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Introduction


This year marks fifteen years since The Cranks Bible was first published – and it seems like an excellent time to revisit the book and all that it stands for. In the years since its initial publication, the food revolution has gathered momentum, and healthy eating has become a global phenomenon. We are, and rightly so, demanding good food that is responsibly sourced, organically grown and sensitively cooked.


Veganism has moved from the fringes to become commonplace. Raw food eating has a devoted following. And there has been an explosion of new (to us) ingredients. When I first wrote The Cranks Bible, quinoa was just beginning to make an appearance – light and easily digested by most, it held the promise of good health, immunity and nourishment for both body and soul. Now the vogue is for cacao in its purest form, chia seeds, almonds, blueberries, broccoli sprouts, fermented foods, coconut in all its guises: milk, cream, sugar, flakes, flour and oil.


A new generation of ‘clean eating’ foodies has emerged, influenced by the wholefood tables of the Sixties and Seventies – the scene into which Cranks first opened its doors for lovers of fresh, vibrant and ethically-sourced ingredients. And in no time over the last twenty years has the Cranks philosophy of nature knows best been more pertinent.


A seismic change is taking place and many of the items that parade as food on our supermarket shelves are being recognised for the negative effects they have on our health and wellbeing. But I am keen to urge caution too. While we know more now than we did, we still do not see the whole picture. The answer might not be to eliminate ingredients from our diet, demonizing first one then the other – fat one decade, sugar the next, dairy the one after that …


For me, the real food revolution begins at home. Start growing your own food, even if it’s just herbs in pots. Get your hands dirty. Re-establish the connection between what comes out of the ground and what you put in your mouth. Turn your back by all means on food that is processed beyond recognition but know the difference. A burger or lasagne mass-produced in a soulless factory with the



addition of umpteen additives is a far cry from a burger or a lasagne lovingly made at home with natural, well-sourced ingredients.


My philosophy is everything in moderation and a little of what you fancy does you good. I am not going to give you a puritanical list of dos and don’ts, shoulds and shouldn’ts. Many of the recipes in this book are gluten-free, some omit dairy and sugar, but the emphasis is always on taste and enjoyment. There are treats and indulgences, such as a rich and silky chocolate mousse cake (here) and passion-fruit ice-cream (here). There are hearty and warming dishes to share, such as root vegetable casserole with herb dumplings (here) and my take on the classic Cranks dish of homity pie (here) which uses potatoes sautéed until golden and wholemeal pastry folded with a generous quantity of butter. I still assemble these pies in heart-shaped tins because food is about love – for the body, mind and soul.


The recipes in this book are timeless: they often have ancient roots, even when they are made contemporary through new methods and flavour combinations. They make use of ingredients many of our grandparents would have enjoyed, and they assume a degree of responsibility on the part of the cook and the mouths he or she feeds.


Fight the good fight but put food in its right place, share in the bonhomie it encourages and enjoy. Everything else is unnecessary complication.


Nadine Abensur, 2016











Cashew nut butter brownies
by competition winner, Nicette Ammar


It’s the Cranks belief that nobody knows great tasting, wholesome vegetarian food better than its fans, so to celebrate this new edition Cranks ran a competition asking its followers on Twitter and Facebook to create a recipe to be featured in the book. The winner was Nicette Ammar, whose cashew nut butter brownies combine sumptuous dark chocolate with wholemeal flour and healthy cashews for an irresistible treat.


Nicette’s association with Cranks goes back for longer than she cares to remember. As a teenager, she frequented the Dartington branch of Cranks when it first opened – and she fondly remembers the sustaining power of the cheese baps and date slices! She blogs about her love of food at Tin & Thyme: Tales from a Cornish Kitchen.
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SERVES 12


150 g/5 oz dark chocolate


80 g/3 oz coconut oil


200 g/7 oz rapadura/dried cane juice (light brown sugar can be used as an alternative to raw sugar if preferred)


3 large eggs


60 g/2 oz wholemeal flour


1 heaped tsp cocoa powder


½ tsp bicarbonate of soda


½ tsp cream of tartar


2 heaped tbsp cashew nut butter





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


Melt the chocolate and coconut oil together in a large pan over a low heat until smooth. Remove the pan from the heat and stir in the rapadura, then beat in the eggs, one at a time. Sift the dry ingredients into the mixture and stir until just combined. Pour the mixture into a 20-cm/10-inch square silicone mould or lined tin.


Spoon the cashew nut butter on top and then swirl amongst the batter to distribute evenly. Bake in the middle of the preheated oven for 25 minutes or until almost firm, but with a slight wobble in the middle. Take the brownies out of the oven and allow them to cool before cutting into 12 squares.









spring & summer vegetables


Even if spring is off to a slow start, you’ll find artichokes from Italy, locally grown rocket and precious Jersey Royals to take home in proper paper bags. As the pace builds up, revel in bundles of English asparagus and be justifiably proud. Enjoy crisp, sweet peas in the pod and diminutive broad beans. Then, as summer and heaven let loose, I hardly need tell you that apart from the drippingly ripe fruit, there are salad vegetables from the four corners of the earth. Pray for a little sunshine and take it all outdoors, borrowing freely from the inspiration and cooking of the Mediterranean.
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Peppers


Watercress


Avocado


Artichoke


Asparagus


Aubergine


Tamari


Fennel


Fennel and almond soup with cardamom


This is my fifth cookery book, so I approach writing about fennel with a sense of trepidation mixed with déjà vu. How can I once again sing its praises with such abandon or recount childhood memories once more? How can I not? I know it has its detractors, those who recoil at the aniseed flavour (so gentle, benevolent and healing when cooked).


I’ve seen a pendulum swing though, since fennel’s slow re-introduction to the British palate. Fewer people than before turn their noses up at it.


I have harboured a passion for fennel since I was very small. I remember it piled high in Moroccan markets, and I would stroke its generous soft fronds – a far cry from the individually wrapped bulbs of modern food emporiums. We never bought it singly, piece by piece, but by the kilo, carried home in multi-coloured rope baskets.


Few things awaken nostalgia in me quite like fennel and, despite the fact that it is now commonly available, it never feels commonplace. This should always be true but I experience a sense of gratitude every single time I cook and eat it: definitely one of my desert island top 10.
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SERVES 4–6


2 tbsp sunflower oil, preferably organic


1 small onion or 1 shallot, finely sliced


600 g/1 lb 5 oz (3 large or 4 smaller) fennel bulbs, quartered, the green fronds reserved


2 garlic cloves


5 cardamom pods


600 ml/1 pint light vegetable stock or hot water with ½ tsp Marigold bouillon powder


25 g/scant 1 oz ground almonds


2 tbsp double cream


Salt and white pepper


Silky soups


Please always take liquid measurements in soups as a guideline. You might need to add a little more or a little less liquid than I suggest. My idea of smooth is super smooth, you might like more texture.





Heat the sunflower oil in a frying pan, add the sliced onion and fry until transparent. Add the fennel quarters, garlic cloves and the cardamom, seeds only.


Toss about for a minute and then add half the stock or water. Cover with a lid, bring to the boil and simmer gently for 15 minutes until the fennel is soft and translucent white.


Now add the rest of the liquid as well as the ground almonds and blend until reassuringly velvety smooth. Stir in the cream and add salt and pepper to taste. You can adjust the consistency with a little extra water or stock if necessary.


Serve with a few delicate fennel fronds placed lightly on top.


PEPPERS


[image: images]


Peppers or capsicums have their origins in the Americas and are a genus which include any species including chilli. When I refer to them, I nearly always mean red, though the yellow and orange and the rarer purple are good to eat too, all being pretty similar in taste, with the red ones sweetest of all.


I cannot stand green peppers and I hardly know of anyone who can. They are indigestible, repeat on you like cheap music and they taste like grass only worse. I was brought up on grilled, charred peppers, lying in slippery strips with very finely minced garlic, a drizzle of oil, sometimes a little lemon. It would never have occurred to us to eat an unpeeled pepper, ratatouille being the one exception I can think of to that rule. Even the most sensitive constitutions can usually handle them thus.
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OTHER RECIPES USING PEPPERS


Roasted red pepper soup with aubergine caviar and Greek yoghurt


Grilled vegetables in a ring or rough and ready


A stupendously good vegetable brochette


Puy lentils with roasted vegetables


An over-the-top roasted veg lasagne


Paella


Rouille


Roasted red pepper soup with aubergine caviar and Greek yoghurt


Red pepper soup is everywhere now, but when I first ate it about 12 years ago at Sally Clarke’s in Kensington, it seemed exquisitely novel.


England was just waking up to Mediterranean food and charred vegetables, as if some of us hadn’t been brought up on them. I remember the incredulous looks somewhere between horror and fascination on the faces of some of the first people to whom I taught vegetarian classes when I grilled the peppers black. Anyway, I immediately adopted red pepper soup into my repertoire and made it for many a professional engagement.


I served it then, as now, with the accompaniment also first gleaned in that elegant restaurant – aubergine caviar. I like to keep the soup as true to its name as possible, though I’ve seen it cheapened with onion or red lentils, both of which detrimentally affect both the blood-red hue and the intensity of flavour. Occasionally I replace the aubergine caviar with a black olive concasse (see here), spooned on to the soup or served separately on delicately toasted sliced ficelle.


And sometimes I serve creamy, sharp Greek yoghurt, left plain or scented with a little zest of lime.
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SERVES 6


8 red peppers


1 plump garlic clove


A dash of Tabasco


1 litre/2 pints of light vegetable stock and a little more if necessary


Salt and freshly ground black pepper


For the garnish


1 large or 2 small aubergines, cut into rough 1-cm /½-inch cubes


60 ml/2 fl oz light olive oil


1 garlic clove, finely chopped


250 g/9 oz Greek yoghurt or soured cream or crème fraîche


2 perfect spring or salad onions, green part only, finely and neatly sliced on the diagonal





Place the peppers under a very hot grill until the skins are charred on all sides, taking care not to overdo them, so that the flesh remains as



unblemished a red as possible. Discard any part of the flesh which may have become black. Set the peppers aside to cool in a bowl covered with a clean tea towel or in a polythene bag, so that the rising steam loosens the skin from the flesh. Discard both this and the seeds, though catch what sweet juices you can in a bowl. These are so precious that I don’t run the peppers under cold water.


Blend the red peppers, the chopped garlic clove, a dash of Tabasco, a little stock and a pinch of salt to a thick red cream. Transfer to a saucepan and warm gently for a few minutes, adding the rest of the stock and stirring to smooth out any lumps, but don’t let the soup boil.


To make the garnish, fry the chopped aubergine in the heated oil, together with the finely chopped garlic and salt and pepper. I let the aubergine disintegrate somewhat so it is a good balance of creamy flesh amply flecked with shiny black skin.


