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Dave: I’d like to dedicate this book to the hospital team who have cared for me over the last eighteen months. It’s because of them that I’m here today and able to continue cooking and enjoying comforting food.


Si: To my sons and to Ada Grace, my gorgeous granddaughter, who has brought joy, laughter and a new generation to the King family. And to Nicole Kavanagh for her constant support and guidance through life’s trials and tribulations.
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Food, love & comfort



We’ve all got to eat to stay alive, but food is so much more than nourishment. Good food is a pleasure, it’s creative – and it’s comforting. Food means home. Food can bring back memories of childhood, of special occasions, of good times. Some of us – and we’re mentioning no names – wake up thinking of what to cook and eat and then go to sleep at night planning the next day’s meals.


Cooking great food is also about showing and sharing love. What could be a nicer way of showing you care than making a beautiful meal for those special people in your life? But also, when you’re on your own, there’s nothing better than putting together something tasty to give yourself a bit of a treat. Whether you’re cooking up a fab feast for Sunday dinner with the family or making supper for one to have on a tray in front of the telly, you’ll find something to enjoy in this collection of recipes.


At times like these when money is tight and life a bit stressful, good food can be a cuddle for your soul as well as your belly. We made a TV series called ‘Comfort Food’ a while back and catching some repeats of the show got us chatting. We started thinking how great it would be to explore the idea of comforting cooking in more depth. So here we are. And never has writing a book made us feel so hungry and keen to get in the kitchen and cook!


It’s important to say that comfort food isn’t all about buttery bakes and hearty pies and stews. They play a part certainly, particularly on cold winter days, but you need comfort in all seasons, in sunshine and showers, and a tasty ham and potato salad or a light fresh fennel and white bean soup can bring cheer at any time of year. And it’s not just about British staples. In the years we’ve been cooking together we’ve travelled the world and found little gems to gladden our hearts and tickle our taste buds everywhere from Shanghai to Southampton.


We’ve come up with some twists on old favourites as well as some brand-new ideas in the following pages. For instance, we both love a risotto, and we agree that spaghetti carbonara is high on the comfort food chart, so we’ve combined the two to make risotto carbonara – something we hope will become a new go-to favourite. It really is a big hug of a dish. We just had to include a shepherd’s pie in our book and this one is a bit special – a duck confit shepherd’s pie which you’re going to love.


The following pages are packed with ideas for quick snacks, midweek suppers, weekend specials and tempting teatime treats and puds. It’s food that’s all about love and generosity, food that makes you feel glad to be alive. We’re thrilled with these dishes, and we think you will be too, so head to the kitchen and get comfy!


Some tips from us


Peel onions, garlic and other veg and fruit unless otherwise specified.


Use free-range eggs whenever possible. We reckon that 95 per cent of good cooking is good shopping – great ingredients need less fussing with – so buy the best and freshest that your budget allows.


Weigh all your ingredients and use proper measuring spoons and jugs. This is particularly important with baking recipes.


We’ve included a few stock recipes at the back of the book and home-made stock is great to have in your freezer. But if you don’t have time, you can find some good fresh stocks in supermarkets or you can use the little stock pots or cubes.


Every oven is different, so be prepared to cook dishes for a shorter or longer time, if necessary. We find a meat thermometer is a useful bit of kit to help you get perfectly cooked meat and chicken. They are readily available online and in kitchen shops.
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Everyone has their own childhood memories of favourite foods. In our house, Monday was washing day and baking day. My mother would make bread, a Victoria sandwich cake, fruit scones and light, pillowy, floury baps. I still remember the smell of those baps fresh out of the oven and I love them to this day. When I started to learn to cook, Friday was stay-up-late night and a chance for me to make my own supper. I’d be given a couple of potatoes to make chips and I’d put them in a good old-fashioned chip butty. That sense of comfort was sublime.


Passions change and develop over the years and later on when I came to London for college I was knocked out by all the new and exciting foods I discovered. Best of all was getting back to my little flat and having a chicken madras and pilau rice!


