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‘In the morning the house was warm from the stove, but when Laura looked out of the window she saw that the ground was covered with soft, thick snow. All along the branches of the trees the snow was piled like feathers, and it lay in mounds along the top of the rail fence, and stood up in great, white balls on top of the gate posts. Pa came in, shaking the soft snow from his shoulders and stamping it from his boots. “It’s a sugar snow,” he said.’


LITTLE HOUSE IN THE BIG WOODS, LAURA INGALLS WILDER
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how to use this ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.


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


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


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





foreword


Nigel Slater


Winter was my secret. My love for the cold months, their pale skies and bare branches, mugs of hot chocolate and a fire in the hearth had always felt at odds with those around me. So many friends, cooks and writers talked passionately of long lunches at tables outdoors and seemed to worship a life of sun, sand and warm sea. I kept quiet about my enchantment with snowflakes falling from a grey sky and the child-like excitement of stepping deep into a snowdrift; my fondness for the smell of wood smoke or the happiness of coming in from the cold to a kitchen that smelled of baking potatoes and melted cheese, warm butter and oats, treacle and ginger.


And then I found Diana Henry’s book, Roast Figs, Sugar Snow. The title alone intrigued: the thought of a dish of figs and their baking juices hot from the oven was temptation enough, but what, I wondered, was ‘sugar snow’. It sounded like something from a fairy tale. I turned the pages and found not only the answer, but a new friend, a home cook who shared my love of autumn and winter. In particular, the untold pleasures to be had in the kitchen from late autumn to early spring. Here were recipes for melting leg of lamb with juniper, smoked eel with poppy seed cakes and a bean, bacon and soured cream soup. There were instructions for a sauce of cooking apples and horseradish and another for tagliatelle with sage and smoked cheese. There was steamed apple and marmalade pudding, plum squares and honeyed duck breasts. Each one a celebration of all that is good about the cold-weather kitchen. I had discovered both the cookbook of my dreams and a kindred spirit.


Not everyone ‘gets’ winter, a fact I find extraordinary in a country where gloves, scarves and warm jumpers are a mainstay of our collective wardrobe. At every chance, we jet off to warmer climes… and yet there is so much to revel in about the latter months of the year. The cooking can be glorious, with pots of heart-warming soup to make and slow-cooked suppers to bake quietly in the oven; there are sweet vegetables to roast and hearty casseroles and all manner of cakes and hot puddings to be made. To find an entire book dedicated to singing the season’s praises was thoroughly life-enriching.


Roast Figs, Sugar Snow has been in my kitchen since the day I first opened it. Here is a book that celebrates not only the ingredients of the winter shopping bag – the pumpkins and pomegranates, chestnuts and soft, sweet spices – but the heart and soul of the season. Each paragraph is a carol to what makes the cooking of the cold months something to cherish. Here is Diana in Italy: ‘Snowed in one Christmas in Friuli, in the far north east of Italy, I huddled round innumerable fogolars – the big hearths in the centre of every Friulian home and inn – and enjoyed sweet-sour salads of magenta Treviso and squash gnocchi showered with crumbs of smoked ricotta, goulash of beef cheeks and apple strudel.’ And again, on cheese… ‘a ripe snowy Camembert, its insides full to bursting; Époisses, pungent and supple with an orange rind that sticks to your fingers.’ Writing that makes your senses tingle as surely as setting out for a walk on a frosty morning.


This is a book to read beside a roaring fire, glass of plum vodka in hand (yes, the recipe is here) but it is more than that. This is a deeply practical book, a blueprint for turning a cold kitchen into a place of warmth and joyous hospitality. Imagine a weekday supper of fontina and cabbage soup, or roast squash with porcini cream. For the weekend there is a pie of beef and wild mushrooms and cured herrings with allspice and fresh horseradish. I happily pounced on the idea of bread and butter pudding with mincemeat. And, as we have come to expect from Diana, the recipes work.


The flavours of the north ring out like church bells – juniper and caraway, beetroot and vodka, soured cream and cardamom. But there is much kitchen wisdom here too: suggestions for how to choose a pear and cook a quince, details of how to stuff a goose and moments of sheer child-like delight such as her recipes for snow biscuits and cranberry kringle.


Between these covers are stories and recipes and beautiful, atmospheric photographs. The scent of wood smoke and maple syrup floats up from every page. And the sugar snow? Let me tell you that it turns out to be as magical as it sounds.
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foreword, twenty years on


Diana Henry


I started working on this book when my son Ted was two years old. Just last night I was looking at a photo of him taken back then, bundled up in a ski suit in the north of Sweden, holding his arms up in fear. We were walking in a remote area and he was sure he had seen a bear’s pawprint in the snow. There was a stuffed bear’s head in the inn where we were staying, so it wasn’t too far-fetched.


