 organic eggs


juice of 1–2 small lemons


1–2 tablespoons freshly chopped dill


Bring the chicken stock to the boil. Whisk the eggs in a bowl with the lemon juice. Gradually add the boiling stock, whisking all the time, return to the saucepan and put back on the heat, stir and cook until it thickens to a light coating consistency. It must not boil or it will curdle. Add the dill, taste and correct the seasoning.


You can simmer 25–50g (1–2oz) of rice in the stock, but you will need to allow extra stock because the rice soaks up quite a lot.






Stacciatella



Serves 4-6


This classic Italian soup is flavoured with saffron and is made in minutes.


2 organic eggs


50g (2oz) finely grated Parmesan cheese


2 tablespoons chopped flat-leaf parsley


1 litre chicken stock


1 teaspoon saffron threads soaked in 125ml (4fl oz) water


Parmesan Toasts


4 slices good ciabatta or country bread


2–3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


freshly grated Parmesan cheese


sea salt and freshly ground pepper


Preheat the oven to 200ºC/400ºF/gas 6.


First make the Parmesan toasts: drizzle the bread with extra-virgin olive oil and top with grated Parmesan and freshly ground pepper. Cook on a baking tray for 5–6 minutes or until golden brown and set aside.


Whisk the eggs in a bowl with the cheese and the parsley. Bring the chicken stock to the boil, add the saffron and water. Pour in the egg mixture, whisking constantly. Reduce the heat and simmer for 1–2 minutes. Season with sea salt and pepper.


Put a Parmesan toast into each soup bowl, ladle over the soup and sprinkle the remaining cheese on top. Alternatively the Parmesan toasts may be served separately.






Aki Ishibashi’s Miso Soup



Serves 4


Students now come from the four corners of the world to our little cooking school in Shanagarry. Aki, who came from Japan, was already a brilliant cook when she arrived.


600ml (1 pint) Dashi


3–4 generous tablespoons miso paste


175g (6oz) tofu, cut into 1cm (½in) cubes


1 dessertspoon wakame (dried seaweed)


Garnish


1 spring onion, thinly sliced


Heat the dashi, and dissolve the miso paste by stirring it into the dashi. When it has dissolved completely, add the tofu cubes and wakame. Bring it to the boil. As soon as it starts to boil, turn off the heat. Ladle miso soup into warmed individual soup bowls and garnish with spring onion.


Add any of the following to the basic soup:


Daikon (white radish) and radish leaves


Clams and spring onions


Potato and spring onions


Shiitake mushrooms and spring onions






Ballymaloe Mussel Soup



Serves 8


Because stale shellfish can cause illness, it is vital to sort the mussels carefully, discarding any that refuse to close tightly after they have been gently tapped. The maxim is, if in doubt, throw it out.


3.6–4.5kg (8–10lb) mussels, scrubbed under cold running water


425ml (¾ pint) dry white wine


8 tablespoons chopped shallots


1 garlic clove, mashed


8 parsley sprigs, ½ bay leaf, ¼ teaspoon fresh thyme leaves, a sprig of fresh fennel


lots of freshly ground pepper


¼ teaspoon curry powder (optional)


Roux, made from 75g (3oz) butter and 75g (3oz) flour


600ml–1.2 litres (1–2 pints) boiling milk


a little cream if necessary


Garnish


chopped parsley or chervil


croûtons


Clean the mussels. Put the wine, shallots, garlic, fresh herbs and curry powder into a stainless steel saucepan, add the mussels, cover and simmer gently. Remove the mussels as they open. Shell the mussels, saving a few in the shell for a garnish. Remove the beards, open and place them in a bowl. Strain the mussel cooking liquid into a stainless steel saucepan and boil rapidly over a high heat to concentrate the flavour. Taste frequently as it boils; if it reduces too much, the salt content will be overpowering. Whisk the roux into the mussel liquid to thicken. Add the boiling milk to thin out the soup to a light consistency. Just before serving, add the mussels and a little cream. Decorate with chopped parsley or chervil and mussels in their shells. Serve croûtons separately.




TIP: The milk must be boiling when added to the soup, otherwise it may curdle because of the acidity in the wine.





Variation


Cockle and Mussel Soup


Use half cockles and half mussels and proceed as above.


Seafood Chowder






Mediterranean Fish Soup with Rouille



Serves 6–8


This gutsy fish soup is a labour of love and worth every minute. Fish soups can be made with all sorts and combinations of fish. Don’t worry if you lack the exact ingredients I suggest – use a combination of whole fish and shellfish. The crab does add an almost essential richness in my opinion.


2.45kg (5½lb) mixed fish, e.g. 1 whole plaice, ½ cod, 2 small whiting, 3 swimming crab or 1 common crab, 6–8 mussels, 8–10 shrimps or prawns, 2 fish heads


150ml (¼ pint) olive oil


1 large garlic clove, crushed


275g (10oz) onions, chopped


5 large, very ripe tomatoes or 1 x 400g (14oz) tin of chopped tomatoes


5 sprigs of fennel


2 sprigs of thyme


1 bay leaf


fish stock or water barely to cover


¼ teaspoon saffron


salt and freshly ground pepper


pinch of cayenne


Rouille


1 piece of French bread (baguette), 5cm (2in) long


6 tablespoons hot fish soup


4 garlic cloves


1 organic egg yolk


pinch of whole saffron stamens


salt and freshly ground pepper


6 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


Croûtons


8 slices French bread (baguette), 1cm (½in) thick


75–110g (3–4oz) Gruyère cheese, grated


Garnish


parsley, freshly chopped


Cut the fish into chunks, bones, head and all (remove gills first). Heat the olive oil until smoking, add the garlic and onions, toss for a minute or two, add the tomatoes, herbs and fish including shells. Cook for 10 minutes, then add enough fish stock or water to barely cover. Bring to a fast boil and cook for a further 10 minutes. Add more liquid if it reduces too much. Soak the saffron strands in a little fish stock.


Pick out and discard the mussel shells. Taste, add salt, pepper, cayenne, saffron and the soaking liquid. Push the soup through a mouli (this may seem like an impossible task but you’ll be surprised how effective it will be – there will be just a mass of dry bones left, which you discard).


Next make the rouille. Cut the bread into cubes and soak in some hot fish soup. Squeeze out the excess liquid and mix to a mush in a bowl. Crush the garlic to a fine paste in a pestle and mortar, add the egg yolk, the saffron and the soggy bread. Season with salt and pepper.


Mix well and add in the oil drip by drip as in making mayonnaise. If the mixture looks too thick or oily add 2 tablespoons of hot fish soup and continue to stir.


Toast slices of French bread slowly until they are dry and crisp. Bring the soup back to the boil. Spread the slices with rouille and sprinkle with Gruyère cheese, float a croûton in each plate of Mediterranean fish soup. Garnish with parsley and serve.






Mackerel and Dill Soup



Serves 10


This soup may sound unlikely but I was delighted to find this Scandinavian recipe. It is delicious and very cheap to make. Use very fresh whole mackerel –– the bones are essential to the flavour of the soup.


2 large or 3 medium-sized very fresh mackerel


1.5 litres (2½ pints) water


a handful of dill stalks


1–2 teaspoons salt


10 whole white peppercorns


2–4 tablespoons finely chopped fresh dill


60ml (2½fl oz) cream


2 organic egg yolks


juice of 1 lemon


Gut the mackerel, wash well and remove the heads. Cut into 2.5cm (1 inch) pieces. Put the mackerel into a saucepan with the water, dill stalks, salt and peppercorns.


Bring to the boil, simmer for 5 minutes and strain. Discard the peppercorns and dill stalks, then carefully remove the mackerel flesh from the bones. Put the flesh back into the saucepan with the mackerel broth and add the dill, half the cream and half the lemon juice. Simmer for a few minutes.


Mix the remainder of the cream with the egg yolks. Whisk a little of the simmering liquid into the liaison of egg and cream and stir into the remainder of the mackerel soup. Taste and correct the seasoning and add more lemon juice if necessary. Serve hot with crusty white bread.






Chinese Fish Soup with Chilli and Coriander



Serves 6


We adore these light fish soups. Consider this recipe as a formula and vary the fish and shellfish depending on what you have available – mussels and white crabmeat are particularly delicious. Lemongrass and a dice of cucumber also work well.


