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How to Use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.


Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





Introduction


A recent American university study came to the conclusion that we can all be defined as particular character types depending on our soup preference. Aside from marvelling that any educational establishment can find the resources to carry out this kind of research, it left me feeling I must be suffering from a personality disorder. I for one cannot choose. Asked to name a favourite between a smooth silky onion soup, gazpacho, a mealy lentil soup, a thin hot and sour Thai broth, a luxurious garlic-rich bourride, a chicken noodle soup and a smoked haddock chowder, I would be left tongue-tied and dithering. Thankfully I don’t have to.


Soup encompasses every possible conception of liquid, and increasingly not-so-liquid sustenance, catering to every whimsical mood and occasion. But most importantly, it is so often a way of making the best of whatever ingredients we have to hand.


This is not to say it is a vehicle for using up odds and ends, although on occasions you can achieve very fine results by marrying whatever you have in the fridge. Countless soups in this book have been born of an enjoyable early evening hour spent hovering over the stove, adding, tasting, simmering, adding and tasting. But never should this involve ‘bits of this and bits of that’ which are past their best; fill a pot with second-rate ingredients and you will get a second-rate soup. The one exception to the rule is a vegetable that has a good flavour but a poor texture, that will make an excellent creamed soup once it has been puréed and sieved. But if the flavour isn’t there in the first place, you won’t turn water into wine.


Any economy of means lies with the soup cycle as it were, the way it fits into our weekly repertoire. For any household who settles to roast chicken or guinea fowl on a regular basis, it is good husbandry to take it to its logical conclusion and simmer up a pot of stock at the end. Slightly stale bread can also be turned into a virtue, something not lost on French patisseries where the faintly burned or day-old loaves are sold in a basket labelled as ‘pain au soupe’, for crumbling into a pot au feu or a poule au pot to eke it out. But aside from such parsimony, a beautiful soup begins with beautiful ingredients.


This doesn’t necessarily mean expensive. Soups based on lentils and beans, and pot vegetables such as carrots, celery and onions, have humble roots. But others such as fish soups, and ones containing lots of cheese or a large amount of herbs will be among the most luxurious dishes you can devise. Either way, the starting point is to go shopping.


I am showing my age when I reminisce that shopping for food as a child meant a stroll down a parade of shops, a trip in turn to the greengrocer, the butcher, the fishmonger, the baker and that near extinct shop, the grocer, with its shelves stacked with artfully packaged dried beans, lentils and rice, spices and flour. Even though such shopping today is the stuff of week-end jaunts and holidays when there is the time to indulge, I still map out what I am going to buy in this way.


Aside from the quality of the produce, the experience itself is so pleasurable. Being able to look at ingredients, to admire the way they are displayed and packaged, seeking advice from those selling them or inspiration on how to cook them, generally engaging with someone with the produce at the centre, is a precursor to cooking it.


Hence the chapters that follow evoke a stroll down a traditional high street, each shop doing what it does best. Most soups will contain a selection of ingredients, but for every one there is normally a single ingredient at its heart that relates to one particular shop – be it leeks from the greengrocer for a potage parmentier, some mussels from the fishmonger for a moules marinière or a hunk of mature farmhouse Cheddar for a cauliflower cheese soup. And I believe if you approach soups in this way, centring them on one fine ingredient and letting that lead, rather than as a way of using up unwanted odds and ends, then you will create something special.


There is always an element of fashion within cooking, and soups mirror this more than many other foods. Aside from approaching them from a different angle to our forebears for whom they were most often a means of parsimony, there has been a broadening out in our perception of soup in recent years.


Traditionally soups were either thin, creamed or consommés, whereas today they embrace all manner of dishes that are halfway to being stews. I adore these kind of soups, a mass of vegetables and snippets of meat, often with lots of extra virgin olive oil and chopped herbs.


The dividing line between ‘is it or isn’t it a soup?’, is for me whether or not you would ladle it over buttery spuds or rice. If, despite its heartiness, you would eat it with a spoon and some bread on the side, then in my eyes it qualifies as a soup. So many of the recipes in this book, and in particular in the butcher and fishmonger chapters, are the stuff of main courses. There are also classic creamed or puréed soups, and others that broaden out the perception – a jellied red pepper and tequila soup for instance, which can be eaten scooped onto fine slivers of toast, or a French onion soup baked in the oven, that is something like a savoury bread pudding.