Nowadays, Si and I realise we’re some of the luckiest men on Earth, with the travels we’ve made and the food we’ve eaten. From slurping down bowls of ramen in Yokohama to munching cheesy chips on the prom on the Isle of Man after a day’s TT racing, it’s all been magnificent. We’ve loved every minute of our journey in food.


I’ve always loved my food. My dad was in the Navy and used to arrive home from his travels bringing exotic ingredients like star anise and lemon grass – unknown in Kibblesworth, our little pit village on a windswept hill the northeast. Stella, my mam, was an amazing cook and early on in life I realised our food wasn’t quite like that of other families. Mam was really ahead of her time in the way she used an array of herbs and spices to create mouth-watering curries and comforting casseroles on a limited budget. I loved it all.


For me, food means joy and nostalgia. The smell of a favourite dish immediately takes me back to memories of being sat round a table enjoying a meal with family or friends, to thoughts of love, kindness and togetherness.


And that’s what this book is about – a collection of what we think are the most comforting recipes in order to celebrate the importance of food in our lives and the joy and satisfaction it can bring. We hope you enjoy them as much as we do.
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Fennel & white bean soup


Tomato soup with cheesy dumplings


French onion soup


Pasta & chickpea soup


Clam chowder


Ham hock & red lentil soup


Coconut noodle soup


Chicken soup


Mulligatawny


Beef & barley stew
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Fennel & white bean soup



We love a bean soup and this one is light and fresh but still really velvety and comforting. Kingy loves cooking with fennel and it really does bring this soup to life. If you fancy giving the soup more of a kick, sprinkle a few chilli flakes over each bowlful. And we suggest puréeing just a few ladlefuls and leaving the rest as it is to give a nice mix of textures.


Serves 4


1 tbsp olive oil


15g butter


1 large onion, finely chopped


1 large fennel bulb, finely sliced


pinch of sugar


2 garlic cloves, finely chopped


½ tsp fennel seeds


2 bay leaves


100ml white wine


100g cherry tomatoes, puréed


2 x 400g cans of cannellini beans (500g cooked beans)


1 litre vegetable or chicken stock


salt and black pepper


To serve


squeeze of lemon juice


chilli flakes (optional)


Heat the olive oil and butter in a large saucepan. Add the onion and fennel and sauté them over a medium-high heat until both start to take on some colour. Add a pinch of sugar and continue to cook until the veg are lightly caramelised, then stir in the garlic, fennel seeds and bay leaves. Season with salt and pepper.


Pour over the wine and bring to the boil. Turn down the heat, cover the pan and leave the onion and fennel to braise gently until completely tender.


Add the cherry tomatoes to the pan and cook for a couple of minutes before stirring in the beans and stock. Bring to the boil, then turn the heat down and simmer gently for 15 minutes.


Take out the bay leaves, then remove a few ladlefuls of soup and purée lightly in a blender. Tip the purée back into the pan, stir and heat through again.


Ladle the soup into bowls and add a squeeze of lemon juice. Have some chilli flakes to add at the table if you like.



[image: image]




Tomato soup with cheesy dumplings



My mam used to serve canned tomato soup with fried cheese sandwiches. This is a refined version and if I do say so myself, twice as tasty as my mother’s was and a bit better for you – it’s nice and not so naughty. We’ve added sweet potato, a pinch of cinnamon and some herbs for extra deliciousness and who doesn’t love a dumpling? A perfect combo, I think. (Dave)


Serves 4


1 tbsp olive oil


25g butter


1 large onion, finely chopped


½ sweet potato, peeled and diced


3 garlic cloves, finely chopped


½ tsp ground cinnamon


1 large tarragon sprig


1 large basil sprig


2 x 400g cans of chopped tomatoes


500ml vegetable or chicken stock


pinch of sugar (optional)


50ml single cream (optional)


salt and black pepper


Dumplings


125g breadcrumbs


½ tsp baking powder


75g hard cheese (Parmesan or a very mature Cheddar), grated


1 tsp mustard powder


1 tsp dried oregano


1 egg


50g ricotta or cream cheese


To serve


25g Cheddar cheese, grated


a few basil leaves


Heat the olive oil and butter in a large saucepan. Add the onion and sweet potato and cook them gently over a gentle heat until the onion is soft and translucent. Add the garlic and cinnamon, stir for another minute or so, then add the herbs, tomatoes and stock to the pan. Season with plenty of salt and black pepper.