225g (8oz) lemon sole or plaice fillets, skinned


iceberg lettuce heart, finely shredded


1.2 litres (2 pints) very well-flavoured Chinese Stock


salt and lots of freshly ground white pepper


½–1 red or green chilli, thinly sliced


18 prawns or 30 shrimps (we use Atlantic shrimps; if using the larger Pacific ones, use less), cooked and peeled


Garnish


6 teaspoons spring onion, finely sliced at an angle


coriander or flat-leaf parsley, freshly chopped


prawn or shrimp roe, if available


Cut the fish fillets into pieces at an angle, each about 4cm (1½in). Shred the lettuce heart very finely: you will need about 12 generous tablespoons.


When ready to eat, bring the stock to the boil, add the salt, sliced chilli and fish. Simmer for 1 minute. Add the prawns or shrimps and allow to heat through.


Put 2 tablespoons of the shredded lettuce into each soup bowl. Season generously with white pepper and immediately ladle the boiling soup over it. Garnish with spring onions, prawn or shrimp roe and lots of fresh coriander. Serve very hot.






Vietnamese Prawn Soup



Serves 4


The fresh clean taste of Asian soups like this one is soothing and addictive.


225g (8oz) shrimps or tiger prawns, unpeeled


1 stick lemongrass


2 x 2.5cm (1in) pieces fresh root ginger, peeled


850ml (1½ pints) light Chicken Stock


3 teaspoon lime juice, freshly squeezed


½ teaspoon crushed dried chilli or ¼ teaspoon red chilli paste


3 teaspoons fish sauce (nam pla)


75–110g (3–4oz) Chinese leaves or butterhead lettuce, shredded


Garnish


coriander leaves


Peel the tiger prawns or shrimps, put the shells into the saucepan with the lemon grass, ginger and stock, bring to the boil and simmer for 10 minutes. Strain, return the liquid to the saucepan. Add the lime juice, dried chilli or chilli paste and nam pla and simmer for 2 minutes. Add the tiger prawns or shrimps and simmer for 4 or 5 minutes.


Divide the Chinese leaves between the bowls. Ladle in the boiling soup. Garnish and serve at once.






Thai Chicken, Galangal and Coriander Soup



Serves 8


This is a particularly delicious example of how fast and easy a Thai soup can be – and it looks great dished up in Chinese porcelain bowls. The kaffir lime leaves and galangal are served for dramatic effect but not eaten. The chilli may of course be nibbled!


850ml (1½ pints) homemade Chicken Stock


4 fresh kaffir lime leaves


5cm (2in) piece of galangal, peeled and sliced, or less of fresh ginger


4 tablespoons fish sauce (nam pla)


6 tablespoons lemon juice, freshly squeezed


225g (8oz) organic chicken breast, finely sliced


225ml (8fl oz) coconut milk


1–3 Thai red chillies


5 tablespoons fresh coriander leaves


Put the chicken stock, lime leaves, galangal, fish sauce and lemon juice into a saucepan. Bring to the boil, stirring all the time, then add the finely shredded chicken and coconut milk. Continue to cook over a high heat until the chicken is just cooked, about 1–2 minutes. Crush the chillies with a knife or Chinese chopper and add to the soup with the coriander leaves. Cook for just a few seconds and serve immediately.


Note: We usually use just one red Thai chilli. The quantity will depend on your taste and how hot the chillies are.




TIP: Blanched and refreshed rice noodles are also great added to this soup.
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Portuguese Chicken Soup with Mint and Lemon



Serves 6


A great little soup – food for the soul!


1.8 litres (3 pints) well-flavoured homemade Chicken Stock


2 chicken breasts


1 unwaxed lemon


1–2 tablespoons freshly chopped mint


175g (6oz) rice or orzo


salt and freshly ground pepper


Put the stock into a saucepan, add the chicken and finely pared strips of lemon peel (no pith). Bring slowly to the boil and simmer for 5 minutes. Remove the chicken, cool, and slice into thin shreds. Add the rice (or orzo), the juice from the lemon, and the mint. Season with salt and pepper.


Bring back to the boil and simmer until the rice or orzo is cooked. Add the shredded chicken again. Taste and correct the seasoning; add more lemon juice if necessary. Serve immediately.






French Peasant Soup



Serves 6


Here is another very substantial soup – it has ‘eating and drinking’ in it and would certainly be a meal in itself if you grate some Cheddar cheese over the top. Myrtle Allen called this soup Connemara Broth when she served it at La Ferme Irlandaise in Paris.


175g (6oz) unsmoked streaky bacon (in the piece)


olive or sunflower oil


150g (5oz) potatoes, peeled and cut into 5mm (¼in) dice


50g (2oz) onions, finely chopped


1 small garlic clove (optional)


450g (1lb) very ripe tomatoes, peeled and diced, or 1 x 400g (14oz) tin of tomatoes and juice


salt and freshly ground pepper


½–1 teaspoon sugar


850ml (1½ pints) homemade Chicken or Vegetable Stock


50g (2oz) cabbage (Savoy is best), finely chopped


Garnish


flat-leaf parsley, freshly chopped


Remove the rind from the bacon if necessary. Prepare the vegetables and cut the bacon into 5mm (¼in) cubes.


Blanch the cubes in cold water to remove some of the salt, drain and dry on kitchen paper, sauté in a little olive or sunflower oil until the fat runs and the bacon is crisp and golden. Add potatoes, onions and crushed garlic, sweat for 10 minutes and then add diced tomatoes and any juice.


Season with salt, pepper and sugar. Cover with stock and cook for 5 minutes. Add the finely chopped cabbage and continue to simmer just until the cabbage is cooked. Taste and adjust seasoning.


Sprinkle with lots of chopped parsley and serve.


Variation


Mediterranean Peasant Soup


Add half a thinly sliced Kabanos sausage to the soup with the potato. For a more robust soup, add 110g (4oz) cooked haricot beans with the cabbage.






Butterbean, Chorizo and Cabbage Soup



Serves 6


2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


175g (6oz) onion, chopped


175g (6oz) chorizo or Kabanos sausage, sliced


400g (14oz) tin of Italian tomatoes


salt, freshly ground pepper and sugar


1.2 litres (2 pints) homemade Chicken Stock


1 x 400g (14oz) tin butter beans, haricot beans or black-eyed beans


½ Savoy cabbage


4 tablespoons freshly chopped flat-leaf parsley


Heat the oil in a sauté pan over a medium heat, add the onion, cover and sweat until soft but not coloured. Slice the chorizo or Kabanos and toss for 2–3 minutes or until it begins to crisp slightly – the fat should run. Chop the tomatoes fairly finely and add with all the juice to the pan, season with salt, freshly ground pepper and sugar.


Bring to the boil and cook on a high heat for 5–6 minutes, then add the boiling stock and butter beans. Bring back to the boil, thinly slice the cabbage and add. Cook for another 2–3 minutes, add the chopped parsley.


Taste and correct the seasoning and serve with lots of crusty bread.






Winter Vegetable and Bean Soup with Spicy Sausage



Serves 8–9


We make huge pots of this in the winter, and I usually keep some in the freezer. Kabanos is a thin sausage now widely available. It gives a gutsy slightly smoky flavour to the soup which, although satisfying, is by no means essential.


225g (8oz) rindless streaky bacon, cut into 5mm (¼in) dice


2 tablespoons olive oil


225g (8oz) onions, chopped


275g (10oz) carrot, cut into 5mm (¼in) dice


200g (7oz) celery, chopped into 5mm (¼in) dice


125g (4½oz) parsnips, chopped into 5mm (¼in) dice


200g (7oz) white part of 1 leek, cut into 5mm (¼in) slices


1 Kabanos sausage (optional), cut into 5mm (¼in) slices


1 x 400g (14oz) tin of Italian tomatoes


225g (8oz) haricot beans, soaked and cooked


salt, freshly ground pepper and sugar


1.8 litres (3 pints) homemade Chicken Stock


Garnish


2 tablespoons freshly chopped flat-leaf parsley


Blanch the bacon, refresh, and dry well. Prepare the vegetables. Put the olive oil in a saucepan, add the bacon and sauté over a medium heat until it becomes crisp and golden, then add the chopped onion, carrots and celery. Cover and sweat for 5 minutes, then add the parsnip and finely sliced leeks. Cover and sweat for a further 5 minutes.


Slice the Kabanos sausage thinly, if using, and add. Chop the tomatoes and add to the rest of the vegetables with the beans. Season with salt, freshly ground pepper and sugar, add the chicken stock. Allow to cook until all the vegetables are tender, which takes about 20 minutes. Taste and correct the seasoning. Sprinkle with chopped parsley and serve with lots of crusty brown bread.