I am more inclined to afford soup the star role with some cheese to follow than to make it the first course. And it fits so well into family life – my love of soups was kindled with the advent of young children who are inveterate ‘dippers’. They love nothing more than dunking a piece of bread into soup, a great way of deceiving them into eating all manner of nutritious vegetables they might otherwise turn their noses up at. It’s an excuse for a trip to the baker for a well-crafted rustic loaf that succeeds in being moist and chewy at the same time, with a crust that invites your teeth to grip and tear it apart. In a perfect world it will have been baked in a wood-fired oven, its base cast with a pale greeny-grey bloom of ashes, which all adds to the flavour. Treat yourself to a particularly fine loaf or two, with rosemary, olives or garlic, sunflower seeds and spelt, or walnuts, or a loaf that includes potato or maize, or a sourdough bread, all of which add to the general joie de vivre of a large warming bowlful.


I also love dressing soups up, whether it’s a fried crouton swiped with a clove of garlic in the bottom of the bowl to soak it up, or a spoon of crème fraîche mashed with Roquefort cheese that melts into it. So there are lots of suggestions for little asides and frills in what follows, but few are essential and if all you are after is a really simple bowlful, then these can be left out. But otherwise, hidden treasures and surprises add to the interest, and that most comforting of meals, a soup supper.







The Greengrocer


Of all the shops along the high street, it is the greengrocer I find most alluring, with its damp musty scent of earth clinging to roots and crates piled precariously high. A good greengrocer is an extension of a market garden, at any time of year a window onto the season, a reminder of what is at its best and what we should be enjoying at that particular time. There is hardly a vegetable that won’t shine in a soup given the chance – a medium that takes what is fine and runs with it. We may not readily warm to the do-good austerity of raw vegetables, but soups play to their soft side – and encapsulate everything that we love about them in liquid comfort form.
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Tomato consommé


Summer’s day courgette soup


Chilled avocado soup


Jellied red pepper and tequila soup


Vichyssoise


Leek and potato soup


Potage parmentier


Chunky pea soup


Wild garlic soup


Broccoli and almond soup


Broad bean soup with basil


Favourite tomato soup


Tomato cup-a-soup


Butternut squash soup with nutmeg and ginger


Spinach soup with ricotta


Sweetcorn and chilli soup


Celeriac and grainy mustard soup


Chunky carrot, saffron and coriander soup


Cauliflower and coriander soup


Two-pepper soup


White onion soup


Parsnip soup


Beetroot and apple soup


Green minestrone with mint and almond pesto


Double mushroom soup






Tomato consommé


Serves 4


1.5kg ripe plum tomatoes, halved


½ teaspoon sea salt


½ teaspoon caster sugar


4 small basil leaves (optional), to serve


Place the tomatoes in a large saucepan, cover with a lid and heat very gently for 30–40 minutes until soft, stirring occasionally. Line a sieve with a tea towel or with muslin, set it over a bowl containing the salt and sugar and tip in the tomatoes and juice. Leave for a good hour, ideally overnight, so that as much of the juice as possible runs through.


Once you are ready to serve, stir the soup, taste for seasoning and reheat gently, or serve cold. Spoon into small cups and float a basil leaf on the surface of each cup if you wish. Accompany with the bruschettas and a radish salad on the side if you wish.






Bruschetta with butter bean purée and cavolo nero


These are as butch as the consommé is feint, so they make a good contrast. As well as cavolo nero, ruby chard is another contender, but step up the quantity by about half and cook it for a few minutes less.


200g cavolo nero, tough stalks cut out, washed


6 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil, plus extra to serve


sea salt


½ lemon


1 x 400g tin of butter beans, drained and rinsed


1 garlic clove, peeled and coarsely chopped


8 slices of baguette, 1cm thick


Bring a large pan of salted water to the boil, add the cavolo nero and boil for 10 minutes. Drain into a sieve and press out any excess liquid using a large spoon. Remove to a chopping board and slice, and then place in a bowl. Dress with 2 tablespoons olive oil, a little salt and a squeeze of lemon juice. Leave to cool.


Place the butter beans in a food processor with the garlic, 4 tablespoons olive oil and some salt and whizz to a purée. Add the remaining lemon juice to taste.