Bring to the boil, then turn the heat down, cover the pan and leave to simmer for 20 minutes. Remove the tarragon and basil, then blitz the soup until smooth, using a hand or jug blender. Taste for seasoning and add a pinch of sugar if necessary. You can also add the cream at this stage if you think the soup needs it.


While the soup is simmering, make the dumplings. Put all the ingredients in a bowl and season with plenty of salt and pepper. Mix thoroughly and form into 8 balls. They will seem quite firm at this stage.


Drop the cheesy dumplings into the soup and cover the pan. Simmer for about 10 minutes until the dumplings have swelled a little and are cooked through. Serve the soup garnished with a sprinkling of cheese and a few basil leaves.
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French onion soup



You don’t have to be on a skiing holiday to enjoy this soup! One of the great classics, French onion is one of the most warming soups imaginable. Up to you what stock you use. If you’re veggie, go for vegetable, but we like chicken or a mixture of chicken and beef. The trad way of finishing this is to put the bowls of soup with the cheese-topped croutons under the grill, but we favour this slightly easier method of grilling the croutons first, then adding them to the soup. That way you get a nice mix of browned cheese and melting, stringy, soft cheese in the bowls.


Serves 4


75g butter


1kg onions, thinly sliced (about 3mm is good)


leaves from a large thyme sprig


large pinch of demerara sugar (optional)


1 tbsp plain flour


150ml dry sherry or white wine


1 tbsp sherry vinegar


1 bay leaf


850ml stock (beef, chicken or vegetable)


up to 1 tbsp brandy


salt and black pepper


Croutons


8 rounds of baguette


1 garlic clove, halved


butter, for spreading


100g Gruyère cheese, grated


Melt the butter in a large saucepan, add the onions and thyme leaves and stir to coat them. Put the lid on the pan and leave the onions to cook for about 10 minutes over a low heat until they have softened.


Turn the heat up to medium and cook the onions until caramelised – this is not a fast process and will probably take at least an hour, perhaps longer. A fair amount of liquid will evaporate off first, as the onions release water and lose volume, then they will slowly brown. Stir them regularly, scraping up the brown layer which will coat the base of the pan. Add a splash of water from time to time if the onions are getting close to burning. Taste when you think they are caramelised enough and add a pinch of sugar if they need any additional sweetness.


Stir in the flour and cook it for a couple of minutes or so to get rid of the raw flavour. Add the sherry or white wine and bring it to the boil, stirring constantly to deglaze the base of the pan. Add the sherry vinegar, bay leaf and stock, then season with plenty of salt and pepper.


Bring the soup to the boil again, then turn down the heat, partially cover the pan and simmer for about 45 minutes. Add the brandy, a teaspoon at a time, stirring it in and tasting until you are happy with the flavour. Check for seasoning at the same time and adjust as necessary.


Heat a grill. Toast the baguette slices, rub them with the cut garlic and spread with butter. Divide half the cheese between the croutons and grill until the cheese has started to brown, then pile the rest of the cheese on top. Serve the soup with the croutons.
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Pasta & chickpea soup



This is a riff on the Italian pasta e ceci – pasta and chickpea stew. A beautifully tasty, hearty bowlful, this really does warm the cockles and is a meal in itself. We’ve opted to keep this recipe veggie and it’s fab, but you could add some diced bacon, pancetta or chorizo if you like.


