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The Joy of Offal


Around 12.30pm one day in December 1999, four rather dilapidated middle-aged men and one handsome not-quite-middle-aged woman tripped up the steps into Le Gavroche and then downstairs to the dining room. Some four or so hours later four men and one woman marched out completely transformed, their faces so radiant with delight and pleasure that they lit up the gloom and chill of the winter afternoon. The four men were myself and my brothers, James, Johnny and Tom, and the woman was our sister, Elizabeth, and we had been feasting on delectable course after delectable course of offal. Each year since we have repeated the celebration.


Le Gavroche has always been a temple of delight and a home of civilised values. In my view nothing exemplifies its dedication to the higher levels of gastronomic beauty than the capacity of Michel Roux and his team to transform what many people feel are the base culinary metals of hearts, livers, kidneys, sweetbreads, brains, tripe and all the rest into the most exquisite and sensual of dishes.


How can I forget the operatic splendour of Tête de Veau à la Tortue à la façon Fernand Point, complete with succulent cockscombs and testicles; suckling pig stuffed with its own offal, the skin as thin and friable as a rime of frost, the flesh beneath tender and tasteful; the rustic, rollicking Sanguette ‘Papi Marcel’; the melting cloud of Cervelles de Veau Meunière with tiny explosions of Petits Câpres et Persil Frits; the Turban de Veau à la Financière? How can I not smile at the memory of all the tripe, livers, kidneys, trotters, ears, intestines, testicles and tongues of calves, pigs, sheep, ducks and chickens that have provided such delicious accompaniments to our affectionate annual family gatherings?




Let’s face it, offal is not a pretty word, but I would far rather have that blunt honesty than the verbal pussyfooting of the American ‘variety meats’, the Lebanese ‘fifth quarter,’ the Swedish ‘innanmat’ – interior food – or even ‘the odd bits’ as some would have us call them. Perhaps not surprisingly, the world is divided into those who recoil from the very thought of eating any interior organs, and those who sigh, ‘Offal! How wonderful.’


I am of the latter class, passionately so. I’ve never been able to understand the aversion to offal. On a matter of principle, if you’re going to raise animals to feed you, it seems responsible to eat as much of them as possible. On a matter of practicality, these meats are highly nutritious. Many are low in calories. They’re easy to digest, and they’re cheap – the perfect modern dietary food, in other words.


But, above all, offal is a source of gastronomic enchantment, for both cook and consumer. Each type of offal has its own character, a character that stand up to the most potent sauces and the punchiest of accompaniments. The flavours are subtle, distinctive and enduring, and the textures varied, fine grained and seductive. There is variety and verve in each one.


And I can think of no better source of inspiration than recipes from a chef whose own offal dishes have given me so much joy over the years.


As my mother used to murmur when I recounted the details of yet another Lucullan Fort family offal lunch: ‘Oh, I DO love brains.’


Matthew Fort
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Les abats, or offal, are the inside bits of an animal – the heart, liver, kidneys, brain, tongue, even lungs – as well as the extremities, such as the tail, ears and feet. For some, the idea of offal sets the mouth watering; others view it with alarm.


For centuries, it was taken for granted that you ate every part of an animal, that nothing should be thrown away. This is still the case in many parts of the world, but in the UK and US offal fell out of favour for a long while. But now things are changing – we’re seeing crispy pig’s ears on menus, butchers are selling hearts and marrow bones, and people are cooking offal again. We’re realising that if we are to eat animals we should respect them, and that means not wasting any part. So-called ‘nose to tail eating’ is gaining popularity.


I grew up eating offal. My mother would often cook lamb’s liver – but it was pink, sweet and delicious, not the leathery overcooked horror I experienced at school. Kidneys were a regular in our house and brains were a real treat. Whenever family members came to visit us from France they would bring parcels of boudin noir and andouillette.


When I worked with the great Alain Chapel at his restaurant in Mionnay he always had offal on the menu – I’ve included one of his recipes for sheep’s trotters in this book. At Le Gavroche we’ve always featured offal and we’re finding that people are becoming more adventurous and love to try unfamiliar dishes.


Offal is generally cheap and always nutritious. In this book I’ve included recipes for the parts I think are good to eat and that are of gastronomic value. There’s everything from a quick and delicious pasta with chicken giblets to the more challenging stuffed pig’s head. Offal is simply meat – there’s nothing to be scared of – and I hope you will enjoy cooking and eating some of these splendid dishes.
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LES ABATS DE LA MER: the offal of the sea, the liver, roe, head and other parts of fish and shellfish.


Fish and shellfish are not the first things you think of in connection with offal. In northern Europe and the US we have a tendency to eat mostly fish fillets. They’re easy to cook, appeal to everyone – and they don’t look too fishlike! Many people don’t like to see a whole fish on their plates, with eyes and fins and tail reminding us of its life in the sea. But this means we waste so much – and miss out on some great tastes and textures.