To serve the bruschettas, toast the slices of baguette – you may find it easier to do this under the grill than in a toaster. Lay the slices of toast out on a large plate, drizzle over a little oil, and then place a heaped teaspoon of the butter bean purée on top. Top with a heaped teaspoon of the greens and drizzle over a little more oil.


This renders a tiny cup of crystal clear consommé – beauty before quantity. It is no more than the juice from fresh tomatoes, seasoned to bring out their flavour, so the only thing that really matters is the quality of that one ingredient. The rest of the tomato needn’t go to waste, however, you can press the pulp through a sieve and use it in a sauce.
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Summer’s day courgette soup


If we can choose the stage set, then transport yourself to a hot, dusty city in southern Italy in the middle of summer. You chance across a backstreet restaurant with a couple of tables in the shade, with a limited menu, but most alluring a bowl of chunky vegetable soup made early that morning, that has reached an ambient temperature come your arrival at lunchtime, scarcely cool. There is something about vegetable soups such as minestrone eaten at this temperature that combine the freshness of being newly cooked, with an added flavour and sweetness that intensifies on cooling. Frying the courgettes until they are golden brings out their delicacy and succulence, and laced with basil purée makes for a rich spoonful. Back to reality, it is still very good chilled down.


Serves 6


120ml extra virgin olive oil, plus extra for frying the courgettes


1.5kg courgettes, ends removed, quartered lengthways and sliced


sea salt, black pepper


5 garlic cloves, peeled and finely chopped


1 litre vegetable stock


50g basil leaves


a couple of squeezes of lemon juice


You will need to cook the courgettes in batches. Heat a couple of tablespoons of olive oil in a large saucepan over a medium heat, add about a third of the courgettes, season and fry for 10–15 minutes until meltingly tender and golden. Cook the rest in the same way, stirring in the garlic a couple of minutes before the end. You will find the batches colour more quickly as you go on.


Return all the courgettes to the pan, add the stock and season generously with salt. Bring to the boil and then remove from the heat. Whizz half of the soup in a food processor, and then stir it back into the pan with the rest of the soup. Pour into a bowl and leave to cool.


Meanwhile, whizz the basil with 120ml olive oil in a food processor to give you a textured purée. Stir half the basil purée into the soup and season to taste with lemon juice. Ladle the soup into bowls and serve the rest of the purée spooned over.
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Chilled avocado soup


I have never been comfortable with the word ‘smoothie’, but I guess this soup is closely affiliated – a whizzed up chilled soup, silky and pale green. The cucumber takes the place of stock here, which is more in keeping with the temperature. And to its credit, unlike many avocado soups that edge their way to a sludgy brown after an hour or so, this will be good for a day.


Serves 4


2 avocados, halved


3 cucumbers, ends discarded, peeled and cut into pieces


2 shallots, peeled and roughly chopped


1 tablespoon cider vinegar


3 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil, plus extra to serve


sea salt, black pepper


a shake of Tabasco


a few slivers of spring onion


Scoop the avocado flesh into a liquidiser, add all the remaining ingredients except the spring onion and blend until smooth. Transfer to a bowl, and then cover and chill for a couple of hours. The soup should be eaten on the day it’s made. Serve with a drizzle of oil and a few slivers of spring onion. Accompany with smoked salmon and a little radish salad on the side if you wish.






Smoked salmon


black pepper


125–150g sliced smoked salmon, cut into wide strips


lemon wedges, to serve


Grind some black pepper over the smoked salmon and serve with the lemon wedges.






Radish salad


150g breakfast radishes, trimmed and thinly sliced


2 tablespoons mayonnaise


sea salt


6 tablespoons alfalfa sprouts


Mix the radishes with the mayonnaise in a bowl and season to taste with salt. Place a tablespoon of alfalfa sprouts on four plates, spreading them out a little. Spoon the radish salad on top and scatter with a few more sprouts.






Jellied red pepper and tequila soup


A soup that crosses a divide into the realms of mousses and patés. This is just as good spooned onto rice crackers, or scooped up with thin toast as it is eaten with a spoon. And it’s light to boot.