Alternative concasse


Simply pit a load of your favourite black olives and chop them very small. There are olive pastes, of course, but I prefer this grainier homemade version. If you want to make it more like a tapenade, add about 2 tablespoons capers to 450 g/1 lb olives, as well as freshly ground black pepper and olive oil to bind.


A soup with yellow peppers


4 yellow peppers, seeded


4 medium-sized potatoes, peeled


1 red onion, sliced


1 carrot


1 stick celery


Garlic, to taste


Extra virgin olive oil


1 litre/2 pints vegetable stock and a little more if necessary


A dash of double cream


Salt and freshly ground black pepper


A sprig of basil





Chop the vegetables fairly small and stir-fry in a little hot oil. You can include the yellow peppers here or grill and peel them as in the soup above, but you must take care not to blemish the flesh.


Blend the softened vegetables with the stock until very smooth. Return to a pan and heat, but not to boiling point, adding the cream to make it even smoother. Season to taste.


Stir the basil sprig in for a minute and fish out. Both soups are good with a day-old baguette, cut into cubes and fried.


Alternative peppers


For the perfect stuffed pepper I suggest you try the elegant, long Romesco peppers, which are much sweeter. Roast them to just limp no more, not as floppy or sinuous as you would if you were eating them in oil-doused strips. Then make a fresh and last-minute filling either of cannellini beans, slivers of black olives and sunblushed tomatoes, or with a medley of diced, lightly salted summer vegetables, including fennel, courgettes, aubergine, more red pepper, red onion, a little chilli, a bundle of herbs roughly chopped, some flakes of Maldon Sea Salt, bococcini and the all essential extra virgin olive oil.


Roasted tomato soup with garlic cream


People have looked on incredulously when I’ve made this. I mean, isn’t tomato soup supposed to come from a tin? But I can’t help it, I love making soups and this is one of my favourites.


What matters most is that the tomatoes are blood red and ripe so really there’s not much point in thinking about making this except at the height of summer. Vine tomatoes work well or those ‘grown for flavour’. In Cranks Light (W&N, 1998) I insist that, despite the preciousness of it, cherry tomatoes actually make the best soup and I still believe this.


But whatever you do, don’t end up buying endless little plastic boxes – they are much cheaper bought loose. Some of the baby plum tomatoes are extremely sweet and fragrant and they roast to sugar sweet with a sharp edge. Even a mixture of tomatoes will do to make up the quantity. My garden-grown ones are usually absolutely delicious but the skins are so tough that blitzing them to death like this in a soup is perhaps the best thing for them.


I do sieve. I like my soups velvety smooth but I acknowledge that this is a matter of taste and of temperament. I make (or used to make) plenty of tomato soups by blanching the tomatoes, skinning and deseeding them. But I must say that roasting them on a high heat, as in this recipe, concentrates their sugars and really intensifies the flavours, so the other option is no longer open to me. Plus it’s a relief not to have to fiddle about with skin and seed removal. It does mean that the sieving is more crucial than before, but it’s a price worth paying.


A piece of molten Brie instead of cream dunked in is as good as anything. Serve with some good French bread or some spongy country loaf warmed through to wipe the bowl clean. You could forget about the dairy in the soup altogether and replace it with a glug of the best olive oil you possess.
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SERVES 6


4 tbsp olive oil


3 kg/61½ lb cherry or vine tomatoes


200 g/7 oz red onions, chopped


6 garlic cloves


A small handful of fresh basil sprigs


½–1 tsp caster sugar


A dash of Tabasco


1 tbsp sundried tomato purée


Salt and freshly ground black pepper


Small basil leaves for garnish


6 tbsp Greek yoghurt or crème fraîche or 4 tbsp double cream


For the garlic cream


3 whole heads of garlic, cut in half


Olive oil for drizzling


Sea salt





Preheat the oven to 200°C/400°F/gas mark 6. In a large oven tray, drizzle half the oil over the tomatoes, season with salt and pepper and shake about to coat.


Roast the tomatoes for about 15 minutes in the hot oven until the skins are blistered, shrivelling and charred in places.


Meanwhile heat the rest of the oil in a pan and fry the onion until it is soft and transparent, seasoning it with salt and pepper. Then blitz the lot in a blender (or add the tomatoes to the pan of onions and use a hand-held blender – affectionately known around my home as a ‘noisy noisy’ – to blend smooth).


Return to a clean pan. Add the peeled garlic cloves, sugar, Tabasco and tomato purée, and, towards the end, the sprigs of basil, left on the stalk so you can fish them out easily.


Simmer gently for 10–15 minutes. By this time the garlic will be as soft as butter so you can leave it where it is. The dilapidated basil can come out and be replaced with decoratively small leaves, sprinkled like confetti over each bowlful. The soup will have thickened and reddened. You may need to thin it down with about 200 ml/7 fl oz boiling water or light vegetable stock.


To make the garlic cream, cut the whole heads of garlic in half, baste with olive oil and season with a little sea salt. Roast for 30 minutes, wrapped in foil until the garlic is quite soft. Either squeeze out the sweet, pungent flesh yourself into a small dish so people can spread it on warm bread or bring a plate of the roasted half heads to the table and let people get their own hands dirty!


To finish, you can either stir in the double cream just before serving or, if you prefer not to intrude on the perfectly deep red, serve it separately or whirled on top. The yoghurt or crème fraîche are both best added in a thick rounded spoonful to each bowl.


WATERCRESS
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Always better in bunches than in sweaty plastic bags (is there anything that is not), these aristocratic leaves, at once peppery and refreshing, succulent and elegant, provide a leaf to be generous with.


And you’ll almost certainly be buying British – great fields of it, spring-water-fed, have thrived here since the 19th century. Sybil Kapoor says she stores her watercress by first trimming the stalks, wrapping them in very wet kitchen paper, then placing this in a plastic bag, inflated with air like a balloon and sealed before storing in the salad drawer of a fridge. Otherwise eating on the day of purchase is the best advice I can offer you, short of buying it in ice-packed boxes.


Use watercress as you might use spinach, wilted with butter, in a lightly set tart. My mother often serves it with chicory. It goes well with a mustard dressing and is in fact of the same family. It makes a fabulous fat-slicing pesto for sweet potato or pumpkin gnocchi, as well as for pasta.


It goes as well with Parmesan as rocket does, and is a lot less expensive without being cheap. And, of course, there is the soup, which has to be one of the most sophisticated in the world, a fact not dimmed by its popularity.
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OTHER RECIPES USING WATERCRESS


A watercress soup


A brilliant green salad


Six potato salads


Baby broad beans, baby spinach and poached quail’s eggs


Watercress pesto


Cranks wholemeal bread


A watercress soup


I only have to hear the word and I am always and without fail transported to a time circa 1986 when I made this for 60 people, and found myself fanatically plucking each leaf from its stalk. And when I say fanatically, I mean fanatically.


I had recurring dreams of watercress for a week. Thank goodness I’ve loosened up a bit: though I will still exhort you to pluck, I don’t expect quite such perfectionism. It’s just that I prefer to reserve the stalks for the soup’s very own stock and I cannot abide lazy watercress soups, which are more string than silk.


[image: images]


SERVES 6


600 g/1 lb 5 oz watercress


100 g/4 oz butter


450 g/1 lb potatoes, roughly diced


2 garlic cloves, finely slivered


60 ml/2 fl oz double cream, plus extra for garnish


Salt and freshly ground black pepper


For the stock


1 medium onion, sliced


3 spring onions, sliced


A small handful of green beans


3 sticks celery and leaves if possible


1 garlic clove, chopped


Stalks from the watercress


1.8 litres/3 pints water


A few basil leaves


Advance warning


If you want to make the soup in advance, do everything bar adding the cream and it’ll keep refrigerated overnight; don’t leave it any longer though or it will tarnish. Reheat very gently with the cream and serve, or just remove from the fridge, allow it to mellow and serve cold.





Pluck the watercress leaves from the stalks and reserve the stalks for the stock.


Place all the stock ingredients, except for the basil, in a large saucepan. Bring to the boil and simmer gently for 1 hour, adding the basil leaves for the last few minutes only.


While that’s bubbling away, melt the butter in a heavy-bottomed saucepan and add the potatoes. Sauté gently for 10 minutes without allowing them to turn even the slightest bit brown – they simply need to soften and become waxy.


Season with salt and pepper, stir and add the mound of watercress leaves, one handful at a time, followed by one ladleful of stock and



the garlic. Stir, cover with a lid and simmer delicately for 10 minutes, stirring often and adding a little more stock if you see any danger of sticking.


Blend in a food processor until as smooth as a machine can do it and pass through a fine sieve. The soup is now a thick forest-green cream and it needs to be returned to the pan, together with the rest of the stock and stirred gently to stop lumps from forming and for just long enough to touch boiling point. Remove from the heat at that crucial moment.


Stir in the cream at the last moment, adjust the seasoning, warm through and serve.


A brilliant green salad


The best green salads do not come out of a supermarket packet. End of story. Any of the fragile leaves you might be interested in will invariably arrive home bruised and tattered, and woe betide you if you think you can keep a half packet for the next day – they become limp, flaccid and half rotten.


So what’s the answer? Well, if designer leaves are what you are after, you had better get growing. Rocket is probably the easiest of all to grow in tubs or flower beds. Just six weeks will give you a harvest. Dandelion grows anywhere and everywhere, just pick the youngest leaves. The same holds true for nasturtiums – they grow with such profligacy, even in a confined box, that you should be well stocked with leaves all summer. Their vibrant flowers, left whole or finely shredded, are sweet and juicy yet have an invigorating kick of hot mustard.


Baby spinach also grows easily, even in my tiny town garden. Again, keep picking the young leaves – when it comes to salads, you should not be afraid to apply some ruthless ageism. Watercress, in thick-stemmed, full-leafed bunches, is usually fantastic. Baby beet leaves are sometimes available from organic vegetable suppliers and their deep ruby red spines look marvellous against the green.


Also worth buying are young heads of chicory, white- or ruby-tipped (rare and exquisite), a still plump oak leaf and, if you are lucky, a thin head of trevise. All this, lightly tossed in some extra virgin olive oil, with a couple of dashes of good balsamic vinegar or a good squeeze of lemon, a few crystals of sea salt crushed between the fingers and a twist or two from the black pepper mill, provides rabbit food fit for a queen.


If the supermarket is your only option, go for the baby gems, salade de Romaine or Cos lettuces. Even an iceberg lettuce will do nicely, torn into chunks and spiced up with a thick, yellow, mustard dressing. A meal at my parents’ house never ends without this. It’s a very good, easily learned habit.


A true Caesar salad


This is the classic Caesar salad, made famous by Caesar Cardini in the 1920s and all but vegetarian to begin with, though you’d hardly know it in these days of bacon or chicken additions.