You could say I began writing Roast Figs, Sugar Snow because of herring. On my first trip to Denmark, I talked to people about what they ate at home on a Wednesday night. I wondered if Danes cured herring themselves, or bought them in jars, the fish bright against the glass. They didn’t. They said they usually ate pizza. I felt that I wanted to preserve and celebrate the food under our – and their – noses, the herring, cod, beetroot, potatoes, cabbages and rye. This food is perfect for the cold months, yet we prefer to import peppers and aubergines. The practical arguments for eating local, seasonal food grow louder every year, but that was not my primary aim in celebrating it.


You cannot stop cross-fertilization of dishes and ideas in food. Many ingredients that were once ‘new’ – especially spices – have become incorporated into the food of countries thousands of miles away from their source. Keen cooks nowadays could make a meal from a different part of the world every day. I still travel to far-flung places from my kitchen, but I don’t take what is on our doorstep for granted. Most of the recipes here use everyday ingredients, but the dishes are far from ordinary. It’s natural to undervalue or ignore what we have, but to do so means we miss out on huge riches.


Five years went by as I travelled for this book, always in autumn and winter and always with Ted in tow, to Canada and the US, Russia and the European Alps. I collected recipes and drank glögg (glühwein, vin brulé…) in many countries. I visited coffee houses in Vienna and returned time and again to Scandinavia. I went to a sugar-on-snow party in Vermont and watched cranberries being harvested from scarlet-topped bogs in Massachusetts. I was looking for food that warms you, dishes that work in what most people see as ‘bad’ weather: rain, snow and flat pewter skies.


I’m a cold-weather person. Give me silent snow, hail that could shatter glass and biting wind that stings my cheeks. I like the way of life and of cooking that this weather engenders. Turning inwards can be a good thing and the kitchen is the very best retreat. Twenty years on, I still cook the dishes in this book: the cover on my copy is torn and the pages splattered with stains. I’m thrilled that – with this new edition and some new recipes, too – Roast Figs, Sugar Snow has a new life.





introduction


For me, food is as much to do with the imagination as it is with flavour. A dish is more than a collection of ingredients. It comes from somewhere, contains tastes that make you think of the sun or snow, and may be a classic of home-cooking prepared every day in some corner of the world. In short, food comes with associations, with history, and it can take us places.


My first book, Crazy Water, Pickled Lemons, was about the enchantment of ingredients from the Middle East and Mediterranean – pomegranates, dates, saffron, olives – and how otherworldly I had found them as I was growing up under a cold, grey, northern sky. My interest was fuelled by stories such as The Arabian Nights. Roast Figs, Sugar Snow has also been inspired by childhood reading, though of books set in a very different world. On dark afternoons, my fifth-year teacher read us the stories of Laura Ingalls Wilder. In the simple snowy – sometimes brutal – world of the American midwest described in Little House in the Big Woods, an orange and a handful of nuts in the toe of a sock on Christmas Day seemed as alluring as the seeds from a crimson pomegranate; fat pumpkins gathered in the autumn and stored in the attic were fairytale vegetables. But it was the story of maple syrup that really captured my imagination: how you could tap the sap of maple trees when there was a ‘sugar snow’ (snowy conditions in which the temperature drops below freezing at night but rises above zero during the day), boil the sap down to a sticky amber syrup and pour it on to snow. There it set to a cobwebby toffee. Here was a magical food that you could get from inside a tree and make into sweets. I got my first bottle of maple syrup soon after being read that passage and have loved it ever since.


This book isn’t just about ingredients. It’s also about the weather and seasons and the kind of food we want to eat and cook in colder months. I’ve always enjoyed autumn and winter cooking more than summer cooking. I like the way you gradually turn in on yourself as the weather cools. Life slows down and so does cooking. Cold-weather dishes undergo slow transformations: alchemy takes place as meat and root vegetables, through careful handling and gentle heat, become a rich stew, a dish far greater than the sum of its parts. The techniques employed in the kitchen fug the windows and seal you in and you find you want different foods. You can’t argue with your body as it craves potatoes and pulses: the winter appetite is about survival.