Serves 6


4–5 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil


2 medium onions, peeled and chopped


3 garlic cloves, peeled and finely chopped


900g red peppers, core and seeds removed, coarsely chopped


200g ripe tomatoes, quartered


1 bay leaf


sea salt


5 sheets of gelatine (i.e. Super Cook), cut into broad strips


2 tablespoons tequila


a squeeze of lime juice


To serve


fromage frais or Greek yogurt


a few brightly coloured petals (e.g. marigold, nasturtium, clover, rose, etc.)


Heat a couple of tablespoons of oil in a large frying pan over a medium heat, add the onions and fry for about 5 minutes until softened and starting to colour, stirring occasionally. Stir in the garlic and fry for a minute or so, and then transfer everything to a large saucepan and set aside.


You will need to cook the peppers in batches. Add another couple of tablespoons of oil to the frying pan, and fry a half or one-third of the peppers for 6–8 minutes until coloured in patches, stirring occasionally. Transfer these to the saucepan with the onions, leaving behind the oil. Fry the rest of the peppers in the same way, adding more oil as necessary, and then place them in the saucepan.


Add the tomatoes, bay leaf, 200ml water and some salt to the saucepan. Bring to the boil, and then cover and cook over a low heat for 20 minutes. Towards the end of this time, place the gelatine strips in a bowl, cover with cold water and soak for 5 minutes, and then drain.


Discarding the bay leaf, purée the vegetables and juices in a liquidiser and pass through a sieve. You should have about 900ml of purée. Spoon some of this over the soaked gelatine and stir to dissolve, and then add this back into the rest of the purée. Stir in the tequila and the lime juice and add more salt if necessary. Divide the soup between six 150ml ramekins or other little cups or bowls. Place in a dish or on a tray for ease of transporting them, and then cover and leave to cool. Chill in the fridge overnight. Serve with a teaspoon of fromage frais or Greek yogurt in the centre, and a few petals strewn over.
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Vichyssoise


The reputation of this soup precedes it, and since it consists of round about a third cream, I guess it should slip down a treat. A variation is to make it with spring onions (about 300g), trimmed and sliced. It is readily dressed up and especially good with a little smoked salmon, some prawns and the like, as well as these crab toasts.


Serves 6


450g potatoes (maincrop or waxy), peeled and roughly diced


50g unsalted butter


280g white of leek, sliced


2 sticks of celery heart, sliced


150ml white wine


850ml chicken stock


sea salt, white pepper


300ml single cream


finely chopped chives, to serve


Bring a pan of salted water to the boil and cook the potatoes until tender. Drain and press them through a sieve. Melt the butter in a large saucepan and fry the leek and celery over a very low heat for 12–15 minutes, stirring frequently to prevent them colouring. Add the wine and cook to reduce it. Then add the chicken stock and some seasoning. Bring to the boil, and then cover and simmer over a low heat for 20 minutes. Liquidise the soup and whisk in the puréed potato. Pass through a fine-mesh sieve, stir in the cream and taste for seasoning.


To serve hot, gently reheat the soup without boiling and ladle into warm bowls. Scatter some chives over each bowl and serve with the crab toasts if you wish. Alternatively, serve it lightly chilled.






Crab toasts


Crab is a shellfish that can be prohibitively expensive. It is the brown meat that has the most flavour, something that Shippam’s have long made a virtue of with their pots of spread, which can be eked out into a silky little pâté with lots of butter.


2 x 75g jars of crab paste or spread, e.g. Shippam’s


80g unsalted butter, softened


a squeeze or two of lemon juice


a shake of Tabasco


sea salt


thin slices of baguette, toasted


Whizz the crab paste, butter, lemon juice, Tabasco and a little salt in a food processor until smooth. Dollop onto slices of toasted baguette.
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Leek and potato soup


This is a country cousin of vichyssoise, but without the cream you can settle down to a serious bowlful followed by another. I crave this soup whenever I am feeling below par, and am happy to live off it for many days at a time. There is something about the sweetness of the leeks with the comforting nibs of potatoes. The bacon is a frill, and for the most part I am happy to pass on this bit, but it’s good to know how to adorn your bowl of soup should you wish.