To prepare the haricot beans: soak overnight in plenty of cold water. The next day, strain the beans and cover with fresh cold water, add a bouquet garni, carrot and onion, cover and simmer until the beans are soft but not mushy – this can take 30–60 minutes. Just before the end of cooking, add salt. Remove the bouquet garni and vegetables and discard.
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Beef Consommé



Serves 4


A chef is always proud of a sparklingly clear, well flavoured consommé. It needs to be made with great care and attention. In Ballymaloe, we buy a well hung shin of beef from our butcher, Frank Murphy. We use the bones to make a rich beef stock and then use the meat to flavour the consommé.


350g (¾lb) boneless shin of beef (free of any fat), finely chopped


1 small carrot, very finely chopped


green tops of 2 leeks, finely chopped


2 stalks of celery, very finely chopped


2 ripe tomatoes, quartered and de-seeded


3 organic egg whites


1.8 litres (3 pints) well-flavoured Beef Stock


salt and freshly ground pepper


1–2 tablespoons medium or dry sherry (optional)


Mix the chopped beef, carrots, leeks, celery, tomatoes and egg whites in a bowl. Pour on the cold stock, whisk well and season. Pour into a stainless steel saucepan. Bring slowly to the boil over a low heat, whisking constantly (should take about 10 minutes). As soon as the mixture looks cloudy and slightly milky, stop whisking. Allow the filter of egg whites to rise slowly to the top of the saucepan. DO NOT STIR. Allow to simmer gently for 45–60 minutes to extract all the flavour from the beef and vegetables. Add sherry if desired.


Put a filter or a jelly bag into a strainer, then gently ladle the consommé into it, being careful not to disturb the filter. Do not press the sediment in the filter or the consommé will not be sparkling clear. Strain it through the cloth or filter a second time if necessary. If serving the consommé hot, bring it almost to a boil and add any flavourings and garnish just before serving. Do not cook the garnish in the consommé as it will become cloudy. Do not allow to boil.


Consommé en Gelée


This cool refreshing starter is perfect for a summer meal. If consommé is allowed to go cold it should become jellied. Chill and just before serving spoon into chilled bowls. Garnish with chives or wild garlic flowers if available; sometimes we use marigold petals and chervil – pretty and delicious. Serve with freshly made Melba Toast.
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Cold soups



So refreshing are cold soups as an introduction to summer meals that the number of possibilities keeps increasing. Spanish gaspacho – perhaps the best known of them all – is especially cooling with the addition of ice or iced water before serving. Chilled, jellied consommé served with melba toast is also a classic. Lebanese cold cucumber soup is one of the yoghurt-based cold soups which has long been a favourite at Ballymaloe.


Some soups like Pea and Mint or Beetroot can taste equally delicious served hot or cold, but you may have to make some minor adjustments if you choose the latter option. Remember, cold dulls flavour, so taste and correct the seasoning just before serving. You may also want to add some fresh herbs. Many soups are served rather thicker when cold than when hot. (Most thicken naturally as they cool.) Fresh vegetable juices or tomato water are served thin and chilled.





Gaspacho


Serves 4–6


700g (1½lb) very ripe tomatoes, peeled and finely chopped


1 tablespoon red wine vinegar


3 thick slices good-quality stale bread made into breadcrumbs


2–3 garlic cloves, crushed


425ml (15fl oz) Fresh Tomato Juice


2 roast and peeled red peppers


110g (4oz) onion, peeled and chopped


1 medium cucumber, chopped


4 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


2 tablespoons homemade Mayonnaise, optional


1 teaspoon salt


freshly ground pepper and sugar


Garnish


2 red peppers, finely diced


1 small cucumber, finely diced


4 very ripe tomatoes, finely diced


4 slices bread made into tiny croûtons and fried in olive oil


2 tablespoons diced black olives or small whole olives


1 small onion, diced


salt and freshly ground pepper


1 tablespoon freshly chopped mint


Put the tomatoes, vinegar, breadcrumbs, garlic, tomato juice, roasted red pepper, onion, cucumber, olive oil and mayonnaise into a food processor or blender. Season with salt and freshly ground pepper and sugar. Whizz until smooth. Dilute with water and chill, taste and correct the seasoning.


Mix all the ingredients for the garnish together in a separate bowl. Each guest helps themselves; the soup should be thick with garnish. Drizzle with extra-virgin olive oil; on a very hot day you can add an ice cube or two if you wish.





Chilled Avocado Soup with Tomato and Pepper Salsa


Serves 4


This tasty soup is best made with fresh tomato juice. However, if you have any juices left from a tomato salad, tomato fondue, or a ratatouille, you could use those. Alternatively, simply purée a few tomatoes, seasoned nicely with salt, pepper and sugar.


1 very ripe avocado


½ small onion


½ teaspoon freshly squeezed lemon juice


150ml (¼ pint) homemade Chicken Stock


50ml (2fl oz) very good French Dressing


150ml (¼ pint) Fresh Tomato Juice


Garnish


Roasted Red Pepper, Tomato and Basil Salsa


Peel the avocado. Grate the onion on a very fine grater and scrape up enough pulp to measure ½ teaspoon. Put with the remaining ingredients in a liquidiser. Process to a purée, taste. Salt and pepper should not be needed. Fill 4 small serving bowls and chill. Put a spoonful of salsa into each small bowl and serve.






Pappa al Pomodoro



Serves 5–6


This Tuscan bread soup may not seem like a soup as we ‘know’ it. Made with really sweet ripe tomatoes, good bread and extra-virgin olive oil it is the most sublime comfort food. It can be eaten hot or cold.


extra-virgin olive oil


2 garlic cloves, peeled and chopped


2.2kg (5lb) very ripe sweet tomatoes, skinned, seeded and roughly chopped


2½ tins x 400g (14oz) organic chopped plum tomatoes


sea salt and freshly ground pepper and a pinch of sugar


2 loaves stale sourdough bread


lots of fresh basil


75ml (3fl oz) exra-virgin olive oil


Put the olive oil into a heavy saucepan over a medium heat. Add the garlic and cook gently for a few minutes. Just as the garlic begins to turn golden, add all the tomatoes. Simmer for about 30 minutes, stirring occasionally, until the tomatoes become rich and concentrated. Season with salt, pepper and sugar. Add 300ml (½ pint) water and bring to the boil.


Cut most of the crust off the loaves of bread. Break or cut into large chunks. Add the bread to the tomato mixture and stir until the bread absorbs the liquid – add more boiling water if it is too thick. Remove from the heat and let cool slightly.


Tear the basil leaves into pieces. Stir into the soup with 50–75ml (2–3fl oz) of the extra-virgin olive oil. Allow to sit for 5–10 minutes before serving to allow the bread to absorb the flavour of the basil and the delicious olive oil. Drizzle a little more olive oil over each bowl.






Vichyssoise



Serves 8–10


This cold soup was developed in 1917 by Louis Diat, chef of the Ritz Carlton in New York. It is based on the potage bonne femme recipe. You need a garden to get good leeks in late summer and perhaps it is worth using a few baby leeks for this tasty soup. This soup is very rich and needs to be served in small portions.


50g (2oz) butter


1 onion, finely chopped


whites of 4 leeks, cleaned and finely sliced


600g (1¼lb) potatoes, peeled and finely diced


salt and freshly ground pepper


1.2 litres (2 pints) homemade Chicken Stock


225ml (8fl oz) cream


1 tablespoon finely snipped chives


Melt the butter in a heavy saucepan, and as soon as it foams add the onion, leeks and potatoes. Season with salt and pepper. Cover with a butter wrapper and tightly fitting lid and sweat until soft but not coloured – about 5–8 minutes over a medium heat.


Meanwhile, heat the stock and add it to the pan. Bring back to the boil and simmer, covered, for 8–10 minutes, until the vegetables are cooked. Turn into a liquidiser and add a quarter of the cream. Whizz until very smooth and set aside to cool. This soup should be absolutely silky smooth; if it is not, put it through a sieve.


When cold, stir in the rest of the cream and refrigerate until well-chilled. Stir in the chives just before serving.


Note: Taste the soup and add the cream judiciously; it may not be necessary to add it all.






Lebanese Cold Cucumber Soup



Serves 8


This is a cooling summer soup which can be made in almost the time it takes to grate the cucumber. If you haven’t got time to chill the soup, pop the bowls into the freezer while you make it. Serve small portions because this soup is rich.


