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INTRODUCTION


Taste… Salt is greatly underrated


Flavour… Butter is the food of the gods


Essence… Bones are the essence of everything


EMMA CANNON


I have been cooking for most of my adult life, and before that I watched others cooking from a corner of the kitchen in my family’s restaurant. I think I am now old enough to understand that there are some things you just have to accept as predetermined in life, and being involved with food and becoming a chef was clearly always written into my destiny. Over many years I have cooked in different countries with different chefs and this book is a collection of the memories and recipes that have all come together over that time and which stay with me even today.


The main purpose of any cookbook, in my opinion, is to share recipes and cooking techniques that work and that you can enjoy at home, cooked on a barbecue out near the sea, eaten alone as a treat after a long day, or with friends and family around a table when you want to feast. I hope you will be surprised at how easy some cooking techniques really are, and I want to share with you the magic of discovery and connection you can find when cooking and eating food together.


I currently work in a primary school in Hackney, East London. I started there making school lunches and now I give cooking lessons three times a week to the children. Seeing the awe in their faces as we do simple things like whisking and grating reminds me of where I want to be as a chef at this present moment. I made this choice to work here because I needed less of the intensity and striving for perfection that came with the restaurant industry and instead I wanted to pursue more of the giving to others of what I have learned about food. Every person I meet says how lucky the children are to have this opportunity to learn to cook, but really I feel I am the lucky one to be able to share this with them.


Before I joined the school, I cooked in a number of restaurants at chef de partie level, which simply means that you have a section you are in charge of and at every service you try to have the precise same movements and accuracy in your cooking. You obsess over having the same place for everything and the same timings throughout the day – I always say it’s like a dance that happens between yourself and the food you cook in your space in the kitchen. Cooking the same three or four dishes throughout your shift, aiming for a consistently high standard, is the kind of cooking that is very different to how I cook at home, although there are some fundamental basics which I believe are helpful. For example, being organised at the start and keeping a clean kitchen while cooking helps you concentrate on the food you are preparing and be mindful of the process. Having a little section in your fridge of dressings and sauces that you can dip into throughout the week when you arrive home hungry means that you can add flavour in an instant to the simplest of meals. Prep, or preparation, is everything for a good service and even at home I use my weekend to prep for a good week of easy dinners.
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In most of my recipes I try to use everyday ingredients but sometimes I introduce a few lesser-known ones, like koji, for example, and techniques such as smoking foods on the hob. For me, cooking is not only a comfort but allows me to take steps out of my comfort zone, too, in the routine of how I cook or how I shop or forage for food – whether that’s foraging in the woods, by the sea or on my computer sourcing things online.


I hope to go a little further in this book than just giving you a series of recipes that you can follow, so that you might use these as a canvas to create your own recipes. Once you know how to cook a rib-eye steak so that you have that seared-on-the-outside, tender-in-the-middle and no blood on the plate result every time, you can then try all kinds of finishing butters to add the extra layer of flavour – from nori to salmon to bone marrow. Having this basic skill opens up a world of different dishes. I hope that I may create possibilities for you, while also sharing with you some tried-and-tested recipes that I love, and demonstrating some techniques that serve me well.


SALT


I was born in Malta, a small island in the Southern Mediterranean positioned between Sicily and North Africa. During the summers the heat becomes thick and heavy and so every day our only relief from it was to jump into the blue crystal sea. I remember my cousin chasing us with octopus, turning the beak to spray us with its ink and my dad eating live rizzi (sea urchins) straight from the rock. I was about seven when I became obsessed with seeing salt crystalise on the rocks in shallow waters, making the light shimmer off it into a thousand colours. I remember licking it and liking the taste. We used to spend all day in the sea – maybe that is why I salt constantly while I cook.


I know salt causes debate amongst cooks and chefs. To me, the argument for and against salting after cooking is interesting because some say it is the first taste that the tongue registers, and too much can prevent the authentic flavours of the dish shining through. My belief is that salt helps rather than hinders and cooking is mostly about preference and instinct, so I guess I believe in being in tune with the idea that there is no wrong or right approach. Saying all of that, I strongly stand by having a good salt in your kitchen, one that you can use regularly and can become familiar with its strength and how much of it is needed. Maldon is one of the best salts you will find and I also like to experiment with the beautiful pink Himalayan salt, black salt from Hawaii or the wood-smoked salt which is popular in Scandinavia.


I salt at the beginning, the middle and the end of preparing a meal. If the balance of seasoning in a dish is wrong, it doesn’t matter how amazingly well cooked the rest of the ingredients are, I will feel that something is missing.