Even without their food, autumn and winter are my favourite seasons. Perhaps it is the result of growing up in Northern Ireland. I find comfort in drizzle and beauty in hueless skies just as much as in the colours of autumn foliage and the smokiness of autumn air. And I adore snow: its crystalline freshness, the silent mesmeric way it falls, the way it blankets you in a white, self-contained world. I don’t ski, but every winter I set off for some white region to go walking. For a long time, I travelled to the Haute-Savoie, where I fell in love with the food: dishes based on molten cheese, game, apples, pears and nuts. Curiosity about cold-weather flavours took hold of me and I decided to explore other cold places.


In Russia, I found pork served with pickled apples, game birds with beetroot, curd cheese pancakes with roast plums. (Russian literature is full of food; Solzhenitsyn wrote that prisoners in the Gulag desperately wanted to get their hands on books by Gogol and Chekhov, but when they did it was almost unbearable because the descriptions of food were so vivid.) I visited Austria, Switzerland, Hungary, Scandinavia, northern Italy, America and the cooler areas of France, collecting recipes as I went, and soon realized what a great hunting ground these countries are for a British cook. They all use much the same basic autumn and winter produce as we do – root vegetables and brassicas, orchard fruits, pork, game and cheese – but their flavour combinations are different. These trips have had a profound effect on my cooking. The dill in Scandinavia brings a breath of cool air and pine forests to the table; the pairing of horseradish with pork, as in Austria and Russia, makes you see the potential of a root we only bring out for roast beef; peppers and tomatoes cooked with rust-red paprika produces a Hungarian ratatouille that is more suited to winter eating than the Provençal version.


While I roast as many Mediterranean vegetables as the next person, I worry about what the ‘Mediterraneanization’ of cooking is doing to the native home-cooking of many countries. It was thrilling to find that, despite the inroads made by this trend, as well as by ‘fusion’ cooking, there is plenty of traditional home-cooking going on that doesn’t appear to be under threat. The Valle d’Aosta in north west Italy offers soups thick with rye bread, venison braised with spices and orchard fruits cooked in wine, while the Alto Adige region in the north east has outsized dumplings made with beetroot and buckwheat cakes filled with berries. Snowed in one Christmas in Friuli, in the far north east of Italy, I huddled round innumerable fogolars – the big hearths in the centre of every Friulian home and inn – and enjoyed sweet-sour salads of magenta Treviso and squash gnocchi showered with crumbs of smoked ricotta, goulash of beef cheeks and apple strudel.


Time and again I found food like this, food that is unique to its area and impossible to find elsewhere. Perhaps the body’s natural need for solid food in cold weather, coupled with the geographical separateness of mountain regions, has ensured the longevity of traditional dishes in such places. Snow and mountains seem to create and preserve a way of life and a way of eating.


Much of the food I found has romance too, just as Middle Eastern dishes have. A cake rich with poppy seeds makes you think of the richly embroidered table linens of central Europe; many Scandinavian dishes – such as Danish Christmas rice pudding, studded with almonds and served with berries, or their heart-shaped ginger biscuits – are pure fairytale, linking modern Scandinavians to their past.


Scandinavians seem to be much better at dealing with cold, dark months than we are. The Danes in particular draw great succour from food in the autumn and winter. Hunkering down in a café filled with candlelight to eat a cardamom-scented pastry with a big mug of coffee is what they describe as hygge, an untranslatable term meaning ‘cosy, warming, life-affirming’. The idea that winter food is drab and brown is misplaced. Food is the Scandinavian antidote to darkness. I hope the dishes in this book will become yours.







ripe and ready


cheese


I cannot imagine a day without cheese. Tangy Cheddar melting on toast, a hunk of floral Beaufort with an apple and a green salad, a piece of creamy Cashel Blue with a couple of honey-grilled figs. This is the kind of food I lunch on every day. You never tire of cheese: there is always another one to try, or a new dish to cook with a familiar cheese.


Cheese-making may be simple in theory – a starter culture makes milk coagulate into curds, which are then pressed – but think of the textures and flavours on offer: a precipice of crumbling Parmesan; a ripe snowy Camembert, its insides full to bursting; Époisses, pungent and supple with an orange rind that sticks to your fingers. These differences are the result of all the variables that can affect a cheese: what milk is used, whether the animal has grazed on grass or hay, whether the ground is clay or limestone, volcanic or granite, the way a cheese coagulates and its curds are cut and pressed, the salting method used, the length and place of curing. It’s amazing to think that most cheeses are the result of centuries of farmers and dairymen playing with chance, imagination and their tastebuds. And it all comes from one simple ingredient: milk, the primal food of every mammal.