Serves 4


2 tbsp olive oil


1 large onion, finely diced


1 large carrot, finely diced


2 celery sticks, finely diced


3 garlic cloves, finely chopped


leaves from a large rosemary sprig, finely chopped


1 tsp dried oregano


2 bay leaves


2 x 400g cans of chickpeas


200g canned or fresh tomatoes


800ml vegetable or chicken stock


100g small soup pasta


salt and black pepper


To serve


squeeze of lemon juice


handful of parsley, finely chopped


pinch of chilli flakes


Heat the olive oil in a large saucepan and add the onion, carrot and celery. Sauté over a medium heat until the onion and celery are translucent and all the vegetables are tender. Turn up the heat a little so the veg take on some colour, then stir in the garlic. Cook for another couple of minutes, then add the herbs, chickpeas, tomatoes and stock. Season with salt and pepper.


Bring to the boil, then turn the heat down, partially cover the pan with a lid and leave to simmer for about 15 minutes. Remove the lid and add the pasta. Cook until the pasta is just the soft side of al dente, then taste to check the seasoning and adjust as necessary.


Add a squeeze of lemon juice and serve with a sprinkling of parsley and some chilli flakes for a touch of heat.
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Clam chowder



This is so good. There’s something lovely about a chowder and for this recipe we’ve kept things really easy by using clams from a can or jar – cheaper than fresh and you can keep some in your store cupboard. The clams usually come in a light brine or clam juice which you can use as part of the cooking liquor, but we advise tasting it first to make sure it isn’t too salty. As is traditional, this chowder is thickened with potatoes, which gives it a really comforting texture.


Serves 4


1 tbsp olive oil


100g smoked bacon lardons


25g butter


1 onion, finely diced


400g floury potatoes, diced


2 celery sticks, diced


2 leeks, cut into slim rounds


2 bay leaves


1 thyme sprig


1 tbsp plain flour


400ml chicken or fish stock


1 x can or jar of clams (about 300g, undrained weight)


200ml milk


squeeze of lemon juice (optional)


salt and black pepper


To serve


handful of parsley, finely chopped


crusty bread


Heat the olive oil in a saucepan and add the bacon. Fry until crisp and brown, then set it aside on kitchen paper to drain.


Add the butter to the pan. When it has melted, add the onion, potatoes, celery and leeks. Sauté for a few minutes over a medium heat until they are all glossy with butter and starting to turn translucent, then add the herbs. Stir in the flour – it should make a paste around the vegetables – then pour in a little of the stock. Stir thoroughly to make sure the flour has completely combined without going lumpy, then add the rest of the stock.


Strain the clams over a bowl, taste the liquid and add it to the pan if it tastes good. Season with salt and pepper as needed. Bring the soup to the boil, then turn the heat down and simmer for about 15–20 minutes until the vegetables are tender.


Put the bacon back in the pan and add the clams and milk. Don’t let the soup come to the boil again – just simmer it gently until piping hot. Taste for seasoning again and add a squeeze of lemon juice to cut through the richness if you think it necessary. Garnish with parsley and serve immediately with some good crusty bread.
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Ham hock & red lentil soup



A ham and lentil soup tops the comfort charts for us – and for most people we think. We both loved our mothers’ versions and this is ours – could it be even better? Ham hocks are cheap to buy from your butcher or supermarket and there’s quite a bit of meat on them which you could use for the salad here. If you don’t want to cook a ham hock, you could add a ham bone to the soup or just use a ham stock cube.


Serves 4


1 small ham hock, smoked or unsmoked


½ onion


6 cloves


3 bay leaves


large thyme sprig


a few allspice berries


Soup


2 tbsp olive oil


1 onion, finely chopped


2 carrots, finely diced


2 celery sticks, finely diced


3 garlic cloves, finely chopped


300g red lentils, well rinsed


1.2 litres ham stock


1 hot chilli pepper (optional)


To serve


1 tbsp olive oil


100g reserved ham hock, shredded


1 tbsp light brown soft sugar


1 tsp hot sauce (optional)


If cooking a ham hock from scratch, check first whether it needs soaking. If it does, either soak it overnight in cold water, or use this quick method: put the ham hock in a large saucepan and cover it with water. Bring to the boil and leave it for 2 minutes, then drain thoroughly. Give the ham and the saucepan a wash to get rid of any starch, then put the ham back in the pan.