I also love to brine meat (which is basically soaking it in either a salt and water or salt and sugar mix) and I recently started to brine vegetables. I would know I was going to have a good service on the meat or fish section when I salted both sides of the flesh before it hit the grill or plancha each time for every order. After resting and brushing a beautiful piece of meat with butter and carving and salting it, you tap into a feeling that you’ve finished something perfectly every time.


BUTTER


Butter just brings everything together. A rib-eye steak is transformed by that last basting of butter from the pan and scattering of salt flakes. On a week night I might have noodles just with cabbage sautéed in butter and topped with an egg. At barbecues I love serving sides of Jersey new potatoes in melting nori butter and a corn on the cob dipped in ginger butter.


At Nopi, a London restaurant where I worked, we used to get through 25 kilos of butter every week – each section has three or four containers of butter cut into tiny cubes per service and most dishes are finished with butter. It would arrive in blocks of 5 kilos which would then need to be cut into perfect equal-sized squares without it melting.


I remember being given a bowl of pasta with rizzi butter (sea urchin) as a child and it being just as normal as a soft-boiled egg with soldiers. This is the food I was brought up on and it was what I thought was common. I didn’t realise how lucky I was to be introduced to such beautiful ingredients at a young age.


I noticed recently that many restaurants have stopped serving buttered toast at breakfast, so if you then ask for butter it will come straight from the fridge so that it doesn’t have a chance of melting on the toast. I’m with Anna (Anna Hansen from The Modern Pantry) who used to give morning briefings to the whole kitchen team saying all we had to do each morning was to serve perfectly buttered toast and perfect porridge and the rest would flow from there.
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BONES


Somehow I understand that bones are the essence. Bones take us back to basics, where fillets of fish are not an option. If steak tartare with an egg yolk is on the menu, it is mine. I served bone marrow in our restaurant before I even knew that you needed a special fork to be able to reach in and get it out. We had some puzzled looks from our customers! I remember learning how to cook ox cheek, very slowly, over what seemed like days, and I fell in love. When I was served a fish head on a stick at Noma, in Copenhagen, it was the perfect dish. This is what I want to say with food.


Having cooked most of my life, I realise I have cooked with instinct most of the time, with emotional intelligence when managing a team and with all my senses, regardless of what mood I am in. I can touch a piece of meat or hear a sound and know it has been or is being seared well, and I can smell when something is ready. My body clock is a cooking clock – sometimes I will rely on a timer but most days my cooking skills are my senses, and on those days I am strong.




GLOSSARY OF TECHNIQUES


I used to be a little embarrassed by all the terminology used in restaurant kitchens. Now I realise it is so helpful and I have watched friends and family grow in confidence in the kitchen with just a little more know-how.


Caramelise


Everything that contains sugar can be caramelised. This is one of the most important techniques you can learn. Duck skin is perfect when caramelised well, as is fish skin, sweet potatoes, pulses, spices and onions mostly all the time – it gives them a sweet flavour and a beautiful glaze.


Chiffonade


To slice into very thin strips or shreds. Literally translated from the French meaning ‘made of rags’.


Deglaze


This is a technique to maximise the flavour in your dish by using liquid to bring together all the flavours in the pan. The pan needs to be very hot, so that once a little liquid such as wine or balsamic vinegar is added, the flavours in the pan are immediately absorbed into the liquid and the meat or vegetables or grains then immediately absorb those flavours too as the liquid evaporates.


Dice/Brunoise


To cut food into tiny cubes.


Gravalax


Meaning ‘to bury’, this is a Nordic word and technique which is usually used to cure salmon. The fish is buried in sugar and salt and left to cure.


Let rest


We had this idea that only meat needed to rest – basically you leave roasted meat to relax after cooking before slicing or eating, to allow the flesh to tenderise and also release any blood, which will not look good on the plate. However, my discovery is that mostly anything tastes better after resting, even soups before blitzing, and pulses are even better after being ‘rested’ overnight – especially curries and dhal.


Mise en place


Literally means ‘set in place’ – everything has a place. This is the best state of mind to be in when cooking anywhere. I normally set myself a container packed with tasting spoons and fill the sink with soap and water to wash them as I go. Keeping a clean and clear surface and having a good mise en place is what makes cooking fun and hassle-free.
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Monte


This is when you continuously coat your food in a hot pan with foaming butter, using a spoon to give it a shine and a beautiful end taste. This, to me, is one of the most important things you can do in the kitchen as a chef.