1 large crisp cucumber


175ml (6fl oz) light cream


175ml (6fl oz) natural yoghurt (preferably organic)


scant 2 tablespoons tarragon or white wine vinegar


½–1 garlic clove, crushed


2 tablespoons finely chopped fresh mint


salt and freshly ground pepper


24–32 shrimps, peeled and freshly cooked (optional)


Garnish


sprigs of mint


Coarsely grate the cucumber. Stir in all other ingredients and season well. Serve chilled in small bowls garnished with mint. A few freshly cooked shrimps are a delicious addition, if available, but the soup is quite wonderful served without any embellishment. It can even be made a day ahead and kept covered in the fridge.




TIP: If this soup tastes a bit flat, a little pinch of salt works wonders.
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starters


The purpose of a starter is to whet the palate and set the mood for the rest of the meal. Above all, the starter should be light, and not so substantial as to blunt the appetite before the main course.


Menu Planning


In many ways menu planning is just common sense, but it is better to follow a few guiding principles in order to avoid potential pitfalls. In general, it is easiest to select a main course first, then choose a starter and dessert to complement.


The Occasion


The occasion is an important factor when choosing a menu and laying the table. For anniversaries or romantic evenings one might incorporate heart-shaped treats. For a welcome party for foreign guests it’s a good idea to cook a traditional meal. Christmas, Hallowe’en and birthdays will also, of course, influence the choice. It can be fun to plan a meal on a particular colour scheme – green and red for Christmas or even the colours of your favourite sports team at a victory dinner.


Pleasing Your Guests


Do some research to avoid serving dishes that your guests are unable or unwilling to eat, whether for religious, moral or health reasons. Similarly, it is not usually wise to present anything too challenging or unusual. If you are unsure of your guests’ tastes, it may be better to err on the side of caution. The golden rule is to be considerate. Many people find offal awful, and very hot curries and spicy food are not always appreciated. Corn on the cob might present problems for older people and squid, sea urchins, prawns in the shell and globe artichokes are sometimes an unwelcome challenge!


Season and Weather


People need and can digest much heartier meals in winter than in summer, so keep rich soups, stews and cassoulets for chilly days. Serve cold soups and sunny Mediterranean salads in summer.


Availability of Fresh Ingredients


It makes sense to use fresh food in season when it is at its cheapest and best – and very little sense to incorporate a dish that includes an expensive imported ingredient that may well be past its best by the time you get it. We are all becoming increasingly concerned about our carbon footprint, so let’s make a resolution to reduce food miles and eliminate jet-lagged food from our menu as far as possible.


Don’t forget about simple, everyday foods which are seldom found on restaurant menus, but which people often love to eat. My examples include cabbage, parsnips, swedes, whiting, rhubarb and carrigeen. At Ballymaloe we are passionate about cooking fresh and seasonal local food.


Budget


It is perfectly possible to prepare exciting meals on a small budget. Plan meals around beans and pulses, cheaper cuts of meat or less well-known fish. Egg-based dishes such as frittatas are economical too.


Food Value and Nutrition


More than ever, people are aware of the importance of eating fresh and nutritious food. Include a green salad in your meal and keep cream, butter and alcohol to the minimum. Use all fresh food if at all possible and eliminate processed foods entirely from your menu and your diet.


Number of Dishes


The number of dishes served will depend on various factors. The first is the skill of the cook: don’t be over ambitious, and certainly don’t cook anything new and complicated for guests. The second is the time available – make sure the menu is realistic, and write down a running order if necessary. Run through the menu to work out whether any special equipment is needed. If you are cooking in an unfamiliar kitchen, check that all the equipment you will need is available, before you start. Consider the help available: if entertaining single-handed or with little help, plan the menu so that as much as possible can be prepared ahead, particularly any complex dishes. The number of dishes will also depend on the type of service available – whether silver service, plate service, or a self-service buffet.


Balance


In the menu itself there should be contrasts in ingredients, colour, texture and flavour.


Ingredients: It’s all too easy to repeat ingredients in your menu, particularly with an ingredient such as eggs:




Cheese Soufflé


French Onion Tart


Tomato and Mint Salad, Green Salad


Crème Caramel with Caramel Shards





On the face of it, the menu above looks balanced enough but your guests will actually be consuming about five eggs each!


Colour: Look for contrasting and attractive colour combinations. Try not to repeat colours unless you are working to a colour scheme. In particular, guard against an all-white plate: Cod with Cream and Bay Leaves, Buttered Cucumber and Scallion Potatoes sounds delicious but it would look completely unappetising. The addition of Tomato Fondue, for example, or at least a sprig of chervil, fennel or watercress would make all the difference.


Texture: Contrast crisp, soft, chewy and firm textures, e.g. buttered crumbs on fish pie, or creamy soup with croûtons. Also think about balancing light with heavy. A green salad with a meal has magical properties – it certainly makes me feel less full so I have room for dessert.


Flavour: Contrasts of flavour are important, e.g. mild with spicy (cucumber raita with curry), sharp with bland (blue cheese sauce on pasta or salad), sweet with sour (carrot and apple crudités with sweet and sour dressing).


Cooking methods: Vary the cooking methods you use the temperature of foods. Avoid lots of grills and sautés, for example:




Grilled Mackerel with Maitre d’Hôtel


Butter


Steak with Béarnaise Sauce


Apple Fritters





Sauces: Don’t fall into the trap of serving similar sauces, by choosing mother and daughter sauces which seem to be different but have the same basis.


Garnishes: To a great extent we ‘eat’ with our eyes so garnishing is immensely important. Vary garnishes as far as possible. If you have a herb garden you will have access not only to herbs, but also to herb flowers which are edible and make pretty garnishes. Remember the golden rule – flavour is of paramount importance and garnishes should be relevant and edible.


Seasonings: Confine strong flavouring or spices to one dish in the menu unless you are cooking a specifically Indian or Chinese meal, in which case make sure not to repeat the same spices in each course.


Restaurant Menus


I feel passionately that a menu should reflect the food in the locality. Nowadays, menus are very often divided into many more categories than simply starter, main course and dessert. The main types of menu are as follows:


A la carte: each item priced separately.


Table d’hôte: a set menu with a fixed price with perhaps a choice of three or four items on each course.


Menu de gestation or tasting menu: a menu of seven or eight tiny courses so the diner has the opportunity to taste many of the chef’s specialities.


No-choice menu: a menu chosen by the chef based on the freshest and best produce available on the day.






Master Recipe
Bruschetta with Chargrilled Peppers and Parma Ham



Serves 2


This toasted or chargrilled bread rubbed with garlic and drizzled with olive oil is found right across Italy from Tuscany to Apulia. Once the traditional lunch of shepherds and peasants, it has now become a fashionable appetiser – not surprising as, made with really good bread and extra-virgin olive oil, it becomes addictive. In Tuscany, it is called Fett’unta, meaning ‘oiled slice’, and in the south very ripe tomato is also rubbed into the chargrilled bread.


2 slices country bread or good-quality baguette, about 1cm (½in) thick


1 garlic clove, peeled and cut in half


extra-virgin olive oil


a little Tapenade


wild rocket leaves


a few strips roast red and yellow pepper, peeled, de-seeded and chargrilled


1–2 slices Parma ham


Garnish


basil leaves


Chargrill the slices of bread. Rub both sides of the bread with the cut sides of the garlic and drizzle with gorgeous extra-virgin olive oil.


Pop onto warm plates and spread with a little Tapenade.


Lay a few leaves of wild rocket and some red and yellow pepper on top. Drizzle with extra-virgin olive oil. Lay a ruffle of Parma ham and a leaf or two of basil on top. Serve immediately.


Variations



Garden Café Bruschetta with Mushrooms and Slivers of Parmesan



Serves 1


This was Katie’s speciality at the Garden Café, which is beside the Ballymaloe Cookery School.


2 flat mushrooms


sea salt and freshly cracked pepper


a little extra-virgin olive oil


a little fresh marjoram


1 slice country bread


1 garlic clove, peeled and cut in two


Pesto


4–5 rocket leaves


shavings of Parmesan cheese (preferably Parmigiano Reggiano)


Garnish


5 olives, chopped finely


marigold petals (optional)


Season the mushrooms with salt, pepper, olive oil and a few leaves of marjoram and cook in a frying pan with a little olive oil over a medium heat. Cover with a lid and cook for 3–4 minutes, turning them half way through.


Meanwhile chargrill or toast the bread. Rub with the cut sides of the garlic. Spread a little pesto on the bread and cover with a few rocket leaves. Lay the sizzling mushrooms on top. Season with sea salt and pepper and some fresh marjoram. Put a few slivers of Parmesan on top.


Garnish the plate with a circle of chopped olives and marigold petals.


Serve immediately.