Cheese is one of the best cold-weather foods and some cheeses are made for winter. Cooked cheese – melting, warm and creamy – gives both comfort and central heating to our bodies. For years, I stayed every winter in a little family-run hotel in the Haute-Savoie. Here the cheese trolley was the crowning glory of every meal. ‘Vous avez choisi, Madame?’ the owner would ask me every night. He knew that, faced with two tiers of cheeses from the Savoie and the Jura in peak condition, I didn’t want to choose at all. I wanted the whole damned lot. The restaurant here showed me that the joys of cooked Alpine cheeses weren’t limited to fondue. Tartiflette, a Savoyard dish of potatoes and onions topped with a creamy blanket of melting Reblochon, is one of the most satisfying dishes I know. Add the traditional accompaniments of salami, little sweet-and-sour onions, cornichons and a green salad and you wonder why you ever bother to cook anything fancier. Then there’s pumpkin or onion soup smothered in molten Gruyère, or raclette, an ancient mountain cheese made in the French Savoie and the Valais region of Switzerland. Once heated on a grill, it becomes sweetly savoury and wonderfully elastic, perfect for scooping up with bread or warm waxy potatoes.


In the Italian Dolomites, you find pasta with pumpkin and nuggets of smoked ricotta, while in Italy’s Valle d’Aosta there is a soup made up of layers of bread, greens and supple fontina, all collapsing in the warmth of chicken broth. In the cold of a Normandy winter, you find Camembert soaked in Calvados and baked. Alsace offers little toasts covered with melting spicy Munster and served with plum compote or toasted cumin seeds, while Piedmont has risottos so dripping with Taleggio that they’re best eaten with a spoon. Britain has Welsh rarebit, tarts stuffed with smoked fish and mature Cheddar and deep bowls of cauliflower soup scattered with salty Stilton. In these dishes, cheese is the star, though there are plenty of others in which it is an enhancer, blending well with another distinct ingredient: pork chops topped with a layer of ham and Gruyère; rare steak dotted with Roquefort butter; a gratin of haddock, mussels and spinach baked with Cheddar.


And you don’t have to cook much to make cheese into lunch or supper. Want an effortless end to a wintry meal? Serve damson or quince cheese with a wedge of Stilton or Lanark Blue; pair Gorgonzola and mascarpone with drizzles of honey and freshly shelled walnuts, or with pears poached in spiced red wine; offer apples with a hunk of Montgomery Cheddar and cobnuts.


Some cheeses – Cheddar, Gorgonzola and Camembert, for example – seem right for eating all year round, but there are others with a particularly wintry appeal. Those from the French, Swiss and Italian Alps, not surprisingly, hit the spot. Put the Savoyard Beaufort at the top of your list. Floral, milky and herbal, it is the supreme Gruyère-type cheese and worth more than just grating into a fondue: it makes a wonderful tart, with ham and nutmeg, and is great in gougères, too. Other good elastic melting cheeses, though all of them less aromatic than Beaufort, are Comté, Emmental and Gruyère. Look out, too, for Tomme de Savoie, an ancient French mountain cheese made in the winter, with a gentle taste of meadows.


Semi-soft Morbier, from the Jura, is sweet and fruity with a yeasty smell and a layer of ash through the middle. It’s such a good melter that a wheel of it would traditionally be set up near the fire and scraped off on to bread or hot potatoes as it started to soften. Reblochon, used to make tartiflette, is a semi-soft washed rind cheese with a farmyardy smell, yet a taste of walnuts and flowers. Vacherin Mont d’Or is gloriously fruity, smooth and runny. Baked in its wooden box until the crust becomes golden, it makes a great meal for two; like a fondue but without the hassle. Taleggio, a great grilling cheese from Lombardy (try it over hot polenta), has a rusty-hued crust and a melting curd which smells of almonds and hay. Fontina, a smooth elastic cheese from the Valle d’Aosta, tastes of mushrooms and is used for the Italian-style fondue dish, fonduta. Blue cheeses are great with autumn fruits, nuts and bitter winter leaves such as chicory; try dense Fourme d’Ambert from the Auvergne in south west France, or mild Bleu du Haut-Jura (also known as Bleu de Gex), as well as clean, crumbly Roquefort.


Sadly, too many Scandinavian cheeses are made by big cooperatives rather than small artisans, but it’s worth searching out the Swedish Herrgårdsost – fresh, tangy and Gruyère-like – and Danish Samsø, with its tiny holes and pungent sweet-sour flavour. Norwegian Gjetost, a sweet cheese made from whey, is delicious with pickles and ham and is often used to make a sauce to go with game, especially venison. It’s not to everyone’s taste – when I say it’s fudgey, I mean it – but it’s distinctive and everyone should try it once.