Use the pale leaves of the lettuce only and save the dark green outer leaves for a separate occasion, braised with petits pois for example or shredded and braised into soup. There are few better first-course salads in my opinion, especially when there’s a huge meal to follow, but more to the point I feel bound to provide a starter and I need a little extra time for things to finish off, heat through or set and I want to keep the company occupied as well as whet their appetite. Half moons of avocado at their buttery best are the only addition I might make.
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SERVES 6


3 large, crisp Cos lettuces


1 baguette, sliced, for croûtons


2 large garlic cloves


175 ml/6 fl oz olive oil


2 large organic, free-range eggs, coddled for exactly 1 minute


Juice of 1 lemon


Worcestershire sauce (there are vegetarian brands, otherwise this is optional)


Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


30 g/1 oz Parmesan, freshly grated





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


Separate the inner leaves of the lettuces, wash and place in a colander to drain.


Rub the baguette with the garlic cloves, until softened by the garlic juices. Cut it into bite-sized pieces and coat generously with olive oil. Bake in the oven for about 20 minutes until crisp and golden.


Break the coddled eggs into a large bowl and add the lemon juice and several generous splashes of Worcestershire sauce, if using. Add a good pinch of sea salt, black pepper and the rest of the olive oil and then ever so lightly mix in the croûtons and Parmesan. Transfer the leaves to a salad bowl, then gently mix in the egg dressing and croûtons.


Serve immediately.


The definitive goat’s cheese salad


This is a typical 1990s salad, which has joined ranks with all the great classics. But as always, it must be done properly. Already, it has become debased by the mediocre versions passing under its name. But if you keep it simple and use a good-quality goat’s cheese, some thick-leaved, wild peppery rocket, a few fresh wet walnuts (but only in September or October) and a few drops of the delicate but pervasive walnut oil, you’ll be most of the way there.


To me, this simplest and excellent version begs for a little acidity, something sharp. So Dijon mustard and a little lemon juice or some good balsamic vinegar go into the dressing and I scatter a few quarters of oven-dried tomatoes over the top. Young baby spinach leaves or watercress can be used instead of rocket.
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SERVES 6


6 slices of baguette, 2 cm/1 inch thick


225 g/8 oz Golden Cross Chèvre, cut into slices


450 g/1 lb wild rocket


A small handful of flat-leaf parsley, washed and picked


18 or more pieces oven-dried tomatoes (see here)


18 wet walnuts, shelled and halved, with whatever skin can be removed (optional)


For the dressing


1 tsp Dijon mustard


1 garlic clove, finely chopped


30 ml/1 fl oz fresh lemon juice or balsamic vinegar


1 shallot, very finely chopped


30 ml/1 fl oz walnut oil plus extra for drizzling onto the bread


30 ml/1 fl oz light olive oil, plus a little extra for drizzling onto the bread


Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper





Preheat the grill to high.


Make the dressing first, by whisking the mustard, garlic, lemon or vinegar and the shallot together. Drizzle in the oils, whisking all the while until you have an emulsion. Season with salt and pepper and set aside.


Place the bread slices under the hot grill until golden brown and, while hot, drizzle with a little of the oils and season with salt and pepper. Place a slice of Chèvre on each piece and return to the grill



for about 2 minutes, until the cheese is slightly melted and barely starting to colour – it should be soft and warm but not dry.


Meanwhile, toss the rocket with the parsley and judiciously add the dressing. Turn over very gently so as not to bruise the leaves and divide between six plates.


Carefully place the goat’s cheese croûtes on top and serve immediately with a few pieces of oven-dried tomatoes and a few walnuts scattered over the top.


Nadine’s hot Niçoise


Niçoise has taken such an ignominious battering – but how can throwing a few dull olives, a hard-boiled egg and some dried-up tuna on to some insipid cucumber and underripe tomato ever come up to much, even with a few (flaccid) green beans plonked on for good measure? So empty trash and start again.


Well there’s no tuna here but its replacement – good, fat, juicy seared fillets of field mushrooms – more than makes up for it. The egg is gently coddled and all of a warm tremble. Every ingredient is here to do something, say something, contribute something. Assemble with subtly controlled abandon.
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SERVES 4


300 g/11 oz green beans, topped and tailed


2 large flat open-cap mushrooms, or 3 portobello mushrooms, thickly sliced and brushed with 2 tsp tamari


500 g/1 lb 2 oz new potatoes, preferably waxy, cut in half


Oil for shallow-frying


4 large organic, free-range eggs


2 Little Gem lettuces


20 pieces semi-dried or roasted tomatoes – the equivalent of about 6 whole tomatoes, cut and roasted


12 oily black olives


For the dressing


6 tbsp olive oil


2 tsp English mustard


1½ tbsp balsamic vinegar


4 garlic cloves, crushed


Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper





Make up the dressing by simply putting all the ingredients in a screw-top jar and shaking vigorously. Set aside.


Prepare the beans, mushrooms and potatoes as described, then blanch the green beans in salted boiling water for 5 minutes. Refresh and set aside. In the same pan, boil the potatoes until cooked. Drain.


Baste the mushrooms lightly in the dressing and add to a hot griddle pan. Cook until lightly charred. It’s best to use a heavy cast-iron griddle pan for this. Remove and set aside. Repeat with the green beans, using just a little more of the dressing. Set aside.


Now wipe the pan clean with a piece of kitchen paper and add 2



tablespoons oil to it. Sauté the potatoes till golden, crisp and tender.


Meanwhile bring the eggs to the boil in a pan of water that starts off cold for exactly 6 minutes from the moment it reaches boiling point. The whites should be completely set but the yolks still runny. Refresh under a cold tap while you shell very carefully.


Separate, wash and pat dry the lettuce leaves. Line a salad bowl with the leaves. Mix the green beans, mushrooms, tomatoes and potatoes together with the remaining dressing and set upon the lettuce leaves. Cut the eggs in half and put on top with the black olives. Serve at once.


AVOCADO
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I first tasted avocado at the age of four, with my father. It was a first for him too and he was eating it with sugar and Cointreau. This extraordinary combination has become a bit of a family classic.


I also make an ice-cream blending an avocado with double cream and sugar, sometimes mixed with pistachio halva and it is exquisite. Contact with air, as everyone knows, is the greatest enemy of the soft, delicate, buttery flesh. It soon oxidises and goes brown and bitter, so must be eaten immediately or doused in lemon juice or some other citrus, which puts off the offending process briefly.


Avocados can stay on their huge, shiny-leaved trees for up to nine months and begin to ripen 24 hours after being picked. Still, the fruit may take anything between four and ten days to ripen properly and is best done at room temperature, so take them home and nurse them. There is a welcome trend in supermarkets of selling avocados in packs of two, one ready to eat and one not yet quite ripe. The flesh of a perfect avocado should yield slightly to gentle pressure – handle with care and sensitive fingers – especially at the top and there should be no discoloration of the skin.


With all your best efforts, eating an avocado at its peak of perfection can be a bit of a hit-or-miss affair, so though they can be expensive, it is worth buying more than you need, especially if you have an occasion in mind. A bunch of bananas kept in the same bowl speeds up the ripening.
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OTHER RECIPES USING AVOCADO


Mango, papaya and avocado salad


Avocado action


Sweet potato salad with avocado and roasted tofu


Flageolet salad with rocket, lemon and feta


Rice bites


Tamari, lemon and balsamic dressing with chilli and garlic


Mango, papaya and avocado salad


I have been making this salad for years and years: proof is that it appears in The New Cranks Recipe Book (W&N, 1996) and, even before that, quite similarly in Secrets from a Vegetarian Kitchen (Pavilion, 1996). There’s nothing worse than becoming self-referential but I am rather attached to it – I mean the salad of course!


It isn’t always of these proportions or even quite of these components but usually something like. It has the sensuality of sweet, sharp, bitter, salt, heat. The walnuts should be fresh and wet with skins that peel off like silk. The blueberries must be plump and sweet, the avocado home-ripened, buttery-yellow, soft-green. The mango must be as ripe and bright as a setting sun; the papaya fragrant, perfumed, ripened and pink; the raspberries swollen, sharp, complex, evanescent, English. And the Dolcelatte should be creamy, soft and gently veined.


I am not much of a drinker but I might eat this as a starter with a fine, mildly sweet and fruity wine – even one of the less cloyingly sweet dessert wines.
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SERVES 2


1 fragrant mango


1 ripe papaya


1 Hass avocado


100 g/4 oz pineapple (optional)


1 small handful fresh coriander, loosely picked off in small sprigs


60 g/2 oz Dolcelatte, crumbled


60 g/2 oz raspberries, including half a dozen to crush into the dressing


60 g/2 oz blueberries


60 g/2 oz shelled walnuts, wet


Freshly ground black pepper


For the dressing


2 tbsp olive oil


200 ml/7 fl oz fresh orange juice


1 generous tsp grain mustard


The reserved raspberries





Cut the mango, papaya and avocado into even slices, the pineapple into cored half or quarter moons of a similar size, and gently mix together with the coriander and black pepper.


Mix the dressing ingredients together, add the reserved, crushed raspberries, and pour over the salad.


Scatter the cheese, whole raspberries, blueberries and walnuts on top. Serve at once.


Avocado action


Avocado with vinaigrette may be a cliché but is popular for the simple reason that it works and is delicious, though a good olive oil, salt and pepper is often all you need. Also try blending the flesh of ripe, untainted avocados with a little water and light olive oil, lemon juice and crushed garlic, some salt and pepper. Not a guacamole but light, creamy, mousse-like and an exquisite shade of soft green.


Sourdough bread is good with it as, rather bizarrely you might think, is a sprinkling of ground cumin, especially added to a light vinaigrette.


Tossed in perfect half moons with wide-leaved organic watercress and cherry tomatoes – yellow and red – as well as a few crushed walnuts and some cumin-marinated olives for good measure, this is another full-flavoured salad and one you can play about with. Slivers or strips of warm, lightly blanched celeriac, fried mushroom slices, chargrilled peppers, whole roasted, honeyed cloves of garlic, even crumbly cubes of feta – all would go well with a cumin dressing (see here).


Finally, as yet another alternative to conventional vinaigrette, blend the ripe avocado and seasonings as above but this time, instead of stopping with the water when it resembles a mousse, continue till it is of pourable consistency. You can add a very finely chopped spring onion or two or a handful of finely snipped chives.


Petits pois omelette


Am I having a laugh? Well actually I am deadly serious. This is a tribute to all the poor souls who, when they ask for a vegetarian option, are endlessly presented with an omelette – and generally one that is far removed from this pale, fluffy, light as goose down and dangerously wobbly affair.
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MAKES 2


4 large organic, free-range eggs


6 tbsp double cream


1 tsp chives, snipped


2 knobs butter


Salt and white pepper


For the filling


4 tbsp petits pois


A knob of butter


2 lettuce leaves, finely shredded


Salt and freshly ground black pepper





First blanch the petits pois for about 3 minutes and drain, reserving the cooking water.