Goat’s Cheese and Rocket Bruschetta with Tomato and Chilli Jam



Serves 1


1 slice Italian bread or 1 thick 2cm (¾in) slice good-quality French baguette


1 garlic clove, peeled and cut in half


a little extra-virgin olive oil


a few rocket leaves


a few slices of fresh goat’s cheese (e.g. St Tola, Ardsallagh, Min Gabhair)


Tomato and Chilli Jam


Garnish


a few olives


freshly cracked pepper


Chargrill or toast the bread. Rub the surface with the cut sides of the garlic, then drizzle with olive oil. Put a few rocket leaves on the bruschetta and top generously with the goat’s cheese. Drizzle with Tomato and Chilli Jam.


Pop on to a large plate, add a few olives and some freshly cracked pepper. Serve immediately.


Some other good toppings


Tapenade


Spicy roast peppers


Olives, chillies and capers


Rosemary and Parsley Pesto


Spiced aubergines


White beans with rosemary


Courgettes with Tomato and Cumin






Crostini with Potatoes, Goat’s Cheese and Rocket Leaves



Serves 4


Crostini come from the same derivation as croûtons. We use Ardsallagh goat’s cheese. Fresh kale pesto is also worth trying with this recipe.


4 potatoes (Golden Wonders or Kerr’s Pinks)


extra-virgin olive oil for deep frying


4 slices homemade white country bread


salt and freshly ground pepper


Ballymaloe French Dressing


4 slices goat’s cheese


Garnish


Tapenade


Parsley or Rocket Pesto


a few rocket leaves


Scrub the potatoes but do not peel. Cook in boiling salted water in their jackets until almost cooked. Pour off most of the water, cover the saucepan and steam over a low heat until fully cooked.


To make the crostini: heat 2.5–4cm (1–1½in) olive oil in a small sauté pan. When the oil is very hot but not smoking, add the bread and cook for just a few seconds until golden on one side. Quickly flip over with tongs and cook the other side. Drain and put on to kitchen paper. Keep warm.


Just before eating, peel the potatoes and slice thickly into scant 1cm (½in) slices. Season with salt and pepper, and gently toss in a little Ballymaloe French Dressing.


Pop a warm crostini on a plate, top with overlapping slices of warm potato and lay 1 or 2 slices of goat’s cheese on top.


Put a few little dollops of Tapenade around the edge. Drizzle Parsley or Rocket Pesto here and there. Scatter 3 or 4 rocket leaves over the crostini and serve immediately.
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A Plate of Mezzes



Mezze means appetiser in Arabic. These little starters are a traditional feature of Middle Eastern food and are often served with an anise-flavoured drink like arak or raki, or the Moroccan mahia made with dates or figs. You may want to prepare an assortment for a communal starter, or simply choose a selection to offer on individual plates. Choose from the following:


Claudia Roden’s Hummus bi Tahina


Dukkah


Smoked Cod’s Roe


Dolmades


Tzatziki


Taramasalata


Lamajun with Sesame and Thyme Leaves


Courgettes with Tomato and Cumin


Broad Bean and Mint Dip


Aubergine Purée


Roasted Red Pepper, Caper and Preserved Lemon Salad


Carrot and Mint Salad
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Claudia Roden’s Hummus bi Tahina



Serves 6–10 (depending on how it is served)


Hummus bi Tahina, with its rich earthy taste, has quite a cult following. Strange to the palate when first encountered, it soon becomes addictive. It makes an excellent starter served as a dip with pitta bread. It is also delicious with kebabs or as a salad with a main dish. Claudia showed us how to make this when she taught at the school in October 1985.


110–175g (4–6oz) chickpeas, cooked or tinned


juice of 2–3 lemons, or to taste, freshly squeezed


2–3 garlic cloves, crushed


150ml (¼ pint) tahini paste (available from health food shops and delicatessens)


2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


salt


Garnish


1 tablespoon olive oil


1 teaspoon paprika


1 tablespoon finely chopped flat-leaf parsley


cumin (optional)


a few cooked chickpeas


Drain the chickpeas and keep a few whole ones aside to garnish the dish. Whizz up the remainder in an electric mixer or blender or food processor with a little of the cooking liquid to make a smooth paste. Add the lemon, garlic, tahini paste, olive oil and salt to taste. Blend to a soft creamy texture. Taste and continue to add lemon juice and salt until you are happy with the flavour. Pour into a serving dish, mix the paprika with a little olive oil and dribble over the surface in a cross. Do the same with the parsley. Cumin is also a delicious addition; use 1–1½ teaspoons. Sprinkle with a few cooked chickpeas and serve with pitta bread or any crusty white bread.






Hummus with Lamb and Pine Nuts



Serves 6–10


Hummus Bi Tahina


450g (1lb) lean leg or shoulder of lamb, cut into 5mm (¼in) cubes


50g (2oz) pine nuts


1–2 tablespoons olive oil


salt and freshly ground pepper


½–1 teaspoon freshly roasted cumin seed


fresh coriander leaves


Preheat the oven to 180°C/350°F/gas 4.


Toast the pine nuts in the oven for about 5 minutes, turning regularly.


Heat the olive oil in a pan, toss in the meat, season well with salt, pepper and cumin. Cook for 3–4 minutes and add the pine nuts. Put the hummus into a bowl, pile the meat and pine nuts on top. Sprinkle with a few shredded fresh coriander leaves. Serve with pitta or other flat breads.





Dukkah


Serves 20 (depending on use)


Dukkah is an Egyptian spice mix that’s much loved and even used for breakfast. The mixture of spices varies from family to family. Serve with crudités, warm pitta bread and a bowl of best olive oil. Just dip a piece of crisp vegetable or a strip of bread first into the olive oil and then into the Dukkah.


Store any leftover in a screw-top jar. Dukkah is delicious with all manner of things, even hard-boiled eggs, or sprinkle over grilled meats as seasoning.


50g (2oz) hazelnuts, toasted and finely chopped


4 tablespoons sesame seeds


2 tablespoons whole coriander seeds


1½ tablespoons whole cumin seeds


½ tablespoon black peppercorns


pinch of ground cinnamon


pinch of salt


Preheat the oven to 200ºC/400ºF/gas 6. Roast the hazelnuts for about 10 minutes, allow to cool, and rub off the loose skins.


Heat a small, heavy frying pan over a medium heat and toast the sesame seeds. Shake gently until they turn a shade darker and smell nutty, then tip them into a bowl. Repeat with the coriander and cumin seeds. Place the roast spices, sesame and peppercorns in a clean spice or coffee grinder and whizz quickly to give a coarse, dry powder. Add the pinches of cinnamon and salt.


Chop the hazelnuts finely or whizz them for just a few seconds in a spice grinder or food processor, taking care not to overprocess or the nuts will blend into a paste. Mix the chopped nuts with the rest of the ingredients and taste.






Smoked Cod’s Roe



Serves 4


50–75g (2–3oz) smoked cod’s roe


olive oil


segments of lemon


Slice the chilled cod’s roe into 3mm (⅛in) slices. Arrange on a serving plate. Pop a few segments of lemon on the side. Serve soon with lots of flat bread or freshly made toast.


Botargo (the dried roe of the grey mullet) is also delicious served in this way.





Dolmades


Makes 30–36


No Greek mezze is complete without a dish of dolmades. The olive stall in Cork market sells stuffed vine leaves all year round. But if you grow a vine – easier than you think – everyone can have fun making stuffed vine leaves! They’re in season in summer but vine leaves preserved in brine are always available.


36 fresh vine leaves or 225g (8oz) preserved vine leaves


225g (8oz) Basmati rice


175g (6oz) onion, finely chopped


2 tablespoons freshly chopped flat-leaf parsley


2 tablespoons freshly chopped mint


2 tablespoons freshly chopped dill


50g (2oz) raisins


50g (2oz) pine nuts, toasted


¼ teaspoon cinnamon


pinch of allspice


salt and freshly ground pepper


150ml (¼ pint) olive oil


150ml (¼ pint) water


pinch saffron or turmeric (optional) 1 teaspoon sugar


juice of 1 freshly squeezed lemon


Plunge a few fresh vine leaves at a time into boiling water for about 30 seconds. They will become limp and pliable. Spread on a clean tea towel. If using preserved vine leaves, drain off the brine, put the leaves into a bowl, cover with boiling water and allow to soak for about 15 minutes. Drain, then cover with cold water. Repeat this procedure once or twice more depending on how salty they are.


Pour boiling water over the rice, stir, then drain; wash it in cold water and drain again. Mix the rice with the onion, parsley, mint, dill, raisins and pine nuts. Add the cinnamon and allspice. Season with salt and pepper.