All this makes cheese shopping – trying to choose between all those turrets and wheels and neat little boxes – one of the most pleasurable activities I know. Use the cold months to track down a good cheese shop and see what the snowy regions of the world have to offer.


‘Behind every cheese there is a different pasture of a different green under a different sky.’


MR PALOMAR, ITALO CALVINO
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alsatian tarte flambée


Alsace’s answer to pizza. This is served in big squares on wooden boards, then cut into individual slices. You may be tempted to add more toppings: don’t!


serves 4


for the base


140g (5oz) plain flour, plus more to dust


1 tbsp oil (sunflower or olive), or lard


¼ tsp salt


about 75ml (2¾fl oz) water


for the topping


80g (3oz) slim bacon lardons


5g (¼oz) butter


½ medium onion, finely sliced


125g (4½oz) full-fat crème fraîche


freshly grated nutmeg


125g (4½oz) Gruyère cheese, coarsely grated


sea salt flakes and freshly ground black pepper


In a bowl, mix together the flour, oil and salt, or rub in the lard, if using. It will be quite dry, but add only as much water as you need or it will become too sticky. Knead for 5 minutes, then wrap and chill for 30 minutes. Roll the pastry out on a lightly floured piece of baking parchment. It can be rectangular or oval, as you like, and should be about 3mm (⅛ inch) thick and measure roughly 28 x 24cm (11 x 9½ inches). Prick all over with a fork, leaving a border of 2cm (¾ inch), then chill for another 30 minutes.


Preheat the oven to 220°C fan (450°F), Gas 8, with a large baking sheet inside. Fry the lardons in a small pan in the fat that runs out of them. You just want them to get a little golden and start cooking, they will cook further on the tarte.


Spoon the lardons out on to a plate with a slotted spoon. Add the butter and onion to the pan and cook over a medium heat until the onion is just beginning to soften and has lost its rawness. Season with salt and pepper.


Spread the crème fraîche on the base, again leaving a 2cm (¾ inch) border. Grate some nutmeg over the top and season with salt and pepper. Spoon the onions on top, then the bacon. Sprinkle on the cheese, then bake for 20–25 minutes, until the pastry is pale gold and crisp, the toppings are slightly singed in parts and the Gruyère has melted. Slide on to a wooden board – if you have one that fits the tarte – and serve.






onion and cider soup


with melting Camembert


French onion soup, Normandy-style. Have a tissue ready: there’s nothing like it for unblocking the sinuses.


serves 8


115g (4oz) unsalted butter, plus 15g (½oz), melted


1.5kg (3lb 5oz) onions, very finely sliced


2 tsp sugar (optional)


250ml (9fl oz) cider


1.2 litres (2 pints) chicken stock


leaves from 3 thyme sprigs


baguette slices, toasted


1 Camembert cheese


sea salt flakes and freshly ground black pepper


Melt the 115g (4oz) butter in a heavy-based saucepan and add the onions. Sauté them gently, turning them in the butter, until they start to soften. Add a splash of water, season with salt, then cover with a lid and sweat the onions until they are very soft and starting to caramelize. This can take up to 50 minutes. You will need to add a splash of water every so often and turn the onions over in the buttery juices.


Take the lid off the pan and increase the heat to medium so the juices can evaporate and the onions caramelize. I often end up adding the sugar after a while if they are not caramelizing well, but sometimes – if the onions have a lot of their own sugar – you don’t need to.


When the onions are dark, add the cider, stock and thyme, season well and bring to the boil. Simmer for 10 minutes.


Taste for seasoning, then ladle the soup into ovenproof bowls. Put a couple of rounds of toasted baguette on each. Cut the Camembert into slices and lay them on top. Brush with the 15g (½oz) melted butter and set under a hot grill until golden and bubbling. Serve immediately.


‘If I had a son who was ready to marry, I would tell him, “Beware of girls who don’t like wine, truffles, cheese or music.” ’


EARTHLY PARADISE, COLETTE





‘It seemed I was a mite of sediment
That waited for the bottom to ferment
So I could catch a bubble in ascent.
I rode up on one till the bubble burst,
And when that left me to sink back reversed
I was no worse off than I was at first.
I’d catch another bubble if I waited.
The thing was to get now and then elated.’


‘IN A GLASS OF CIDER’, ROBERT FROST
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zuppa alla valpelleunenze


This will make your kitchen smell like one of those restaurants you find on ski slopes. It looks plain, almost bland, when you read the ingredients list, but it’s deeply flavoured.