Quenelle


This is a technique used to create an elegant oval, egg-shaped scoop, usually of ice cream or cream. It’s really hard to explain in words so I would recommend watching an online video, but basically you use a curved spoon, heated up in water if you are quenelling ice cream, scooping first under and then curving over.


Sealing off


Sealing off meat, fish or vegetables is a fundamental cooking technique where you cook at a high temperature to create colour on the outside. It doesn’t actually ‘seal in’ flavour as often thought, but there is specific flavour in the darker colour. This is why I love to have a grill pan (with ridges), especially for meat and grilled vegetables.




THE BEGINNING: STOCKS


One of my favourite books is Instructions to the Cook by Bernard Glassman & Rick Fields. The reason I love it is for all the metaphors about cooking and life:


‘For the Zen cook, a seed of doubt, a pinch of faith, and a dollop of determination is enough to begin.’


My own little metaphor is that stock is the beginning of cooking, just as a good heart is for life. They are both really all you need to start with and you can work your way from there.


As a chef, the first thing I do in honour of wasting less is to always have home-made stock. I remember the words of a larger-than-life Scottish chef who ran the kitchen in my first job at The Hilton in Malta; he said to me, ‘the stock is everything. Use your imagination, let it run wild, add spices, balsamic vinegars, alcohol or herbs’. That was 15 years ago and ever since I have never made the same stock twice. I make it on the hob or in the oven, and old vegetables always get transformed into fragrant stock for soups, or for simmering grains in, or poaching some fish.


You can be as adventurous as you dare with your stock. I once stayed at a silent retreat in Bali where we were able to boil up teas using an amazing variety of herbs, roots and spices; for example, turmeric root, kaffir lime or Szechuan peppercorns, which I realised could all be infused with basic vegetables to create wonderful flavoured stocks.


When you try anything for the first time, you have no clue what will happen but hopefully you want to try anyway, just to see the result. This puts off a lot of people in the kitchen, worried about the finished dish before they have put anything in the pot. But really, the beginner’s mind is the best, not knowing what alchemy might happen is much more interesting than knowing for sure. Start off by simply keeping all your vegetable trimmings or meat, chicken or fish carcasses and boiling them up for a wonderfully nutritious homemade stock which can be stored in the fridge or freezer for a dish that demands it. As you become more confident with making stock, you can experiment with different flavour combinations.


I have included some recipes in this first chapter for basic stocks, and give examples of how I use them in my cooking. Often in cookery books the stock chapter is separated from everything else, but in the daily life of a kitchen it is an integral part of so many dishes.
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VEG STOCK


You don’t have to have celery or carrots or even onion to make a vegetable stock, although these are the classics. I love to see what flavours come from the different veg we have on hand: an end of a leek with some fennel trimmings is the start of a delicious delicate soup. (Don’t use potato peelings, though, as they will turn your stock ‘paste like’.)


MAKES JUST UNDER 1L


a handful of carrot peelings


celery butts


leek tops


knob of fresh root ginger, bruised with a knife


1 garlic clove


1 bay leaf


1 litre water


good pinch of sea salt


Add all the ingredients, except the salt, to a large saucepan, bring to the boil and then reduce to a simmer and cook for about 30 minutes.


Add salt to taste, cool and strain into a sterilised jar (see here for instructions) and keep in the fridge for 4–5 days.
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BABY VEG BRAISED IN SAFFRON STOCK


Baby veg is so beautiful and it is so tender that you hardly need to cook it. However, it does come with quite a lot of grit, so to really appreciate it you do have to appreciate the cleaning!


SERVES 4 AS A SIDE


pinch of saffron threads


400ml veg stock (see recipe opposite), warmed


250g your favourite baby veg, for example courgettes, breakfast radishes, carrots, turnips and kohlrabi (peeled)


Soak the saffron threads in your simple vegetable stock, add the baby veg and braise on a simmer for 8–10 minutes.


You can serve the veg in the broth as a colourful side dish for sharing if you like; it would go very well with Chicken on the Rack (here), Sea Bream and Mung Kitchari (here) or the Calves’ Liver with Sage Butter (here) recipes.
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CHICKEN STOCK


As with the veg stock, having a jar of chicken stock in the fridge gives you so many ways to add a depth of flavour to your everyday cooking.


It isn’t particularly revolutionary for me to include a recipe for roast chicken, or the chicken stock that I make after we have roasted a chicken, but then again, when I am in the supermarket I always notice how many people buy skinless chicken breasts versus whole chickens, and so miss out on so much flavour. So I hope you will forgive me including these simple dishes because I think every time I cook a whole chicken it makes me happy to see how many dishes I can make from the one bird.
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