To stuff the leaves: place a leaf on a clean work top or chopping board, vein side upwards and stem end towards you (trim off the stem if necessary). Put a heaped teaspoon of filling in the centre of the leaf at the base end. Fold the stem end over the filling, then fold in both sides neatly and roll up tightly like a cigar, tucking the seam underneath. Stuff the remaining leaves in the same way. Line a saucepan with vine leaves, arrange the dolmades tightly in a circle in the pot.


Mix the olive oil with the water, add the saffron or turmeric if using, then add the sugar and lemon juice and pour over the arranged vine leaves. Put a small inverted plate on top to keep them in place and to prevent them from unravelling. Cover the saucepan and simmer gently for 50–60 minutes or until the dolmades are thoroughly cooked. Add a little more water if necessary during cooking. Cool in the saucepan and serve cold.


Note: Dolmades may be refrigerated for several days. Vine leaves which are stuffed with minced lamb as well as rice are often served with Avgolemono Soup.






Tzatziki



Serves 8–10 (depending on use)


This Greek speciality is a delicious cucumber and yoghurt mixture which can be served as part of a mezze, as an accompanying salad or as a sauce to serve with grilled fish or meat. Greek yoghurt is usually made with sheep’s milk and is wonderfully thick and creamy.


1 crisp cucumber, peeled and diced into 3–5mm (⅛–¼in) dice


salt


1–2 garlic cloves, crushed


a dash of white wine vinegar or lemon juice


425ml (¾ pint) Greek yoghurt or best-quality natural yoghurt


4 tablespoons cream (optional)


1 heaped tablespoon freshly chopped mint


sugar, salt and freshly ground pepper


Put the cucumber dice into a sieve, sprinkle with salt and allow to drain for about 30 minutes. Dry the cucumber on kitchen paper, put into a bowl and mix with the garlic, vinegar or lemon juice, yoghurt and cream. Stir in the mint and taste. It may need seasoning with salt, pepper and a little sugar.


Variation


Follow the Master Recipe but substitute dill for the mint.






Taramasalata



Serves 4–8


Tarama is Greek and Turkish for fish roe. Traditionally, the Greek speciality taramasalata is made with the roe of grey mullet, but today smoked cod’s roe is more commonly used. It is available in winter for a few months. Taramasalata is really easy to make and paler in colour than the disconcertingly bright pink ready-made equivalent.


3–4 slices good-quality white bread


250g (9oz) smoked cod roe


juice of 1–2 lemons, or to taste 50ml (2fl oz) sunflower oil


50ml (2fl oz) extra-virgin olive oil


Cut the crusts off the bread and soak the bread in water. Squeeze dry. Skin the cod’s roe and put it into the food processor with the bread and the lemon juice. Flick on the motor. Trickle in the oil gradually as though you are making mayonnaise. Transfer to a bowl, cover and refrigerate. The mixture will firm up as it cools.






Lamajun with Sesame and Thyme Leaves



Serves 6–8


I first tasted this version of Lebanese flat bread Lamajun in the market on Rue Pierre de Serbie, close to the Musée d’Arte Moderne in Paris. They are cooked on a concave stove called a sag which looks like an upturned wok. The beaming cook, who turned these lamajun out like hot cakes, had a little roller that he dipped in the zahtar, sesame and thyme mixture and used to cover the base evenly at the speed of light.


Topping


150 ml (¼ pint) extra-virgin olive oil


2 tablespoons dried thyme


4 tablespoons sesame seeds, toasted


½–1 teaspoon sea salt


Dough


275g (10oz) plain flour


225ml (8fl oz) natural yoghurt


Mix all the ingredients for the topping in a bowl.


Preheat a heavy iron frying pan and the grill.


Mix the flour with the yoghurt to form a soft dough. Take about 50g (2oz) of the dough and roll until it’s as thin as possible, using lots of flour. Spread the topping evenly over the dough, a brush works well. Put onto the hot pan (no oil needed) and cook for about 2 minutes or until golden on the bottom. Remove from the pan and slide on a hot baking sheet under the hot grill and cook for another 2–3 minutes.


Serve alone or with Hummus and Tabouleh.
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Courgettes with Tomato and Cumin



Serves 6–8


3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


2 garlic cloves, crushed


2 large onions, finely chopped


1 teaspoon freshly chopped cumin


450g (1lb) courgettes, sliced 1cm (½in) thick


salt and freshly ground pepper


2 tablespoons white wine vinegar


chilli powder


450g (1lb) very ripe tomatoes, peeled and chopped


a little sugar


Heat the olive oil in a casserole, add the crushed garlic, onions and cumin. Sweat for 4–5 minutes, add the courgettes, salt, pepper, vinegar and chilli powder.


Toss gently in the oil, add the chopped tomatoes, season with a little sugar. Cover and cook for 8–10 minutes or until the courgettes and tomato are soft.


Taste, correct the seasoning and serve at room temperature as part of a selection of mezzes or with lamb.






Broad Bean and Mint Dip



Serves 4


A fresh-tasting dip best made with fresh young broad beans, but frozen ones will do at a push. Serve with crudités or bread.


450g (1lb) fresh broad beans, shelled


leaves from 6–8 mint sprigs


3–4 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


about 2 tablespoons lemon juice, freshly squeezed


salt and freshly ground pepper


Garnish


sprigs of mint


Cook the broad beans in boiling water until tender (just a few minutes). Drain, reserving the cooking liquid. Rinse to refresh under running cold water. Put the beans into a food processor or blender. Add the mint, olive oil and lemon juice and mix to a purée, adding enough of the reserved cooking liquid to give a soft consistency. Season to taste with salt and pepper. Taste and adjust the levels of lemon and oil if necessary.


Transfer the dip to a small serving dish. Serve at room temperature, garnished with sprigs of mint.




How to Chargrill Aubergines


There are several ways to do this. Each method produces a slightly different taste.


1. Prick the aubergines in a few places. Roast whole in a hot oven for about 30 minutes, turning over from time to time – they will collapse and soften.


2. Prick the aubergines as above. Put them on a wire rack under the grill and turn them regularly until the skin is black and charred.


3. Chargrill the aubergines over an open fire or barbecue – delicious.


4. For almost the most delicious flavour of all, chargrill the aubergines over an open gas flame, turning regularly until blistered, charred and soft and miserable looking. Allow to cool, peel and use as desired.









Master Recipe
Aubergine Purée with Olive Oil and Lemon



Serves 6


This is one of my absolute favourite ways to eat aubergine. It is served all through the southern Mediterranean, and there are many delicious variations.


4 large aubergines


4–5 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


juice of 1–2 lemons, or to taste


salt and freshly ground pepper


Roast or grill the aubergines depending on the flavour you like. Allow to cool. Peel thinly, taking care to save every little morsel of flesh. Discard the skins and drain the flesh in a sieve or colander.


Transfer to a bowl, mash the purée with a fork or chop with a knife depending on the texture you like.


Add the olive oil and lemon juice, salt and pepper to taste.


Variations


Freshly crushed garlic may be added.


In Turkey some thick Greek yoghurt is often added. For this quantity of aubergine purée, allow 5–6 tablespoons yoghurt, and reduce the olive oil by half.


Mix with ricotta and freshly chopped herbs, e.g. marjoram. This makes a delicious ‘sauce’ for pasta.


A spicier version from Morocco. Add 1 teaspoon Harissa, 1 teaspoon freshly ground cumin and 2 tablespoons coarsely chopped coriander leaves.


Add some pomegranate molasses, as they do in Syria. About 3–4 tablespoons could be substituted for the fresh lemon juice.


Julia Wight’s Aubergine Purée


Follow the Master Recipe, adding:


2 small garlic cloves, finely chopped


½–1 teaspoon freshly ground and roasted cumin


1–2 tablespoons chiffonade of mint


juice of ½–1 lemon, freshly squeezed


freshly ground pepper or Chilli Pepper Oil


Mix well together and season to taste.






Pink Grapefruit and Pomegranate Sorbet



Serves 4–5


The jewel-like seeds of pomegranates look like glistening rubies, so appear festive. This sorbet is very versatile and may be served at the beginning, middle or end of a meal.


1 litre (1¾ pints) pink grapefruit juice (about 10 grapefruit)


about 225g (8oz) caster sugar


1 organic egg white (optional)


1–2 pomegranates


Garnish


2 pink grapefruit, cut into segments


pomegranate seeds


a little sugar


fresh mint leaves


8 chilled white side plates


Put the freshly squeezed grapefruit into a bowl, add the sugar and dissolve by stirring it into the juice. Taste. The juice should seem rather too sweet to drink: it will taste less sweet after the freezing. Cut the pomegranates in half around the ‘equator’. Open out and carefully flick the seeds into a bowl, discard the skin and all the yellow membrane.