Traditionally, you cook the cabbage in butter and layer it up with everything else before baking, so do that if you prefer to stick to the authentic version; I like the cabbage fresher, so I add it towards the end of cooking. Use more or less bread, depending on how thick you want your soup.


serves 6


90g (3¼oz) unsalted butter


4 garlic cloves, finely sliced


300g (10½oz) fontina cheese (weight with rind)


350g (12oz) rye or coarse country bread, or a mixture, torn into roughly 3cm (1¼ inch) chunks


1.7 litres (3 pints) chicken stock


600g (1lb 5oz) Savoy cabbage, shredded


2 tbsp finely grated Parmesan cheese


sea salt flakes and freshly ground black pepper


Preheat the oven to 140°C fan (300°F), Gas 2.


Melt 30g (1oz) of the butter and gently sauté the garlic, without colouring. Cut the rind off the fontina and slice the cheese finely. Layer the bread and fontina in a heavy-based casserole, adding the garlic, garlicky butter and seasoning with salt and pepper as you go. Heat the chicken stock and pour it over the layers. Put in the preheated oven for 45 minutes.


Melt the rest of the butter in a heavy-based pan and add the cabbage with a couple of tablespoons of water and some salt and pepper. Reduce the heat to low, cover the pan and cook for about 4 minutes, shaking it vigorously every so often.


Take the casserole out of the oven and increase the oven temperature to 160°C fan (340°F), Gas 3½.


Stir the cabbage with its buttery juices into the baked soup. Sprinkle with the Parmesan and return to the oven for a further 15 minutes. Serve immediately.






georgian cheese pies


I first visited Russia when it was still under Communist rule and good eating opportunities were thin on the ground. In Leningrad (now St Petersburg) we lunched every day in a basement canteen, eating fatty dumplings filled with either jam or sausage with sickly sweet tea. Supper was cabbage, canned ham and cherryade. In Moscow, however, I discovered the delights of Georgian food and have loved it ever since, as do Russians. We drove through miles of grey concrete blocks to reach the restaurant. An anonymous door led into a wood-panelled room pulsating with Georgian music and a clientèle made up of Russian society grandees – ballet dancers, musicians and politicians – where we were served zakuski, a spread of appetizers. These pies were the best things on offer, enhanced by beans in plum sauce, beetroot and walnut purée, radishes and all the other things which form part of the splendid zakuski spread. (See zakuski for other zakuski recipes.)


makes 2 x 23cm (9 inch) pies, serves 4 as a snack


for the dough


250g (9oz) strong white bread flour, plus more to dust


200g (7oz) full-fat Greek yogurt


2 tbsp milk


½ tsp sea salt flakes


1 tsp baking powder


for the filling


30g (1oz) butter, melted, plus more for the baking sheets and to brush


225g (8oz) mozzarella cheese, cut into small chunks


115g (4oz) feta cheese, crumbled


2 tbsp full-fat Greek yogurt


2 small eggs, lightly beaten


freshly ground black pepper


Preheat the oven to 180°C fan (375°F), Gas 5.


Make the dough by sifting the flour into a bowl and then mixing in the other ingredients. Add more flour if you need to: the dough should be soft but not tacky. Knead on a lightly floured surface until smooth and elastic (about 10 minutes). Divide into 4 equal pieces, then roll each into circles about 23cm (9 inches) across, with 2 just slightly bigger than the other 2. Put the slightly larger circles on 2 buttered baking sheets.


Mix all the filling ingredients together, season well with pepper and divide between the 2 larger circles of dough, leaving a border of about 2.5cm (1 inch). Dampen the edges of the dough circles with water, then lay the slightly smaller circles on top. Fold the edge of the larger base circles over the top circles of dough to seal.


Brush with melted butter and bake in the preheated oven for 35 minutes, turning halfway through. Brush with melted butter once more when they come out of the oven and serve hot, cut into squares or wedges.






tartiflette


For years, every winter I stayed at the same little hotel in a village in the French Savoie, about half an hour from Chamonix. Apart from the snow and the view of Mont Blanc, the real pull was the tiny restaurant, La Boîte à Fromages. Every night we slid across the skating rink that was the driveway to eat simple Savoyard specialities – salads of Gruyère and cured ham, creamy gratins of crozets (buckwheat pasta) with veal chops, or thick sausages braised with potatoes – pure mountain food. This was my favourite dish and a staple of the chalet restaurants that dot French ski slopes. The traditional accompaniments are charcuterie, gherkins and pickled silverskin onions. You can leave out the bacon if you want. Either way, a plain green salad is a good foil for the richness.


serves 6


1.3kg (3lb) waxy potatoes, scrubbed but not peeled


75g (2¾oz) unsalted butter


2 tbsp olive oil


250g (9oz) chunky bacon lardons


1 onion, roughly chopped


2 garlic cloves, crushed


1 Reblochon cheese, about 350g (12oz)


75g (2¾oz) full-fat crème fraîche


sea salt flakes and freshly ground black pepper


Cook the potatoes in boiling salted water until just tender. Drain. When they are cool enough to handle, slice them. (You can peel them too, if you prefer.)