To cook the ham, put it in a large pan, cover it with water and bring to the boil. Skim off any foam until it starts turning white instead of mushroom-coloured. Stud the onion with the cloves and add it to the pan along with the herbs and allspice berries. Turn down the heat and simmer for 11/2–2 hours until the ham is cooked and tender.


Remove the ham from the pan and strain the liquid, discarding the aromatics. When the ham is cool enough to handle, remove the meat from the bone, discarding the skin and fat as you go.


To make the soup, heat the oil in a large saucepan. Add the vegetables and sauté them over a medium heat until they are softened and starting to take on some colour. Add the garlic and continue to cook for another couple of minutes. Stir in the lentils and pour in the stock, then add the chilli pepper, if using. Bring to the boil, then turn the heat down to a simmer. Taste for seasoning and add salt and pepper as necessary – how much salt you need depends on the saltiness of the ham stock.


Simmer until the vegetables are tender and the lentils have broken down completely – this will take 25–30 minutes. Remove the chilli pepper, if using.


To make the garnish, heat the oil in a small frying pan and add the shredded ham hock. Sprinkle over the sugar and hot sauce, if using, then season with salt and pepper. Stir over a medium-high heat until the meat is crisp and lightly caramelised. Serve the soup with a generous sprinkling of ham hock.
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Coconut noodle soup



A comforting dish that whisks you away to far-off shores – and you don’t need a passport! You do have to make a curry paste for this recipe but once that’s done the soup is so quick and easy. Vary the veg according to what you like or have available – for instance, you could add sprouting broccoli instead of pak choi.


Serves 4–6


1 tbsp coconut oil


3 tbsp Vietnamese curry paste (see here)


3 chicken thigh fillets or 2 chicken breasts, finely sliced


500ml chicken or vegetable stock


400ml can of coconut milk


2–3 tbsp fish sauce


juice of 1 lime


1 tsp palm sugar or light brown soft sugar


1 red pepper, cut into strips


120g baby corn, cut in half, diagonally


200–250g pak choi, trimmed and halved lengthways


300g flat rice noodles


1 tsp sesame oil


salt and black pepper


To serve


4 spring onions, shredded


handful of coriander, mint and/or Thai basil leaves


chilli oil


Heat the coconut oil in a large saucepan and add 2 tablespoons of the curry paste. Fry until the paste starts to smell aromatic and is slightly caramelised from the sugar, then add the chicken and fry until lightly browned.


Pour in the stock and coconut milk and bring to the boil. Season with salt and black pepper and add 2 tablespoons of the fish sauce, half the lime juice and the sugar. Simmer for a couple of minutes. Add all the vegetables and continue to simmer until they are tender. Taste and add more fish sauce and lime juice to get the flavour you want.


Cook the noodles according to the packet instructions, then toss them in the remaining curry paste and the sesame oil. Divide them between the bowls, then ladle over the soup, making sure the chicken and vegetables are evenly distributed. Garnish with the spring onions and herbs, then serve with some chilli oil on the side.
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Chicken soup



Many people believe that a good bowlful of chicken soup cures all ills and heartbreaks and we think this recipe fits the bill. There’s a bit of chopping to do but when you taste the soup you’ll know it’s all been worthwhile. With protein, carbs and plenty of veg, this is a delicious meal in itself and very welcome at any time of year.


Serves 4


30g butter


1 onion, diced


2 large carrots, diced


2 celery sticks, diced


300g potatoes, diced


3 chicken thigh fillets, diced


3 leeks, sliced into rounds


3 garlic cloves, finely chopped


leaves from 4 large tarragon sprigs, finely chopped, plus extra to garnish


100ml white wine


750ml chicken stock


50ml double cream


salt and black pepper


Heat the butter in a large saucepan and add the onion, carrot, celery and potatoes. Cook for 10 minutes over a gentle heat, stirring regularly, then turn up the heat and add the chicken.