Melt the butter in a small saucepan, add the shredded lettuce and the peas as well as a spoonful or two of the reserved cooking liquid. Season with salt and pepper and set aside but keep warm.


Crack the eggs into a large bowl, add the cream, salt, a touch of pepper and a sprinkle of snipped chives. Use an omelette pan or a 20-cm/8-inch non-stick pan and melt a small knob of butter in it, swirling it about in the pan a little. Place it on the smallest ring of your stove, on the lowest heat and drop half the mixture into the pan; it takes about a ladle and a half.


With a rubber spatula, start to lift the edges gently, allowing the uncooked egg to flow into the space. The egg should wrinkle slightly as you move it, tear and quickly heal again. At no point should you increase the heat. In barely a minute, the egg has formed a soft, fragile, pale pancake on the bottom with a foamy, frothy top – baveuse, as the French say.


Lift the pan to within inches of the heat, hovering above it, like a psychic with healing hands. Add 2 tablespoons petits pois and begin to fold the omelette over, moving it to the edge of the pan and on to the warmed plate as you help the final fold along. The omelette is a primrose yellow, barely marbled with a delicate golden vein.


Quickly start on the second while someone stands or sits close enough for it not to matter if they finish theirs as you start yours. Making an omelette this delightfully precarious for more than two is too much heartache unless you want to make one large one in which case you need a bigger pan, a little more patience and a little more practice.


An all-white meal


I’ve made this as part of an all-white meal which, far from being boring or insipid, is elegantly and elatedly perfect. First take some baby leeks, cut into three, blanch until tender and serve with a classic vinaigrette (see here).


Peel some new, earthy-skinned potatoes (allow 1–2 per person), child fist size, cut into 5-mm/¼-inch slices. Place in a small pan just covered with water and 2 tablespoons olive oil and a good pinch of Marigold bouillon powder added. Boil these furiously for a minute, then reduce the heat to a moderate simmer till the water is all but evaporated and the potato slices waxy, syrupy and still pale with a hint of marigold yellow.


A lightly dressed green salad – or, if you want to take me at my word, some pristine white leaves of chicory – and a glass of well chilled white wine round off the perfect kitchen supper.


ARTICHOKES
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The cooking of artichokes, that most aristocratic of vegetables, is at its most elevated in Italy. There are recipes for this sweet, lingering delicacy dating back to the Renaissance and before that to the Romans who cultivated them.


Sicily is sometimes cited as their place of origin, though perhaps it is North Africa, given that artichokes feature just as grandly in the cooking of the Arab world. The common French way with vinaigrette, though delicious, does seem rather prosaic when placed alongside the deep-fried or stuffed recipes, the risottos and salads or the golden-fried dishes, partnered with broad beans or almonds, saffron and lemon.


Unfortunately, small purple artichokes, where everything including the leaves themselves and the choke can be eaten, are not readily available in Britain and it is only the labour-intensive huge globe artichokes that seem to make it to the British table, even though they come from the same plant.


Tiny artichokes can be grown in Britain despite the unpropitious weather. So perhaps it is with the home gardener that the future lies.


Choose a crisp, tightly closed all-green or purple head with a firm, snappy stem. Using vinaigrette makes sense – the acidity is just what artichoke needs to balance the chemical cynarin. This, as most people attest, makes other foods taste sweet. Provide little bowls of warm water with a slice of lemon on top to dip fingers. Also, plenty of napkins.
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OTHER RECIPES USING ARTICHOKES


Artichoke with sundried tomatoes and preserved lemon dressing


Artichokes simmered in tomato with broad beans


Artichoke with saffron and green olives bound with cream in a puff pastry pie


Barley risotto with wild mushrooms and red wine


My mother’s vinaigrette


Cumin, coriander and garlic cream


Artichoke with sundried tomatoes and preserved lemon dressing


This is a Mediterranean hybrid. I doubt that you’ll find sundried tomatoes and preserved lemon in one pan elsewhere, but even though it might sound like too much of a good thing, I promise you it isn’t. It’s just intensely redolent of an Arab souk and an Italian market all in one.


The French fond d’artichaux sounds a good deal more appetising than ‘artichoke bottom’, but anyway, those preserved in oil are available from good Middle Eastern shops and I’ve used them several times. Find the best sundried tomatoes you can: some in jars are excellent, smooth-skinned and tender.
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SERVES 4–6


6 artichoke bottoms, freshly cooked, or artichoke bottoms preserved in oil, sliced 1 cm/½ inch thick


2 tbsp olive oil or oil from a jar of sundried tomatoes


Saffron stock made by infusing a pinch of saffron in up to 200 ml/7 fl oz boiling water


1 garlic clove, finely sliced


20 black olives, preferably rich and oily


12 pieces sundried tomatoes in oil


Salt


For the dressing


1 small preserved lemon


6 tbsp extra virgin olive oil


1 garlic clove, finely sliced


1 tbsp hot water


A dash of Tabasco or a fine pinch of cayenne


To serve


2 tbsp pine nuts, dry-toasted


1 tbsp finely chopped fresh parsley


Parmesan (optional)





Make the dressing by liquidizing the lemon with the rest of the dressing ingredients.


If you are using fresh artichokes, cook them first in plenty of salted acidulated water – an immersed cut-up lemon is good. If your fingers become tannic black from handling the artichokes, rub them with a cut lemon: they will soon come right again, if a little shrivelled looking. The artichokes will take about 45 minutes to become tender.


Remove the leaves and prepare (see here). Heat the olive oil and, on a fairly high heat, fry the slices of artichoke for about 5–8 minutes



or until they are golden-brown all over.


Halfway through, begin to add the saffron stock and the sliced garlic, stirring all the time until the liquid is mostly absorbed but creating a smooth unctuous sauce with the olive oil and bits of dissolving artichoke. The rest will be lightly coated in this delicious sauce.


Add the olives and sundried tomatoes to the warm pan, then add the preserved lemon dressing, adding a little hot water if necessary.


Remove from the heat and garnish generously with the toasted pine nuts and the chopped parsley. Eat with warmed bread and a gutsy, peppery-leaved salad. Pine nuts provide all the protein needed, but if you want more, Parmesan shavings on top go beautifully well.


Preserved lemons


Here is an easy, manageable recipe that will last you up to several weeks. Serve the lemons with cold drinks, chopped into green olives, or simply on the side with any of the Moroccan- and Moorish-inspired recipes in this book. Blended with olive oil and a little crushed garlic, they also make a delicious and unusual dressing.
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3 whole lemons, thick skinned and unwaxed


3 tbsp sea salt


Juice of 3 lemons





Cut the lemons, but not all the way through, into quarters, so they are still attached at the stem end. Fill them with salt and place in a preserving jar – with a rubber seal, if possible. Add any remaining salt on top.


Leave for 3 days. By then they will have begun to soften and weep some of their juices. Cover them with the juice of the other 3 lemons.


Reseal and set aside in a cool dark place for about a month before you use them.


Artichokes simmered in tomato with broad beans


I have eaten this so often in my local Greek restaurant that I eventually braved the lengthy artichoke prep time and didn’t find it so hard. After all, you can do an awful lot in the 45 minutes it takes them to cook. So this has become a regular recipe at home. I once added a soupçon of non-Greek harissa, based on the confident assumption that a dish like this must have close North African cousins. It added depth, not searing heat, and the practice has stuck. The acidity of the tomatoes works well with the sweetness of the artichoke. As a main course, I’m sure you can eat two, although they are very filling, but as a starter one each is good and leaves you wishing you had had just a little more.
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SERVES 3–6


6 whole globe artichokes


1 lemon


500 g/1 lb 2 oz fresh tomatoes from the vine, plus 6 whole ripe, red vine tomatoes


475 g/1 lb 1 oz frozen broad beans


4 tbsp olive oil


6 shallots, finely sliced


3–4 large garlic cloves, finely sliced


1 small carrot


400 g/14 oz tin tomatoes


3 bay leaves


½ tsp cumin powder


¼–½ tsp harissa


Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper





Trim your artichokes of any old-looking leaves and cut off the pointed tops. Also remove the stems if they are at all woody.


Fill your largest pan with cold water and, once it has boiled, add plenty of salt and the whole lemon cut into quarters to acidulate the water. This is much more effective for neutralising the effect of the tannic acid than just adding juice to the water, and it’s tastier too.


Push the artichokes under as if to drown them and hold them down with a weighted plate if necessary. Boil them pretty ferociously for 40–45 minutes – an outer leaf should peel off easily as an indication that the heart is going to be soft and yielding enough.


Bring a second smaller pan of salted water to the boil and first plunge in the 500 g/1 lb 2 oz vine tomatoes until the skins split.



Remove them with a slotted spoon and set aside. Then add the broad beans to the same boiling water and cook for about 10 minutes or until tender – this will depend on their age and size and will invariably take longer than the instructions on the back of the packet suggest. Once again, drain and set aside.


Meanwhile, heat 2 tablespoons olive oil in a pan and gently soften the shallots, garlic and carrot. Add the blanched tomatoes, cut into quarters (removing the seeds if wished). Fry for several minutes, before adding the tinned tomatoes, bay leaves and cumin powder, if using.


Continue to cook slowly for about 20 minutes until the sauce is properly thickened but you can still see discernible pieces of fresh tomato. Towards the end, add ¼ teaspoon harissa or more depending on your taste-buds.


The real fun starts when the artichokes are cooked. First run them under cold water for a couple of minutes. Then begin carefully to remove the leaves, until you come to the hairy choke, which you can pull out quite easily if the artichokes are still fairly young, or cut out with a small pointed knife if they are older. You should end up with 6 perfect artichoke bottoms. Reserve the leaves for another time (see here).


Add the broad beans to the tomato sauce. Cook them together for 5–6 minutes and then add the artichoke bottoms, and the 6 quartered vine tomatoes, cooking together so that the flavours and seasonings are given a chance to merge. You can leave the whole thing in the pan like this, off the heat, until you are ready to serve. At that point, warm through again, finishing with 2 tablespoons olive oil and fill the artichoke bottoms with the sauce and broad beans. Either sit them in the same pan on top of the remaining sauce, or transfer them and the sauce to a neater though preferably fairly rustic-looking dish.


Eat at once with saffron rice (see here) and warm crusty bread or flour tortillas, fried on each side in a little olive oil.







Artichoke purée with garlic and Dijon mustard


Flesh scraped from the leaves of 6 cooked artichokes


4 tbsp olive oil, plus extra to finish


½ scant tsp Dijon mustard


1 garlic clove, finely chopped (optional)


1–2 tbsp water


Sweet dried red pepper flakes


Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper





What follows is a labour of love tinged with a touch of waste not, want not morality. Faced with the enormous leftover mound of artichoke leaves from the recipe above, I then scraped every single leaf (bar the ones I couldn’t resist eating) with a teaspoon, then blended the not inconsiderable amount of flesh with olive oil, mustard, garlic, salt, pepper and a little water to loosen until smooth.