Heat half of both the butter and oil together in a sauté pan and cook the potatoes until golden. Season with salt and pepper and put them into a shallow ovenproof dish.


Preheat the oven to 190°C fan (400°F), Gas 6.


Heat the remaining butter and oil in the same sauté pan and cook the lardons over a fairly high heat to colour them well. Reduce the heat, add the onion and cook it until soft and just beginning to colour. Throw in the garlic and cook for another couple of minutes. Add this to the ovenproof dish and gently combine with the potatoes.


Cut the Reblochon into slices and trim the rind. Dot spoonfuls of crème fraîche all over the potatoes and cover with the slices of Reblochon.


Bake in the preheated oven for 15 minutes; the cheese should be melted and bubbling. Serve immediately.
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antico risotto sabaudo


Eaten in Piedmont and the Valle d’Aosta in northern Italy, this risotto is so rich with melting fontina that a spoon is more useful than a fork. If you have any jellied meat or chicken juices, stir them in at the end. Sliced white truffles can be sprinkled on top, should you be lucky enough to have any.


serves 4–6


50g (1¾oz) butter


1 medium onion, finely chopped


1.25 litres (2 pints 2fl oz) chicken stock


75g (2¾oz) good-quality cooked ham, cut into 2cm (¾ inch) chunks


400g (14oz) arborio rice


leaves from 1 rosemary sprig, chopped


150ml (¼ pint) dry white wine


125g (4½oz) fontina cheese (weight with rind), rind cut off and cheese cut into 1.5cm (⅝ inch) cubes


2 tbsp finely grated Parmesan cheese


freshly ground black pepper


Melt the butter in a heavy-based pan and sauté the onion until soft but not coloured. Bring the stock up to simmering point.


Add the ham to the onion and cook for another minute, then stir the rice and rosemary around in the buttery juices for about 2 minutes, or until the rice has toasted.


Pour in the wine, stir and cook until it has been absorbed. Start adding the simmering stock, a ladle at a time, adding the next ladle only when the previous one has been absorbed. You need to stir continuously. After about 20 minutes the rice should be soft and creamy but retain a little ‘bite’. Stir in the fontina and cook for another 5 minutes, stirring.


Stir in the Parmesan and taste. It probably won’t need any seasoning, particularly salt because of the cheeses and stock, but just make sure, adding pepper if you want it. Serve immediately.






poulet suissesse


I’ve had versions of this delicious, old-fashioned dish in the Alps of Switzerland and France, and there are Italian versions as well. It’s rich, so best to eat it at the end of a day of hard physical activity! Use Gruyère if you can’t get hold of Beaufort and serve with a green salad and buttered broad noodles.


serves 6


for the chicken


30g (1oz) unsalted butter


2 tbsp olive oil


6 bone-in skin-on chicken breast joints


275ml (9½fl oz) white wine


15g (½oz) breadcrumbs


sea salt flakes and freshly ground black pepper


for the sauce


50g (1¾oz) unsalted butter


50g (1¾oz) plain flour


full-fat milk


75g (2¾oz) full-fat crème fraîche


1½ tsp Dijon mustard


a good grating of nutmeg


40g (1½oz) Parmesan cheese, finely grated


125g (4½oz) Beaufort cheese, coarsely grated


To cook the chicken, heat the butter and oil together in a sauté pan and quickly brown the chicken pieces all over. You want to get a good colour, not to cook the chicken through. Drain off the excess fat from the pan and pour on the white wine. Scrape the bottom of the pan with a wooden spoon to dislodge all the crusty cooking juices and season with salt and pepper. Bring the wine to just under the boil, then reduce the heat, cover the pan and cook at a gentle simmer for 15 minutes.


Preheat the oven to 180°C fan (375°F), Gas 5.


Remove the chicken from the pan and set it aside. Pour the juices into a jug.