Make the sorbet in one of the following 3 ways:


Method 1


Pour into the drum of an ice-cream maker or sorbetière and freeze for 20–25 minutes. Fold in the pomegranate seeds. Scoop out and serve immediately or store in a covered bowl in the freezer until needed.


Method 2


Pour the juice into a stainless steel or plastic container and put into the freezer. After about 4–5 hours when the sorbet is semi frozen, remove and whisk until granular. Return to freezer. Repeat several times. When almost frozen fold in the pomegranate seeds. Keep covered in the freezer until needed.


Method 3


If you have a food processor, simply freeze the sorbet completely in a covered stainless steel or plastic bowl, then break into large pieces and whizz for a few seconds. Add one slightly beaten egg white, whizz again for another few seconds, then return to the bowl. Fold in the pomegranate seeds. Freeze again until needed.


Before serving, chill the plates in a fridge or freezer. Then, put 1–2 scoops of sorbet on chilled plate, garnish with a few segments of pink grapefruit. Sprinkle with pomegranate seeds, spoon a little grapefruit juice over the segments, decorate with fresh mint leaves and serve immediately.


Note: For straight Pink Grapefruit Sorbet, simply omit the pomegranate seeds.
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Segmenting Citrus Fruit


[image: illustration]


1. With a sharp, preferably serrated knife, cut a slice off the top and bottom of the fruit in as far as the flesh.


[image: illustration]


2. Remove the skin and pith either in a spiral as though peeling an apple, or from the top to bottom in four or five pieces (easier, but more wasteful: holding the knife perpendicular, you need to follow the line of the pith). When every scrap of pith is removed hold the citrus fruit crossways in the palm of your hand over a bowl.


[image: illustration]


3. Cut in front of the membrane to, but not through, the centre. Then push the knife forward to remove the segment cleanly from the membrane. Cut in front of the next membrane, hold back the membrane with your thumb to give more leverage, then push the knife forward toward the outer edge of the fruit to remove the segment; it will drop into the bowl.


[image: illustration]


4. When all the segments have been removed, squeeze the membrane tightly in your hand over the bowl to catch the final drops of juice. If the segments are not needed immediately, store in a bowl just large enough to hold them. Cover with plastic film and refrigerate, otherwise those exposed to the air will oxidise and become bitter.









Grape and Grapefruit with Lovage or Mint



Serves 6


Fruit and fresh herb starters are popular at Ballymaloe. Pomelo, sweeties, ugli fruit or ordinary grapefruit can also be used.


3 pink grapefruit, peeled and segmented


30 grapes, peeled and de-seeded


3 teaspoons mint, finely chopped or 3 teaspoons lovage, finely chopped


about 3 teaspoons caster sugar


Combine the grapefruit and grapes in a bowl. Sprinkle with mint or lovage and sugar. Taste, and add more sugar if necessary. Chill before serving in a pretty white bowl with a sprig of mint on top.






Radishes with Butter, Crusty Bread and Sea Salt



When I was just 19, alone and frightened in Besançon in eastern France, a French girl took pity on me and invited me to have lunch with her in a café. We had a plate of charcuterie and radishes. I watched in fascination as she buttered her radishes, dipped them in sea salt and ate them greedily. I followed suit – I’ve never forgotten the flavour.


fresh radishes complete with leaves


butter pats


sea salt


crusty bread


Gently wash the radishes, trim the tail and the top of the leaves if they are large. Cut a chunk of butter into 1cm (½in) cubes. If you have butter pats, soak them in cold water and then roll each cube into a butter ball; drop them into a bowl of iced water.


To serve: put 7 or 8 chilled radishes on each plate, add 2 or 3 butter balls and a little mound of sea salt. Serve fresh crusty bread as an accompaniment.






Master Recipe
Asparagus on Toast with Hollandaise Sauce



Serves 4


This is a simple and gorgeous way to serve fresh asparagus during its short season in late spring. We feast on it in every possible way for those precious weeks – roast, chargrilled, in soups, frittatas, quiches… Don’t forget to dip some freshly cooked spears in a soft boiled egg for a simple luxury! This was my father-in-law’s favourite way to eat Irish asparagus.


One can buy a special, tall asparagus cooking pot – a real luxury but certainly worth the money if you cook asparagus regularly – however you can survive quite well with an oval casserole dish.


16–20 spears fresh green asparagus


4 slices homemade White Yeast Bread


butter


a little Hollandaise Sauce


Garnish


sprigs of chervil


Hold each spear of asparagus over your index finger down near the root end. It will snap at the point where it begins to get tough. Some people like to peel asparagus but we rarely do. Cook in about 2.5cm (1in) of boiling salted water in an oval cast iron casserole for 4–8 minutes or until a knife tip will pierce the root end easily.


Meanwhile toast the bread, spread with butter and remove the crusts. Place a piece of toast on a hot plate, put the asparagus on top and spoon a little Hollandaise sauce over. Garnish with a sprig of chervil and serve immediately.


Maltaise sauce is also a classic accompaniment to asparagus.






Seakale on Toast with Hollandaise Sauce



Serves 4–6


Seakale is an ‘old-fashioned’ perennial vegetable, often found in country house gardens. We look forward with great anticipation to its delicate flavour in spring. Quite apart from its gastronomic value, it is altogether a beautiful plant with its profusion of white flowers in Summer and bobbly seed heads in Autumn. Seek it out – it deserves to be better-known. Seakale tastes divine with wild salmon or Dublin bay prawns, and is delicious on toast with Hollandaise Sauce.


Follow the Master Recipe, but use:


450g (1lb) seakale


600ml (1 pint) water


1 teaspoon salt


50–75g (2–3oz) butter


toast


Hollandaise Sauce or melted butter


Wash the seakale gently and trim into manageable lengths – say 10cm (4in). Bring the water to a fast boil and add the salt. Add the seakale, cover and boil until tender – about 15 minutes.


Just as soon as a knife will pierce the seakale easily, drain and serve on hot plates with a little Hollandaise Sauce or melted butter and lots of toast.


Melon Sorbet with Lime Syrup


Ballymaloe Chutney Eggs


Oeufs Mimosa


Almspurses with Tomato Sauce


Rory’s ‘Blinis’






Warm Salads (Salades Tièdes)



Salades tièdes, or warm salads, are a legacy of the Nouvelle Cuisine movement which began in the early 1970s in France led by Michel Guérard. Even though they are called warm salads, salades tièdes have a base of lettuces and salad leaves that are tossed in a chosen dressing and topped with a few morsels of something hot and delicious, e.g. a few fat prawns, some scallops, goat’s cheese, roast vegetables, chicken or duck livers, bacon lardons, thinly sliced duck breast or duck confit, lamb’s kidney...the variety is endless. Roast vegetables or crispy potatoes or vegetable crisps may be added for contrast of texture and flavour.


Choose a selection of lettuces and salad leaves as a base; these will vary from season to season and can include finely shredded red cabbage in the winter. Some fresh herbs and herb flowers will enliven the flavour. Wash and dry and keep fresh in the fridge. The dressing can be made with olive, hazelnut, walnut or sesame oil and the vinegars may vary too – red or white wine, sherry, balsamic, rice vinegar – depending on the flavours in the salad.


The salad and dressings may be prepared ahead, as of course may vegetable crisps or caramelised shallots. However, they need to be tossed and assembled just before serving and the hot toppings cooked and added at the last minute.


Some good combinations:


Spicy chicken, rustic roast potatoes and mango relish


Lamb’s kidney tossed in marjoram, with oyster mushrooms and pink peppercorns


Chicken livers with julienne of apple and toasted hazelnuts


Salt and pepper squid with matchstick potatoes and sweet chilli sauce






Smoked Mackerel Salad with Beetroot and Horseradish Sauce on Baby Salad Leaves



Serve some 2.5cm (1in) pieces of smoked mackerel on a mixture of baby salad leaves, with 1cm (½in) dice of pickled beetroot and a few little blobs of horseradish sauce – a delicious combination dreamed up by Rory O’Connell at Ballymaloe.






Peppered Venison Salad with Horseradish Cream, Pommes Allumettes and Red Onions and Chives



Serves 4


A bit cheffy – one needs to do a bit of mise en place before putting this together but the combination of flavours is so worth the effort. A great starter but also a perfect light main course.