Garnished with a few flakes of sweet dried red pepper and an obligatory swirl of extra virgin olive oil, this is a thing to be eaten with reverence. It lasts a good week or more in a cold fridge.


Artichokes with saffron and green olives bound with cream in a puff pastry pie


This dish marries classic European flavours: the cream, Middle Eastern: the saffron and Mediterranean: the artichokes and olives – ah for such brotherhood elsewhere. You will need to cook the artichokes either in batches or in two large pans. But if you feel you simply cannot go to these lengths for just 8 artichokes, then you’ll have to go hunting the Arabic food stores for the ready-prepared varieties, stored in jars with oil, or for frozen ones, which are pretty good as long as you fry them straight from frozen.


As an alternative to the puff pastry, use filo. Brush each layer – about 4 or 5 – with melted butter, leaving an overhang. Fill with the artichokes, olives and potatoes, bring the overhang to the top and finish with a couple of sheets, scrunched up like fine chiffon. Brush with more melted butter and bake as if you were using puff pastry.
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SERVES 4


500 g/1 lb 2 oz puff pastry


8 artichokes


1 lemon, cut into quarters


250 g/9 oz new potatoes


250 ml/9 fl oz water with a pinch of Marigold bouillon powder


A good pinch of saffron dissolved in 2 tbsp boiling water


6 garlic cloves


4 tbsp olive oil


100 g/4 oz green olives


125 ml/4 fl oz double cream


1 tbsp lemon juice


1 tbsp chopped parsley


60 g/2 oz almonds, slivered and toasted, or pine nuts


Salt and freshly ground black pepper


1 egg for glaze





Preheat the oven to 200°C/400°F/gas mark 6. Divide the pastry in two, one part slightly larger than the other. Roll out on a lightly floured surface into two discs. Use the smaller disc to line the base of a 20-cm/8-inch lightly buttered and floured pie tin. Prick it all over with a fork and bake it for about 20 minutes until golden brown, and risen to multi-layered flakiness. Set aside to cool while you carry on with the rest.


Trim the pointy ends from the artichokes and immerse them in a pan (or pans) of cold, acidulated water, using the quartered lemon.



Weigh them down with a plate, over which you’ve placed a heavy weight (a tin of beans will do). Cook for 40–45 minutes until an outer leaf comes away easily from the core.


Meanwhile, peel the new potatoes and slice them to the thickness of pound coins (see here). Place them, the water, saffron, half the garlic, 2 tablespoons olive oil and salt and pepper into a large pan and cover with a lid. Simmer at first vigorously, then after a couple of minutes more gently for another 20 minutes or so, until the potatoes are beautifully tender and bathed in a golden-hued sauce. Set aside.


Run the cooked artichokes under cold water and remove the leaves and choke. (Once again, reserve the leaves for another recipe, see here). A small pointed knife or teaspoon does the trick neatly. Slice each into 3 or 4 thick slices. Heat another 2 tablespoons olive oil in a large frying pan and fry the slices until turning a caramel-gold around the frayed edges, then the rest of the garlic, taking care not to burn it, and the olives. Cook together for a few minutes, breaking the olives up a little with a wooden spoon.


Add the potatoes and sauce to the artichokes or vice versa, stirring with care. Bind with the cream, lemon juice, seasoning and, if it is looking too oily, a little hot water. This will have the effect of bringing it back to smooth homogeneity. Bring back to the boil, immediately reduce the heat and simmer for another couple of minutes.


Remove from the heat and add the chopped parsley and the toasted slivered almonds or pine nuts. Pour the cooled filling on to the pie bottom and cover with the pre-cut lid. Make small indents all over the top with the point of a small sharp knife.


Brush with the beaten egg and bake for about 25 minutes until the pastry is risen and deeply golden. Serve at once either still in the tin or, if you’re feeling brave, by turning it out on to one plate and then on to another so that it ends up the right way up. Serve with a tomato and red onion salad and something green. I like either spiky-leaved wild rocket or watercress.


ASPARAGUS
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Mention of asparagus dates back to Roman times, and the prized vegetable had arrived in France by the 15th century. There are different types – thin stemmed and thick; white, green or purple.


The French, Belgians and Germans favour the white, the English and most of the Italians the green. I love them all equally. But you won’t catch me elaborately tying it in bundles and cooking it in specially-designed pots.


A successful method of Madhur Jaffrey’s involves lying them down horizontally in only a few tablespoons of salted boiling water. When the water is all absorbed, it is cooked and the flavour kept where it should be and not leeched out into the water. Otherwise I just blanch them in plenty of boiling salted water, having first peeled fat stalks and snapped off the woody stem, at the point where they break off easily.


Asparagus is classically served (warm) with melted butter, with Hollandaise sauce or vinaigrette in France. But a Chinese seasoning of soy sauce, sesame seeds, garlic and a little finely chopped chilli goes very well with fine-stemmed asparagus, stir-fried and still crunchy. Another favourite method of mine is to baste thick stems (cut down the middle if they are really thick) with olive oil and balsamic vinegar and to throw them on to a hot griddle for a couple of sizzling minutes so they are just charred all round. Garlic and soy are optional extras.
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OTHER RECIPES USING ASPARAGUS


Asparagus with Hollandaise


Asparagus with morels in an easy tart


Griddled fat asparagus spears with sesame seeds and tamari


A stupendously good vegetable brochette


My mother’s vinaigrette


Asparagus with Hollandaise


I break every seasonal taboo in the book except one – this one. Waiting for the new season’s asparagus crop and buying exactly as much as I think I really need and not how little I think I can afford. I allow 5 or 6 good, fat, tightly tipped spears per person, or a mound of finer ones, or a bowlful of the string-thin lengths of sprue. Always trim any woody ends off the asparagus – you’ll find that they have a natural ‘snap’ point below which soup is the only sensible use. I love nothing better than a good, yellow, mustard-rich vinaigrette, with or without the mouli-grated hard-boiled egg of my childhood. But once a year, maybe twice, I adore this.


Hollandaise dresses blanched broccoli florets as well as it does asparagus. Indeed a platter of just blanched baby spring vegetables with it is heavenly. Use a good beurre d’Isigny or de Charente and organic, free-range eggs. You can make the Hollandaise in a bowl set over boiling water, but if that involves a panic over which pan and which bowl, then brave it the other way. You do need a small heavy-bottomed saucepan and you need to take it slowly, one step at a time, but it really doesn’t deserve its fearsome reputation. Try it and enjoy its delicate charm.





SERVES 4


20 fat asparagus spears


For the Hollandaise


200 g/7 oz best butter


3 organic, free-range egg yolks


1 tbsp lemon juice, plus extra to taste


1 tbsp dry white wine


Salt and white pepper





Cut 180 g/6 oz of the butter into small pieces and melt it slowly over a gentle heat or put it in a bowl placed in a warm oven until just melted but not oily. Meanwhile, place the egg yolks in the heavy-bottomed pan and whisk them well with a small wire whisk. Add the lemon juice, the white wine and a pinch of salt, then beat again.


Now add 15 g/½ oz of cold butter and place the pan over a very low heat, stirring steadily with the whisk. Continue until the egg yolks



are creamy, thickening and beginning to coat the whisk.


Take the pan off the heat and beat in another 15 g/½ oz of cold butter. Then, pretend you are making mayonnaise and add the melted butter to the eggs one drop at a time until the sauce is really thick. Only then can you dare to add it a little more rapidly. Quite soon the sauce will be a thick, glistening bowl of sunshine.


Season with salt and pepper and lemon juice to taste. If you feel it’s too thick, thin down with a little water. Keep it warm over a pan of hot water. It does reheat, if you take it gently – no more than a couple of spoonfuls first and then the rest added a little at time – but I really prefer to make Hollandaise no longer than 1 hour before I need it.


Plunge the trimmed asparagus into boiling water for 5–8 minutes until cooked, drain and smother in the sauce.


Asparagus with morels in an easy tart


All you do is pour some beaten egg and cream over layers of filo or puff pastry rolled to thinly fit a large oven tray, then cover the surface with quickly blanched asparagus and 2 or 3 fat, foresty morels, sliced into suckered rings.


Bake for 25 minutes in a medium hot oven and carry to the table as it is. It can be one of several things you knock out quickly for a party or informal gathering. In that case, cut it into as many as 12, or, if it’s a main course, as few as 4 pieces. People will polish it off in first inquisitive, then amazed mouthfuls.
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SERVES 4–6


6 tbsp double cream or crème fraîche


3 garlic cloves, finely sliced


250 g/9 oz thin-stemmed asparagus, trimmed as necessary


3 or 4 large dried morels, or fresh if you are very blessed


3 tbsp white wine


3 tbsp hot water


30 g/1 oz butter, melted


8 sheets filo pastry


6 large organic, free-range eggs


Salt and freshly ground black pepper





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


Place the double cream in a bowl, add the garlic and leave to infuse for about 10 minutes. Blanch the asparagus in salted boiling water for a couple of minutes and refresh under cold water. Soak the morels in the wine, the water, a spoonful or two of the scented double cream and set aside for now.


Brush the tray with melted butter and line with the filo sheets, in turn brushing these with melted butter, going up the sides and a little over, the better to accommodate the filling later. Bake for about 10 minutes until it turns the gentlest camel colour. Leave the oven on.


Meanwhile, transfer the morels and their strained soaking liquid to a frying pan, snipping them into fine rings. Set over a gentle simmer so that the wine and cream are reduced to about half and are headily scented with the woody, physical smell of the fungi. Add the asparagus and toss in the wine-cream sauce.


Transfer to a bowl with the beaten eggs and the rest of the cream. Season with salt and pepper and pour into the filo casing, tidying up



the spears so they completely cover the entire surface in neat rows. The morels should be evenly distributed throughout, they are the prize in every mouthful.


Bake for 15–20 minutes until gently set, and serve.


Griddled fat asparagus spears with sesame seeds and tamari


We think so much of asparagus in its English or French context that I wanted to show it in an altogether different Asian light. It is stunning like this served with softened, exploded wild rice (not a minute less then 45 minutes slow cooking) and extra dressing.