For the sauce, make a roux by melting the butter in the sauté pan and adding the flour. Stir over a medium heat until the butter and flour come together and turn a pale biscuit colour. Remove the pan from the heat. Measure the juices from the chicken and add enough milk to make 550ml (19fl oz) of liquid. Start adding this to the roux, a little at a time, stirring to incorporate each addition. When all the liquid has been added, put the pan back on the heat and bring to the boil, stirring all the time until the sauce thickens.


Add the crème fraîche and simmer for 5 minutes to cook out the flour, then add the mustard, nutmeg, salt and pepper and most of both cheeses, keeping back 15g (½oz) of the Parmesan to scatter over the top. Cook for a few minutes more until the cheeses have melted, but don’t overcook as melted cheese can become horribly oily. Stir in any of the juices that have come out of the chicken and taste for seasoning.


Put the chicken into an ovenproof gratin dish and pour over the sauce. Throw the breadcrumbs and reserved Parmesan on top and bake in the preheated oven for 20 minutes. Flash the dish under a hot grill until the top is golden brown and bubbling, then serve.






galettes soubises


My pancake love started thirty years ago, when Patricia Wells’s The Food Lovers’ Guide to France led me to the Café des Artisans, a little crêperie on a cobbled street in Dinan, Brittany. Here I sampled my first galettes de sarrasin: dark, mushroomytasting buckwheat crêpes. Surrounded by dusty accordions, old advertising posters and bottles of cider, I perused the café’s single-sheet menu. I expected to find buckwheat crêpes with smoked salmon and cream, but I wasn’t reckoning on mushrooms, walnuts and Roquefort, or sausage, bacon lardons and potatoes in a mustard sauce: it seems that almost anything can go into a buckwheat crêpe. French cider is the obvious accompaniment, drunk, Breton-style, out of large teacups.


In France, they fold each side of the pancake over so they end up in a square, but I think they look best open, so you can see the filling.


serves 6


for the crêpes


125g (4½oz) plain flour


125g (4½oz) buckwheat flour


1 tsp sea salt flakes


300ml (½ pint) full-fat milk


125ml (4fl oz) water


2 large eggs


30g (1oz) butter, melted


flavourless oil, such as groundnut or sunflower


for the filling


125g (4½oz) unsalted butter


2 large onions, very finely chopped


3 tbsp double cream


450g (1lb) smoked bacon lardons


125g (4½oz) Gruyère or Emmental cheese, finely grated


6 large eggs


sea salt flakes and freshly ground black pepper


Sift both flours and the salt into a large bowl and make a well in the centre. Beat together the milk, measured water and eggs in a jug and gradually pour into the well, whisking in the flour as you go. Stir in the melted butter and let the batter rest while you make the filling.


For the filling, melt the butter in a saucepan, season with salt and sweat the onions over a very low heat. You may need to add a splash of water to stop them catching on the bottom of the pan, as the onions must not colour, but should soften (about 15 minutes). Add the cream, season with salt and pepper and set aside. Separately, sauté the bacon in its own fat until golden, then keep warm.


To cook the galettes, heat a tiny bit of oil in a large frying pan. Add half a ladle of the batter and swirl it round the pan so that it reaches all the sides. The batter for these is thicker than a regular crêpe batter, so you have to really swirl it to get it to move. Cook until brown and set underneath, then flip over with a palette knife and cook the other side. Add a little more oil for each pancake.


You can either cover the pancake with the various components of the filling – bacon, onions and cheese – then break an egg on top and let it cook on the pancake, or you can fry the egg separately. To be honest, I never find it easy to get the egg to cook on the pancake. I usually add the other fillings and let the cheese melt as the galette finishes cooking, while I fry the eggs in a separate pan, adding them at the end.
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pommes de terre braytoises


Stuffed baked potatoes are even more of a treat than plain baked potatoes. These cheese-rich ones are from Normandy, so have them with a glass of cider. Use a thick slice of good baked ham, cut for you by the butcher or at the deli counter. Serve with a green salad, or a salad of watercress and walnuts dressed with a walnut vinaigrette.


serves 4


4 baking potatoes


50g (1¾oz) butter


250g (9oz) Camembert cheese


115g (4oz) cooked ham, cut into 4cm (1½ inch) chunks


8 tbsp full-fat crème fraîche


2 tsp Dijon mustard


1 small egg, lightly beaten


125g (4½oz) Gruyère cheese, coarsely grated


sea salt flakes and freshly ground black pepper


Preheat the oven to 180°C fan (375°F), Gas 5. Prick the potatoes and bake them for 50–60 minutes, or until tender.
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