Dressing


2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


1 tablespoon sunflower oil


1 tablespoon wine vinegar


pinch of sea salt and pepper


pinch of sugar


pinch of English mustard powder


Pommes Allumettes


450g (1lb) loin of venison, trimmed of all fat and gristle and cut into 5mm (¼in) thick slices


4 tablespoons cracked pepper


extra-virgin olive oil for frying


salt to taste


4 handfuls of mixed salad leaves


½ red onion, thinly sliced and marinaded in 3 tablespoons sugar and 2 tablespoons vinegar and a pinch of salt for 10–15 minutes


Garnish


Horseradish Cream


2 tablespoons finely chopped chives


First make the dressing by whisking all the ingredients together. Store in a glass jar and shake to re-emulsify before use if necessary.


Cook the Pommes Allumettes and drain on kitchen paper and keep warm.


Brush one side of each slice of venison with olive oil and dip into the freshly cracked pepper. Season with salt. Heat a frying pan and when it is really hot sauté the venison in a little olive oil, cooking it for a few seconds on each side – until just medium.


Toss the salad leaves and divide between 4 large plates or 1 large serving dish. Place the cooked pommes allumettes on top of the leaves to form a ‘nest’. When the venison is cooked place on top of the potatoes. Arrange a few slices of red onion around the salad. Drizzle with horseradish cream and sprinkle with chopped chives. Serve immediately.






Master Recipe
Warm Salad with Duck Livers and Marigold Petals



Serves 4


selection of lettuce and salad leaves e.g. butterhead, iceberg, oakleaf, lollo rosso, curly endive and mysticana


1 dessert apple, peeled, cored and diced


10g (½ oz) butter


4–6 fresh duck livers, organic if possible, or if unavailable, chicken livers


salt and freshly ground pepper


10g (½oz) butter


Dressing


3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


1 tablespoon red wine vinegar


a little Dijon mustard


salt and freshly ground pepper


Garnish


1 tablespoon freshly chopped chives


chive flowers


marigold petals


Wash and dry the salad leaves and tear into bite-sized pieces. Whisk together the ingredients for the dressing. Fry the apple in a little butter until just soft and almost golden and taste – it may need a pinch of sugar. Keep warm. Wash and dry the livers and divide each into 2 pieces.


Just before serving, melt the second quantity of butter in a sauté pan, season the livers with salt and pepper and cook over a gentle heat, turning to cook on all sides – 5 minutes in all. While the livers are cooking, toss the salad leaves in just enough dressing to make them glisten.


Divide the salad between 4 large plates, sprinkle with the apple dice, divide the hot livers evenly between each salad. (They are very good slightly pink in the centre, but only if you like them that way!) Sprinkle with chives, chive flowers and marigold petals and serve immediately.


Variations


One can do lots of variations on this starter. One could also cook the fillet pieces from duck breasts quickly on a pan and slice them onto the salad.






Duck Confit Salad



Serves 4


Ingredients as Master Recipe but substitute 2 preserved duck legs (Confit de Canard) for the livers.


Preheat the oven to 180ºC/350ºF/gas 4. Remove the duck legs from the fat (it may be necessary to melt some of it). Roast for 15–20 minutes and then cook for 4–5 minutes on a hot grill pan to crisp the skin.


Strip the crispy duck from the bones and divide between the 4 plates of salad. Sprinkle with chopped chives, chive flowers and marigold petals as described above. Serve immediately.





Warm Salad of Lamb Kidneys, Glazed Shallots and Straw Potatoes


Serves 4


Kidneys from spring lamb are best because they are mild and tender. They are also inexpensive and cook in a few minutes. They will keep better if you buy them in their jackets of white fat as this seals them against the air.


Caramelised Shallots


450g (1lb) shallots, peeled


50g (2oz) butter


125ml (4fl oz) water


1–2 tablespoons sugar


salt and pepper


sprig of thyme or rosemary


Hazelnut Oil Dressing


3 tablespoons hazelnut oil


3 tablespoons sunflower oil


2 tablespoons white wine vinegar


¼ teaspoon Dijon mustard


salt, freshly ground pepper and a pinch of sugar


Selection of lettuces (e.g. butterhead, lollo rosso, curly endive, rocket, winter purslane, watercress etc.) – allow a generous handful per person for a starter portion


oil, for deep frying


1 large potato, 110–175g (4–6oz)


2 tablespoons olive oil


4 lamb’s kidneys trimmed of all fat and gristle and cut into 2cm (¾in) dice


salt and freshly ground pepper


1 tablespoon marjoram or thyme leaves


First prepare the shallots: put them with the butter, water, sugar, salt, pepper and herbs into a small saucepan. Bring to the boil and simmer, covered, until the shallots are nearly tender. Remove the lid and allow the juices to evaporate and caramelise, taking care they don’t burn.


Whisk together the ingredients for the dressing and set aside. Wash and dry the lettuces and salad leaves if necessary, break into bite-sized pieces and place into a deep salad bowl.


Heat good-quality oil in a deep fryer to 200°C (400°F). Peel the potato and cut into fine julienne strips on a mandolin, in a food processor or by hand. Wash off the excess starch with cold water, drain and pat dry. Deep fry the potato strips until they are golden brown, then keep warm to serve with the salad.


Finally, heat the olive oil in a frying pan and when hot, add the kidneys.


Season with salt and pepper, add the marjoram or thyme and cook over a medium heat until just cooked (some people like them slightly pink). Don’t overcook the kidneys or they will become tough.


While the kidneys are cooking, toss the lettuces with the dressing and divide between 4 plates. Put the warm shallots around each pile of salad, arrange the fried potato carefully on top of each shallot in a little pile. Finally sprinkle on the cooked kidneys straight from the pan. Serve immediately.


Warm Salad of Chicken Livers


We sometimes toss chicken livers in a little foaming butter and grated ginger. Spoon over a mixture of salad leaves. Garnish with Game Chips, wild garlic flowers and marigold petals.


Warm Salad of Goat’s Cheese with Walnut Dressing


Warm Salad of Bacon with Poached Egg and Cheese


Seared Beef Salad with Horseradish Mayonnaise and French Fried Onions
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Smoked Mackerel Pâté with Fennel on Melba Toast



Serves 4


Cooked smoked salmon, fresh salmon, trout or herring may be substituted in this recipe.


110g (4oz) undyed smoked mackerel, free of skin and bone


50–75g (2–3oz) softened butter


¼ teaspoon finely snipped fennel


½ teaspoon lemon juice


½–1 garlic clove, crushed to a paste


salt and freshly ground pepper


Melba toast


Garnish


sprigs of chervil and tomato concassé


Whizz all the ingredients in a food processor or by hand. Season with salt and pepper to taste. Add more lemon juice and garlic if necessary – it should be well seasoned. Serve in little individual pots or in slices if a larger quantity is made and set in a loaf tin.


This pâté can be piped in rosettes onto 5mm (¼in) thick slices of cucumber, Melba toast, crisp croûtons or savoury biscuits. Garnish each with a sprig of fennel and fennel or chervil flowers, if available.






Crab Pâté with Cucumber and Dill Salad



Serves 8–10


This pâté, which is made in a flash once you have the crab meat to hand, can be served in lots of different ways (see Little Pots of Pâté). We make it into a cylinder and roll it in chopped parsley for extra posh! If it is set in a loaf tin it can be sliced and served with a salad.


150g (5oz) mixed brown and white cooked crab meat


110g (4oz) softened butter


1–2 teaspoons flat-leaf parsley, finely chopped


1 medium garlic clove, crushed


few grinds black pepper


fresh lemon juice to taste


Ballymaloe Tomato Relish or tomato chutney (optional)


3 tablespoons finely chopped flat-leaf parsley


Cucumber and Dill Salad


Garnish


flat-leaf parsley, fennel or chervil


fennel or chive flowers, if available


Mix all ingredients together in a bowl or, better still, whizz them in a food processor. Taste carefully and continue to season until you are happy with the flavour: it may need a little more lemon juice or garlic. Form the pâté into a cylinder, roll up in greaseproof paper, twist the ends like a Christmas cracker and chill until almost firm.


Spread one-quarter sheet of greaseproof paper out on the work top, sprinkle the chopped parsley over the paper, unwrap the pâté and roll it in the parsley so that the surface is evenly coated. Wrap it up again and refrigerate until needed.


Make the Cucumber and Dill Salad. Then arrange circles of cucumber slices on chilled plates and put 1 or more 5mm (¼in) thick slices of pâté in the centre of each. Garnish with parsley, fennel or chervil and fennel or chive flowers if available. Serve with crusty white bread or hot toast.
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