Serves 6


50g unsalted butter


700g leeks (trimmed weight), sliced


1 large onion, peeled and chopped


200ml white wine


1.3 litres fresh chicken or vegetable stock


170g maincrop potatoes, peeled and thinly sliced


sea salt, black pepper


To serve


200g rindless unsmoked streaky bacon, diced


snipped chives


Melt the butter in a large saucepan over a medium-low heat and fry the leeks and onion for 8–10 minutes until silky and soft, without colouring, stirring occasionally. Add the wine and reduce until syrupy. Meanwhile, bring the stock to the boil in a separate pan. Add the sliced potatoes to the leeks and stir them around for a minute, then pour the boiling stock over. Season and simmer for 8 minutes. At the same time, heat a dry frying pan over a medium-low heat, add the bacon and fry for 7–8 minutes until dark and crisp, stirring occasionally. Remove with a slotted spoon to a bowl and set aside.


Blitz the soup in batches in a food processor to a textured slurry. Return to a clean saucepan, taste to check the seasoning and reheat gently. Ladle the soup into warm bowls, scatter over some bacon and chives and serve.






Potage parmentier


Asked on the spot to name a favourite food writer I am always at a loss, and then the answer or some thoughts on the subject trickle through in the hours that follow. ‘I meant to say Patricia Wells,’ I suddenly recall, a cookery writer whose recipes are always superb and whose writing is beautifully evocative. Patricia Wells tells of her love of potage parmentier in her book Bistro Cooking. I’m not sure anyone else could convince me that a soup consisting of mainly potatoes, a couple of leeks and crème fraîche could be anything short of lacking – but it is every bit as good as she says.


Serves 6


500g potatoes (maincrop or waxy), peeled and roughly diced


2 good-sized leeks, trimmed and sliced


sea salt, black pepper


180g crème fraîche


finely chopped tarragon or chervil, to serve


Place the vegetables, 1 litre water and some seasoning in a medium saucepan. Bring to the boil, and then simmer over a low heat for 30 minutes. Purée in a liquidiser, return to the saucepan and stir in the crème fraîche. Reheat and serve scattered with herbs.






Chunky pea soup


Serves 4


5 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil, plus extra to serve


5 shallots, peeled, halved and thinly sliced


1 celery heart, trimmed and thinly sliced


3 garlic cloves, peeled and finely chopped


5 leeks, trimmed, halved lengthways and thinly sliced


sea salt, black pepper


300g fresh shelled peas


900ml chicken stock


100g pea shoots, coarsely chopped, plus a few extra shoots to serve


3 large handfuls of basil leaves


Heat 5 tablespoons of olive oil in a large saucepan over a medium heat, add the shallots, celery and garlic and cook for 4–5 minutes until softened and relaxed, stirring frequently. Add the leeks, season and cook for 4–5 minutes until glossy and relaxed, stirring occasionally. Stir in the peas, add the stock and bring to the boil, and then simmer for 5 minutes. Stir in the chopped pea shoots and cook for a further minute. Transfer half the soup to a food processor, add the basil and whizz to a textured purée, then stir this back into the pan with the rest of the soup. Taste for seasoning. Serve with a sprig of pea shoots in the middle of each bowl and plenty of olive oil drizzled over.


This chunky pea soup makes the most of their comforting sweetness, with lots of pea shoots thrown in at the very end to provide a lively note. A little grated Parmesan would be very welcome here.
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Wild garlic soup


Great for soothing frazzled nerves, this has lots of potato, and a mass of chopped wild garlic added at the end – something we are surrounded by in Normandy, and one of the special treats during our Easter holidays there. The small white garlic petals can be scattered over the soup, a little like chive flowers, at the end. This is great made with watercress, rocket and pea shoots too.


Serves 4–6


50g unsalted butter


4 medium onions, peeled and chopped quite finely


225ml white wine


700g potatoes (maincrop or waxy), peeled and roughly diced


1.2 litres chicken stock


sea salt, black pepper


200g wild garlic leaves, plus a few flowers, (optional), to serve


crème fraîche (optional), to serve


Melt the butter in a large saucepan over a medium-low heat, add the onions and fry for 6–7 minutes until soft and glossy, without colouring. Add the wine, turn up the heat, bring to the boil and reduce by two-thirds. Add the potatoes, the chicken stock and some seasoning, and bring back to the boil. Turn the heat back down and simmer for 15 minutes or until the potatoes are tender when pierced with a knife. Using a potato masher, coarsely mash the potatoes into the soup. It needn’t be completely smooth, small nibs of potato are welcome. You can prepare the soup to this point in advance.
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