In Cranks Light (W&N, 1998) there is a recipe like this, which also has pan-fried or griddled slices of artichoke. Keep the window open as you work to let out the smoke and serve straight from the pan.
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SERVES 4


900 g/2 lb fat green asparagus, trimmed and peeled as necessary


3 tbsp light olive oil or groundnut oil or a mixture of both


2 garlic cloves, finely sliced


2 tbsp toasted sesame seeds


2 tbsp tamari


2-cm/1-inch piece of ginger, grated and squeezed, with the resulting liquid reserved


1 small piece fresh red chilli, chopped very finely


To serve


Lime wedges





Toss the asparagus in the olive oil, then throw on to a very hot griddle pan (a proper cast-iron one is best for the job) and wait until the asparagus is charred on all sides, tossing the pan about as necessary.


Add the garlic slices only when the asparagus is very nearly ready. Stir in the sesame seeds and toss vigorously for a hot sizzling moment, adding the tamari, ginger juice and chopped chilli just before removing from the heat.


Serve straight from the griddle pan and pass around the lime wedges for a good fresh and lively squeeze. Asparagus served like this does not wait for anyone!


Modern asparagus


You know the thing – a salade composée served in one of those super-sized, white, flat soup plates; crisp asparagus falling like pick-up-sticks on a towering heap of red-veined, claret, almost purple lettuce leaves and soft, yellow, baby lettuce hearts, Californian shavings of Parmesan, aged balsamic vinegar and estate-bottled olive oil.


Extras can include thin, ficelle croutons, delicately poached quail’s eggs and tiny, shrivelled-skin new potatoes.


AUBERGINE
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Aubergines are believed to be of Indian origin. Their Sanskrit name, vatin gana, becomes badingen in Persian, albadingen in Arabic, albadingena in Spanish, then aubergine in French, which in an etymological nutshell sums up their migration from east to west.


The first types to reach Europe were egg-shaped – hence the name eggplant. In southern Italian markets, they sit alongside much larger white ones, the more common elongated purple ones, and the beautifully marbled purple and white or green and white, as well as some miniatures. When I was a child, the latter were served confites, sweet, slowly cooked and exotically spiced. Smooth, glossy, unblemished skins promise a good firm inside but one which weighs heavy in the hand is best avoided – it probably contains far too many of the bitter seeds.


Aubergines absorb oil in what my aunt Ninette used to describe as ‘industrial quantities’, but it is this capacity that facilitates the extraordinary transformation of the aubergine from its inedible raw state to the voluptuous, when cooked. The simplest and endlessly popular baba gannush demonstrates this excellently.


Salting aubergines used to be a necessary ritual to draw out bitter juices that caused terrible rashes in some people. These days, the tendency to bitterness has been bred out – no more bitter juices, no more rashes.
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OTHER RECIPES USING AUBERGINES


Roasted red pepper soup with aubergine caviar and Greek yoghurt


Aubergine purée with cumin pitot


Flame-smoked aubergine with olive oil, lemon and garlic


Aubergines with smoked Ricotta


Tian d’aubergine with crème fraîche


Grilled vegetables in a ring or rough and ready


Moussaka


Farfalle with aubergine, fennel and tomatoes


Pappardelle with grilled aubergine and homemade pesto


Aubergine purée with cumin pitot


This is everyone’s favourite aubergine purée, the kind we all end up eating in Greek restaurants. I know it’s often made with mayonnaise (which is an unnecessary modern perversion) but I think it’s quite rich enough and cleaner tasting just with olive oil.


These dishes make great starters if you can exercise any kind of self-restraint. Otherwise it is better to be honest and to make an entire lunch of it, going back for more to your hunger, greed or heart’s content. You won’t need more than a room-temperature minced garlic and onion tomato salad with it and a generous bowl of olives.


The cumin pitot come from further east than Greece, but many of these recipes appear in one guise or another from the Mediterranean to the Middle East. Pitot is simply the Hebrew plural for pitta.
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SERVES 6


1 large aubergine


3 tbsp extra virgin or other olive oil


2 garlic cloves, finely chopped


1 small onion, very finely chopped


1 tbsp lemon juice


A small pinch cayenne pepper


2 tbsp finely chopped parsley or coriander or a mixture of both


6 pitta breads


Extra olive oil for brushing


1 tbsp cumin seeds


Salt and freshly ground black pepper





There are two methods to this recipe. You can either cut the aubergine into chunks and fry in the hot oil until soft and golden, add the garlic and onion and the rest of the ingredients, then purée until smooth. But then you will need more olive oil than the above ingredients suggest, as you’ll still need to add some as you blend the aubergines.


Or, you can baste the aubergine in the olive oil and roast it at 220°C/425°F/gas mark 7 until it is soft and deeply golden. Some people peel off the skin but I always leave it on, I like the texture and flavour it adds. Blend till smooth, adding the olive oil as you would to an emulsion. It will expand quite considerably.


Add the garlic, chopped onion, lemon juice and cayenne and blend again. When light and creamy, stir in the chopped herbs.


Cut the pitot into quarters and brush with olive oil on both sides. Sprinkle with the cumin seeds. Place in a hot oven for 6–8 minutes and serve to dunk into the purée.


Flame-smoked aubergine with olive oil, lemon and garlic


My first editor and good friend Laura Washburn introduced me to this quick, easy and, more importantly, stunning and delicious way of preparing an aubergine. While it’s ideal for the barbecue, I’ve dedicated an oven rack to the purpose and it is now warped beyond recognition from having been set upon a naked flame so very many times. But my need has been commercial as well as domestic.


I occasionally cook for people’s parties, birthdays, weddings and so on, and one summer, I got it into my head that these would make a simple and dramatic offering.


Over the course of a few months, I smoked literally hundreds and hundreds of aubergines. I attempt to find small aubergines because I like to serve one per person, whether on a buffet laden with other Moorish things or as a starter with chermoula and fried tortillas.


The skins are charred to coal black which, despite any carcinogenic risk, doesn’t seem to deter me or many I know from eating them. But be prepared that they may be just too strange for some and expect the skins to be left on the side of the plate or do as I do when I’m being professional and remove them fairly informally first – bits here and there won’t matter.
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SERVES 4


4 long, quite thin aubergines


4–6 tbsp olive oil


Juice of 1 lemon


2 large garlic cloves, very finely chopped


Sea salt


Tabasco


A few basil or coriander leaves, shredded


Smokin’


How many aubergines you can successfully smoke at one time depends on how large your stove rings are. I am assuming for this exercise that your stove is gas. It is possible to carry this out on a small ring but obviously since the flame won’t be as large or strong, it will take longer and you’ll have to shift the aubergine about to cover all aspects.





Place a wire rack or oven shelf (an old one that you don’t care too much about) over a high flame and put a washed and dried



aubergine on top. The skin will soon start to char. Regularly turn the aubergine over for about 7 minutes so that it becomes charred and black all over.


Prick with a fork to test that the flesh is completely soft inside – it should offer no resistance at all. Hold the aubergine at one end while you cut 1-cm/½-inch-thick slices into the flesh with the point of a sharp knife. Don’t cut all the way through though – this is just a way of introducing direct heat right into the flesh of the vegetable.


Remove from the heat as soon as you are satisfied that the aubergine is softly unctuous and yielding. Continue with further aubergines while you generously douse the ready one with olive oil, lemon, garlic, salt and Tabasco. You can mix all these ingredients together before pouring if you choose.


Garnish with fresh herbs and serve with chermoula (see here) or chickpea salad (see here) or both.


Aubergines with smoked Ricotta


I always hesitate before including a recipe for which I think you will have trouble finding the ingredients. I don’t want to write a book for the privileged few who can get to Harvey Nichols or some rarified West London deli. But occasionally I like to push the boat out.


I once bought my smoked Ricotta in a Venetian Christmas market and brought it back to London hidden in the depths of my cavernous bag. Smoked Ricotta, like the more readily available smoked Mozzarella, which I suggest you use as an alternative, is drier and firmer than its conventional virginal counterpart and doesn’t melt but only slightly softens under heat.


You will need a whole individual Ricotta, about 250 g/9 oz, per generously sized aubergine, and this should feed two people. The result is rich and meaty.
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SERVES 2


1 large tomato


3 tbsp light olive oil, plus extra for frying


1 large or 2 small aubergines


250 g/9 oz smoked Ricotta


Salt and freshly ground black pepper





Preheat your oven to its maximum setting.


Chop the tomato into small pieces and fry lightly in a little hot olive oil. Season with salt and pepper and set aside.


Slice the aubergine at 5-mm/¼-inch intervals from stem to tail, slicing all the way through but keeping it attached at the top, and lay it a little splayed out on a sheet of foil cut big enough to wrap around it. Brush each aubergine side abundantly with the olive oil, sprinkle with salt and pepper and insert the thinly sliced Ricotta between each layer. Also introduce the cooked tomato. Baste with any remaining oil, hold tightly together and make a parcel of the foil.


Lift into the oven and bake on a high heat for 35–40 minutes. Unwrap the foil – the aubergine should be soft right through by now – and continue to bake for another 10 minutes or thereabouts so that it browns a little. You can do this last under the grill, but keep an eye on it.


Lift the parcel (you can seal it again if you want to surprise) on to a plate and serve. There’s no point in trying to lift the aubergine out of the foil as it will just fall apart. Serve with tabbouleh (see here) or just warm bread and a green salad.


Tian d’aubergine with crème fraîche


Tian is an earthenware dish lending its name to anything cooked in it. A traditional Provençal tian d’aubergine contains slices of grilled aubergine and a béchamel sauce using crème fraîche. The Italians layer the aubergines with Mozzarella and tomato sauce.


My version is a hybrid. I use fresh, cooked beef tomatoes and insist that the aubergines are well and truly golden, not pale and insipid looking. I have a horror of such aubergines and hope to instil the same horror into you.
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SERVES 4


3 aubergines, sliced into 5-mm/¼-inch-thick slices, brushed with olive oil on one side and grilled on both


Juice of 1 lemon


1 beef tomato, chopped into 8 pieces


2 garlic cloves, thinly sliced


1 extra tbsp olive oil


6 tbsp crème fraîche


1 tbsp freshly grated Parmesan


Salt and freshly ground black pepper





Preheat the oven to 190°C/375°F/gas mark 5.


Prepare the aubergine slices as described and immediately squeeze half the lemon juice over them. This cuts through the oil to make them less cloying. Also sprinkle with salt.


You should find that you can fry the tomato with half the garlic and salt and pepper in 1 heated tablespoon olive oil while the aubergine slices are under the grill.


Next, simply place the aubergine slices in a dish, reserving one-third for the final layer. Add the seasoned, cooked tomato, another layer of aubergines and finally a layer of crème fraîche mixed with the remaining lemon juice, remaining raw sliced garlic, salt and pepper.


Sprinkle the Parmesan on top and bake for 20 minutes till all soft, rich and bubbling. Eat with warm bread and green salad – a ubiquitous choice, but unmatchable.


Baby spinach with mango, crispy tofu and pink ginger cordial


I’m sorry but I’ve been raiding previous books again – some old favourites just go on and on and should be included in any Bible of Cranks recipes. This one, with its Pacific Rim overtones (or should that be undertones) needs to be made with sharp precise intention.