Cook until the chicken is lightly coloured on all sides, then stir in the leeks, garlic and tarragon. Stir for another minute, then pour in the white wine and season with salt and pepper. Bring the boil, cover the pan and leave to braise until the vegetables are tender – this will take about another 10–15 minutes.


Pour over the stock and bring to the boil. Lower the heat and simmer gently for about 10 minutes, then check the vegetables – the potatoes should be breaking up and everything else should be cooked. Stir in the cream and reheat until piping hot. Serve in bowls with a little more chopped tarragon sprinkled on top.
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Mulligatawny



A classic soup, this originated in India then became popular in Britain in the 19th century. The name comes from the Tamil words for pepper and water and there are many different versions – not all of which contain meat, which was probably a British addition. It’s a great dish, nourishing and warming, and you can take your pick of garnishes – chillies to ramp up the heat, yoghurt to temper it or mango chutney for heat and sweetness. We go for all three, plus a sprinkle of coriander. Like many spicy dishes, this is great in summer or winter.


Serves 4–6


2 tbsp coconut oil or olive oil


1 large onion, diced


2 large carrots, diced


½ small swede, diced


400g stewing lamb, finely diced


1 tsp mustard seeds


15g root ginger, grated


4 garlic cloves, finely chopped


2 tbsp curry powder


2 tbsp tomato purée


50g red lentils, well rinsed


1 litre vegetable or chicken stock


50g basmati rice


1 red pepper, diced


1 eating apple, peeled and diced


200g curly kale, destemmed and shredded


salt and black pepper


To serve (all optional)


sliced green chillies


yoghurt


mango chutney


chopped coriander


Heat the oil in a large saucepan and add the onion, carrots and swede. Sauté over a medium-high heat until the vegetables are starting to brown, then turn up the heat, add the lamb. and sear it on all sides. Add the mustard seeds and leave them until they start spitting.


Reduce the heat and stir in the root ginger and garlic. Cook for a couple of minutes, then stir in the curry powder and tomato purée. Stir until the tomato purée starts to separate, then add the red lentils and stock.


Season with plenty of salt and pepper and bring to the boil, then reduce the heat and cover the pan. Simmer for about 20 minutes, until the lentils are well on their way to being tender, then add the rice, red pepper, apple and kale. Continue to cook until the rice is tender – probably another 15–20 minutes. Keep an eye on the liquid levels and add a little more stock if necessary. Check the seasoning and add salt and pepper to taste.


Ladle into bowls and serve with your choice of garnishes.
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Beef & barley stew



We’re both big fans of barley and think it isn’t used enough. A real winter warmer, this stew tastes even better the next day, so make plenty and treat yourself. The sweetness of the leeks and cabbage marry perfectly with the meltingly tender meat to make a truly mouthwatering bowlful of goodness.


Serves 4–6


2 tbsp olive oil or dripping


500g braising or stewing steak, cut into chunks


1 large onion, diced


2 celery sticks, sliced


2 large carrots, sliced into slim rounds


200g swede, diced


3 garlic cloves, chopped


3 tbsp tomato purée


100ml red wine


3 bay leaves


75g barley


1.2 litres beef stock


2 leeks, cut into rounds


½ green pointed cabbage, shredded


salt and black pepper


To serve


a few dill or parsley sprigs, finely chopped


Heat the olive oil or dripping in a large saucepan or flameproof casserole dish. When it’s hot, add the beef and sear it on all sides, then transfer it to a plate.


Add the onion, celery, carrots and swede to the pan and sauté over a medium heat until they have taken on some colour. Add the garlic and stir for a couple of minutes, then stir in the tomato purée. Continue to stir for another 2–3 minutes until the raw taste of the tomato purée has been cooked out.
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