The flavours are unusual and the combinations unexpected, but you must aim for something scintillatingly fresh and alert, not a clashing mish-mash.
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SERVES 2


275 g/10 oz firm tofu, cut into about 12 quite thick slices


1 tbsp tamari


2 tbsp olive oil, plus extra to finish


1 tbsp sesame seeds


1 smallish mango, ripe, sweet and firm, cut into about 12 slices


250 g/9 oz baby spinach, washed


Half a small red onion, sliced paper-thin


Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


For the dressing


1 tbsp pink ginger cordial or syrup from a jar of preserved ginger


1 tbsp soft brown sugar


2-cm/1-inch piece of ginger, grated and squeezed, and the resulting liquid reserved


A dash of Tabasco





First dip the tofu slices into the tamari and set aside.


Heat 1 tablespoon olive oil in a frying pan. Add the tofu and sesame seeds and fry until the tofu is golden-brown all over, crisping up in places and amply covered in the seeds. Remove the tofu from the pan, adding any remaining sesame seeds to it.


Heat the rest of the olive oil in the same frying pan. Add the mango and quickly sauté for a few seconds on both sides so that it becomes beautifully seared and caramelised. Remove the mango and keep the pan to one side.


Toss the spinach quickly in a hot saucepan until it wilts, then squeeze out any excess liquid. Add the onion to the spinach, reserving some for garnish. Season lightly with salt and pepper and a dash of olive oil. Keep all the components warm while you make the dressing.


To the same frying pan that you used for the tofu and mango, add the ginger cordial or syrup and sugar and warm over a gentle heat until the sugar is completely dissolved and the liquid just begins to bubble, which will only take a minute or two. Quickly stir in the squeezed ginger juice and Tabasco. Remove from the heat.


To serve, divide the spinach between two plates. Top with the mango slices, the sesame-covered tofu and sprinkle with the reserved onion. Pour the dressing over and around and serve immediately.


Chicory braised with sundried tomatoes and slivered garlic


I’m the only person in my (small) household who likes chicory, but I give you a recipe for four because I live in hope. Maybe it is my dosha (Ayurvedic mind-body classification), but I often seem to crave a slight bitterness; even without exactly liking it, it seems to satisfy some deep need in me.


Sometimes I buy the chicory intending to create this recipe or something similar, only to find that I’ve devoured most of it on my way home. If you need to add sweetness to the bitter chicory flavour, add a tablespoon or two of crème fraîche at the last minute. A simpler way is to cut the chicory in half and braise the pieces in a little oil and water until they sear to golden and are coated in few spoons of syrupy sauce. You can do this on the stove or in the oven.


Slivers of garlic can go in with them. Walnuts, shelled and broken up, are the traditional addition, but sometimes just a good squeeze of lemon or a sharp dose of vinegar is all you need.
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SERVES 4


4 heads chicory, tightly packed and fresh looking


3 tbsp olive oil


4 garlic cloves, thinly sliced


250 ml/9 fl oz water with 2 tsp Marigold bouillon powder


8 pieces sundried tomatoes in oil


A small handful of basil leaves


40 g/1½ oz freshly grated Parmesan or Gruyère (optional)


Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper





Remove any leaves that are not scintillatingly fresh from the chicory and cut into 4 long quarters.


Heat the olive oil in a heavy-bottomed pan and add the chicory. Fry for a few minutes until beginning to brown, then add the garlic and fry for a couple more minutes.


Add the water and bouillon powder. Bring to a fast boil, then reduce the heat to a steady simmer and cover with a lid. Braise for about 8 minutes, checking against burning or drying out.


Uncover and add the sundried tomatoes, cooking for a further



couple of minutes until softened. The liquid should be reduced by a good half, but there should be enough deeply flavoured sauce for you to mop up with bread or some simply cooked rice.


Stir in the basil leaves until wilted but remember to do this only at the last minute.


If using Gruyère, you can sprinkle on top and flash under a hot grill. With Parmesan you can simply sprinkle on top just before eating.


Grilled courgettes with Greek yoghurt and lemon


This has become one of my most oft-prepared summer vegetable dishes and the quantities are pretty generous because they get eaten in appreciative first, second and third helpings. I first got the idea from Claudia Roden but have changed some of the detail.
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SERVES 4


4 large or 6 medium courgettes


3 tbsp light olive oil


350 g/12 oz Greek yoghurt


Juice of half a small lemon


1 garlic clove, crushed


Fresh mint or basil to garnish


1 scant tbsp pine nuts, or pistachios, lightly toasted and, in the case of the pistachios, roughly broken


Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper





Preheat the grill or a large griddle pan. Top and tail the courgettes, then slice lengthways – 5-mm/¼-inch thick. Brush the courgettes on both sides with olive oil and a little crushed sea salt. Spread out on a baking sheet and grill, or cook on the hot griddle, until pleasantly browned or charred on both sides. Transfer to a plate lined with a double layer of kitchen paper.


Meanwhile, mix the yoghurt with the lemon and garlic, adding the lemon a little at a time so as not to curdle the yoghurt, and stop before it’s too runny.


Season the courgettes with salt and pepper and allow them to cool down a little (or the yoghurt will run). Then place them side by side, 4 or 5 slices at a time on a dinner plate or shallow serving dish, spooning on enough yoghurt to cover. Continue to layer like this until it is all used up.


Mint is the traditional garnish but, given the choice, I always opt for basil, so authenticity be damned. The pine nuts or pistachios are also my addition and they are meant to be only a gentle intrusion. Let the layers rest for a while if you can, even a few minutes makes them more sliceable than spoonable.


Courgette koftas with an almond and tomato sauce


Courgettes are funny vegetables. In themselves they are often not very special, either a little bland, or a little bitter. And yet, grilled they become sweet and succulent, dripping with juice. Or try briskly stir-frying them in the macrobiotic way – cutting across the courgette, at alternate 45-degree diagonals. This, by going with the direction of growth, is said to preserve the yin-yang ratio. I love the theory of macrobiotics, and though my cooking is a million miles away from the food usually served up in its name, I hope there is some of its spirit and balance there.


Seized and seared by the fierce heat, then splashed with tamari and generously sprinkled with toasted sesame seeds, courgettes take barely a minute to cook – as clear an expression of fresh, simple vegetable cooking as you could wish for. Or cut into slightly smaller chunks they can be fried in 1 tablespoon olive oil with a cleavered clove of garlic. To this you can add a bunch of top-and-tailed, blanched green beans, a heap of baby spinach leaves, even a deconstructed and wilted pak choi or two for an all-green plate, either enhanced with tamari or with a little sundried tomato purée.


I can eat a whole bowlful with a handful of cooked quinoa or couscous scattered on top. If you want extra protein, add your favourite toasted seed or cheese – Mozzarella to melt into elastic thread, Ricotta to dissolve and soothe or Parmesan for a sweet sharp pucker.


Then there are these koftas, like super-sized Indian gnocchi, fragrant with the spicing of a different continent, a different sensibility. They have a delicacy all of their own. I am indebted to Julie Sahni for them. I can’t say that I cook Indian food all that often these days. There are only so many meals a person can cook, much less eat, and I do have a life beyond the kitchen. But when I do and I feel that I need help, it is always to her that I turn. I lived in India for a year both in the south and right up in the Himalayas. Cooking was not high on my agenda in those days so unfortunately I brought back only olfactory memories. Julie Sahni decodes them into practical recipes for me (see her Classic Indian Vegetarian Cooking).


I have made the sauce alone and kept it refrigerated in a screw-top jar. It can be stirred into bean soups and purées and most usefully in a spontaneously conceived and executed laksa.





SERVES 6


750 g/1 lb 11 oz courgettes, grated


1 medium onion, very finely chopped


90–100 g/3–4 oz chickpea flour


1 tsp paprika or red pepper flakes


2–4 hot green chillies or 2 bird’s eye chillies, finely chopped


3 tbsp chopped fresh coriander


¼ tsp baking powder


1 tsp sea salt


For deep-frying


Sunflower oil, about 1 litre/2 pints


For the sauce


6 medium tomatoes, roughly chopped


4–6 hot green chillies, or to your taste


4-cm/2-inch piece of ginger, grated and squeezed and the resulting liquid reserved


2 tsp ground cumin


1 tsp turmeric


3 tbsp ground almonds


2 tsp bright red paprika


2 tsp garam masala


A pinch of freshly grated nutmeg


6 tbsp groundnut or sunflower oil


A small bundle of fresh coriander Salt





Squeeze the grated courgette of its excess liquid, one handful at a time. Then place all the kofta ingredients in a large bowl and mix well with your hands. Heat the oil in a large saucepan so it is about 6-cm/3-inches deep. Add more oil if necessary.


Use two tablespoons to drop the fragile mixture into the hot oil, a few koftas at a time. You can roll the mix in the palms of your lightly floured hands if you like, but it is best to lower the koftas into the oil with a spoon or heaven knows what danger you may face.


Turn them over carefully with two forks so that they are golden all over, which will take 2–3 minutes. Remove and drain on layers of kitchen paper. You can eat them as they are with salt and lemon juice or the cumin, coriander and garlic cream (see here). It’s a bit cross-cultural this one, but it works. A garlic-rich yoghurt is good too.


To make the sauce, start with the unusual step of blending the tomatoes, chilli, ginger and spices to a smooth purée. Salt to taste.


Heat the oil in a frying pan and add it all in. Fry over a quite high heat for a few minutes, stirring all the time, then lower the heat and



simmer for 30–35 minutes or so, adding about 125 ml/4 fl oz water to loosen the sauce, and more as the sauce cooks. Julie Sahni says you should let the sauce rest for several hours or overnight, then measure it, topping it up with water if necessary so that you have 800 ml/1½ pints. Since I cook it for longer than she recommends, use more tomatoes and add water while the whole thing cooks, I am able to avoid this step.


When the sauce is hot, gently add the koftas and heat together for 3–4 minutes. Garnish with fresh coriander, leaves plucked off the stalks, and serve with warm naan bread or Basmati rice, egg-fried or plain. I also serve plain yoghurt as a cooling agent next to the chilli.


Additions


There is no garlic in the original Brahmin recipe as it is forbidden to them, but if your conscience lets you, add a finely minced clove to the sauce. I have added grated paneer to the kofta mix and even about 200 g/7 oz grated Haloumi – making the koftas even lighter and more delicious.


Alternatives


The sauce is fantastic as a dip for raw vegetables or with cannellini-bean purée and served with warm flour tortillas.


If you can’t be bothered to make the koftas, you can fry the courgette mix like a thin Indian farinata (see here). It will make two, fried in 1 tablespoon oil in a frying pan set over a medium heat for about 5 minutes on each side. Make sure to cook on both sides.


TAMARI
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People always rail at me for referring to this obscure word. Why can’t I say soy sauce like everybody else? Why? Because tamari is what I use, of course.


OK, so it’s basically soy sauce but with the proviso that it is wheat free. Now this isn’t for some fanatical exclusion diet, but because I sincerely prefer the taste. It is purer, as was originally intended before commercialism set in, is deeper, darker, fuller, richer and can be diluted to suit the vagaries of your palate or the dish in question or simply used with a more conscious hand.


Tamari is always available in health-food shops and finally, 23 years after I first started using it, it is available in supermarkets. Buy the biggest bottle of it you can: it works out less expensively and keeps forever. And don’t restrict it to Asian recipes. A drop here and there adds body, depth and character to just about everything.
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OTHER RECIPES USING TAMARI


Griddled fat asparagus spears with sesame seeds and tamari


A spinach soup with a page full of alternatives


A vegetarian gravy


Broccoli sautéed with shiitake mushrooms and tofu


Green beans with butternut squash, goat’s cheese and a maple syrup glaze


Mushroom Wellington


Field mushrooms with black polenta


A stupendously good vegetable brochette


Rice bites


Tamari, lemon and balsamic dressing, with chilli and garlic


Griddled filled courgettes with Ricotta, almonds and tomato sauce


There are not many occasions where I wouldn’t find these eminently suitable. So please don’t throw up your hands in horror with the adage that life’s too short to stuff a mushroom (let alone a hollowed-out courgette) emblazoned on your psyche like a curse. The filling is childishly easy to make, so is the sauce. And the coring, either with a small knife or an apple corer, is no great chore either.


Choose medium-sized courgettes about 4 cm/2 inches in diameter and cut them in half so you end up with stumpier tubes. I like to season the hollowed-out tubes before filling them, so I push oil, salt and pepper into them with my index finger, then stuff them full to overflowing.
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SERVES 4


3 courgettes, long, generous but not fat (they’ll weigh about 500 g/1 lb 2 oz between them)


4 tbsp olive oil and more for the insides


2 shallots, finely chopped


1 garlic clove, finely chopped


100 g/4 oz Ricotta


1 tbsp freshly grated Parmesan, plus extra for serving


½ tsp Marigold bouillon powder


30 g/1 oz whole almonds, roasted for 8 minutes and chopped into thin slivers


2 tbsp fresh white breadcrumbs


1 tbsp chopped fresh basil or ½ tbsp basil, 1½ tbsp chives


Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


For the sauce


4–6 tbsp olive oil


2 garlic cloves, finely chopped


1 small red onion, finely chopped


500 g/1 lb 2 oz tomatoes, roughly chopped


8 black olives, stoned and chopped (optional)


Salt and freshly ground black pepper


To serve


A few small basil leaves





Preheat the oven to 200°C/400°F/gas mark 6.


Cut the courgettes in half to make two tubes, hollow out the flesh and chop it roughly. Heat half the oil in a pan and fry the shallots and garlic. Add the chopped courgette flesh. Soften for 7 minutes on a medium heat, stirring often.


Stir in the Ricotta, Parmesan, bouillon powder, chopped almonds, breadcrumbs and herbs, and season with salt and pepper.


Season the courgette tubes inside and out with salt, pepper and oil. Then stand them on a board like soldiers and push the filling into them, using a teaspoon and your thumb.


Heat the remaining oil in a griddle pan. Fry the courgettes all the way round till the skin starts to char, shrivel and visibly soften and bits of the cheese are slipping out into the pan forming crisp, nutty delectable golden nuggets.


To make the sauce, heat the second lot of oil in a frying pan. Add the garlic and onion and soften until translucent. Add the tomatoes and fry for about 8 minutes. I leave the skins on but you can blanch the tomatoes in boiling water first for a minute and remove them, chopping them and removing the seeds at the same time. Do catch all the juices though and add these to the tomatoes. When the sauce is nearly ready, add the chopped olives. Season to taste.


Transfer the sauce to an ovenproof dish and place the hot griddled courgettes on top. Place in the preheated oven for 10 minutes or so, so that the whole dish comes together bubbling hot. Scatter a few basil leaves over the top and serve extra Parmesan on the side if you like.


FENNEL
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Both the Romans and the ancient Greeks held fennel in a hallowed place and used it extensively in their cooking. Wild fennel is grown for its seed, sweet fennel also for its seeds and leaves, which are used as a herb and in infusions.


The round, compact, bulbous vegetable is also called finocchio or Florence fennel and it is this we eat as a vegetable. It is widely used by the Italians, the French are fond of it and it is used prominently in various parts of the Middle East. Fennel’s flavour is mildly aniseed when raw, but this is greatly softened by gentle braising. It is reputed to be both a digestif and a diuretic, and its seed is a component of gripe water, given to soothe the delicate stomachs of babies. I love it.


I recently picked up some cheap horoscope gismo in a bookshop and turned to Aquarian foods. There they all were, my passions spelled out, fennel and cumin among them. I can’t escape.


It makes wonderful, fresh, crisp salads, old-fashioned creamy soups, elegant risotti, robust sautées, succulent braises and delicate gratins. It is good sliced thin and griddled until lightly charred, then oiled and lemoned, and it roasts beautifully with aubergines, red peppers, courgettes and a little balsamic vinegar. I’m thrilled to see how it has gained in popularity over the last few years, having previously gone into undeserved decline. This is the Age of Aquarius after all.
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OTHER RECIPES USING FENNEL


Fennel and almond soup with cardamom


Carpaccio of fennel with black olives and tomato


Fennel braised with tomatoes and Pernod


Fennel gratin


Grilled vegetables in a ring or rough and ready


Celeriac soup with bouillabaisse seasonings and rouille


Mushroom Wellington


Puy lentils with roasted vegetables


Farfalle with aubergine, fennel and tomatoes


An over-the-top roasted veg lasagne


Carpaccio of fennel with black olives and tomato


The fennel in this recipe needs to be paper-thin or as close to it as possible. I use the cheapest of plastic vegetable slicers, but a mandolin would work a dream, as would the thinnest blade attachment on your food processor.


In the same vein, I make another salad with baby courgettes, sliced similarly delicately and mixed with paper-thin red onion and thin to transparent radish slices. (200 g/7 oz baby courgettes, 1 small red onion, a handful of radishes, dressed as below.) A mound of each is a sharp summer starter, dressed in a light vinaigrette, the vegetables well marinated and soft. Only the tomatoes and black olives have to be added at the end.
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SERVES 4


2 fennel bulbs, fronds and tough bits removed


4 tomatoes, about 300 g/11 oz, ripe but firm, quartered, deseeded and sliced into thinnish crescents (reserve the juice)


2 garlic cloves, finely minced


50 g/scant 2 oz black olives, stoned and thinly sliced


For the dressing


2 tbsp good-quality wine vinegar


Reserved juice from the tomatoes


4 tbsp extra virgin olive oil


Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper





Slice the fennel lengthways into very thin slices and arrange them on a summery plate.


Pour the mixed dressing ingredients on top at least 1 hour before you want to serve the salad and store it at room temperature, unless it is a very hot day, in which case bring it out of the fridge a good half hour before you need it.


Scatter the tomato crescents, the minced garlic and the black olives all over and eat soon.


Fennel braised with tomatoes and Pernod


The idea for this recipe owes nothing to me at all. I stole it lock stock and barrel from Annie Bell, who got it from French chef Alain Ducasse.


All I have done is tweak it here and there. I stew the sauce a little longer than she does, use vine tomatoes instead of small and add garlic – how can I not? I leave it sweet and delicate and serve it with roasted new potatoes or a new potato salad (Jersey Royal by preference), with the skins removed and turned gently in 2 tablespoons of watercress pesto (see here). At the end I add a handful of shredded Gruyère, like fine-tangled silk threads, in a feather-light heap on top of the tomatoes. I put the lid back on the pot again and let the cheese meld with them.
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SERVES 4


750 g/1 lb 11 oz vine tomatoes


4 tbsp extra virgin olive oil, plus extra for serving


1 large fennel bulb or 2 smaller ones, white and firm with healthy fronds


1 large garlic clove, finely sliced


60 ml/2 fl oz Pernod


60 g/2 oz Gruyère, finely grated


Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper





Preheat the oven to 200°C/400°F/gas mark 6.


Take half of the tomatoes and cut them in half. Drizzle over 2 tablespoons olive oil and crush some sea salt over them. Then add a twist of ground black pepper. Place on a baking tray in the oven until the skins shrink and the juices are concentrated, sticky and sweet.


Meanwhile, roughly chop the rest of the tomatoes and blend them until smooth – they should look pale, almost pink, and lush. Rub them through a fine sieve and collect the slippery juices in a bowl.


Trim the fennel bulbs and keep the fronds aside for use later. Cut the bulb through the top and then into even strips.


Heat the remaining olive oil in a heavy-bottomed pan. Add the garlic, turning until it becomes transparent, and then add the fennel, crammed in and well seasoned with salt and pepper.


Holding the lid tightly on the pan, give it a good shake and then leave the fennel to soften on its own for 5–6 minutes. Then add the tomato juice, season again and simmer for another 10 minutes until the fennel is soft and dressed in the thick sauce.


Remove the roasted tomatoes from the oven and place them over the fennel. Warm the Pernod in a ladle over a gas flame, or in a small saucepan. As soon as it ignites, pour it on to the tomatoes (it helps if you have an audience, so you can marvel together) and wait for the flames to subside before adding the Gruyère, replacing the lid and waiting a while.


Serve with new potatoes, simply buttered or as described above or with some warmed crusty French bread. Hand around the olive oil for those who want more.


Fennel gratin


My unending passion for fennel reveals itself again. Even here, where it is covered in cream, I feel sure that its digestive properties shine through. Braising is a two-way process – the taste of the vegetables into the sauce, the sauce flavour into the vegetables – and the result is so much greater than the sum of its parts. The fennel can be as soft as can be – don’t fall into the trap of thinking it needs bite – this is vegetable in soothing mode.


[image: images]


SERVES 2


5 tbsp light olive oil, plus a little extra


2 fennel bulbs, cut in 4 lengthways


2 garlic cloves, finely sliced


300 ml/10 fl oz hot vegetable stock, made with ½ tsp Marigold bouillon powder


60 g/2 oz chestnut mushrooms, finely sliced (optional)


A dash of tamari (for the mushrooms)


100 ml/3½ fl oz double cream


30 g/1 oz Parmesan, grated





Heat half of the olive oil in a heavy-bottomed pan and fry the trimmed fennel quarters over a fairly high heat until they turn golden in places. Cover with the remaining oil, garlic and stock. Bring to the boil, reduce the heat to low and simmer gently for 10–12 minutes or until the fennel is tender, the liquid reduced by three-quarters to a syrupy sauce.
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