Other cultures are more adventurous. In Japan and Sardinia they cure tuna hearts and eat fish ovaries and semen. In Portugal and parts of South America cod tripe is a popular dish. And in the Arctic Circle people eat plenty of fish liver, as it is an excellent source of vitamin D, the sunshine vitamin.


Watch a fishmonger filleting a fish for you and you will see more than half of it fall into the stock bucket, but much of this can be eaten and enjoyed. As with pigs, cattle and fowl, it’s important to respect the whole animal and eat as much of a fish as we can. Fish heads, for instance, contain lots of flavour and goodness. They’re useful in stocks but also make a great fish soup. The collar – the section behind the head – of fish such as salmon and tuna is very meaty and tasty. Collars are much enjoyed in Asia and far cheaper than fillets. Other parts of the head, such as cheeks and tongues or throats – the part under the fish’s mouth – can also be made into superb dishes.


Fish eggs, or roe, can be smoked or dried and used in a variety of dishes, while fish liver is extremely rich and nutritious. Best of all fish livers is monkfish, which is superbly rich and nutritious.


So instead of buying cod fillet or salmon steaks, try asking your fishmonger for a couple of fish heads or some cod cheeks. Whizz up some cod roe and make your own taramasalata, and instead of throwing away scallop trimmings, fry them to make a crispy snack to serve with aioli. There’s more to a fish than fillets.




Monkfish Liver and Cabbage Slaw


Monkfish liver is a real gourmet treat, with a beautiful texture and a wonderfully delicate flavour – some call it the fois gras of the sea! Like cod liver, it’s very good for you too. It’s not that easy to come by, but you can ask your fishmonger to order it and there are also suppliers online. Once the liver has been marinated and cooked as below, it keeps for up to a week in the fridge.


Serves 4










	1


	fresh monkfish liver







	pinch


	all-purpose curing salt







	1 tbsp


	chartreuse croutons (see here), to serve







	


	salt and freshly ground black pepper







	


	Cabbage slaw







	½


	savoy cabbage, finely shredded







	3


	carrots, peeled and grated







	2


	red onions, peeled and finely sliced







	300g


	mayonnaise (see here)







	¼


	red cabbage, finely shredded










Rinse the liver under cold running water for 15–20 minutes. Drain and pat it dry, then remove the main bloodline with a small pointed knife. Lay the liver out on a tray and season it with salt, pepper and a pinch of curing salt, then sprinkle over the chartreuse. Cover the liver and leave it to marinate in the fridge for about 20 minutes.


Cut the liver into 3 pieces and lay each one on a sheet of cling film. Roll up each piece of liver to form a cylindrical shape and twist and tie the ends of the cling film.


Place the liver parcels in a steamer pan, or in a bamboo steamer or colander over a pan of simmering water, and steam them for 20 minutes. Remove the liver and leave it to cool completely, then put it in the fridge.


To make the slaw, mix the savoy cabbage, carrots, onions and mayonnaise in a large bowl and season well – don’t add the red cabbage until the last minute so the colour doesn’t bleed.


Remove the cling film from the liver. Cut the liver into discs of about 1.5cm thick. Be sure to leave them out of the fridge for a few minutes before serving.


Just before you’re ready to eat, mix the red cabbage into the slaw and serve it with the monkfish liver and baguette croutons.




Cod Cheek and Roe Kedgeree


This is a splendid variation on the usual smoked haddock kedgeree. Cod cheeks are readily available in most fishmongers and are usually cheaper than cod fillet; they’re convenient too, as they don’t contain any bones. Your fishmonger should also be able to get smoked cod’s roe for you and there are plenty of online suppliers.


Serves 6










	120g


	butter







	2 tbsp


	vegetable oil







	1


	large onion, peeled and diced







	4


	bay leaves







	2 tbsp


	curry powder







	1 tsp


	turmeric







	6


	cardamom pods, crushed







	375g


	basmati rice







	750ml


	vegetable stock







	12


	cod cheeks







	1


	whole smoked cod roe, skin removed







	6


	hard-boiled eggs







	2


	green chillies, thinly sliced







	5


	spring onions, chopped







	2 tbsp


	roughly chopped fresh coriander







	


	salt and freshly ground black pepper










Melt a tablespoon of the butter with a tablespoon of the oil in a large pan. Add the onion and cook it gently until it’s translucent – don’t allow it to brown. Add the bay leaves, spices and a little salt and pepper and continue to cook for 2–3 minutes. Add the rice and stir well to coat it with all the flavours.


Pour in the stock and bring it to the boil. Turn the heat down, cover the pan with a tight-fitting lid and simmer for 12 minutes. Take the pan off the heat and set it aside with the lid on.


Heat a tablespoon of butter with the remaining oil in a frying pan. Season the cod cheeks, add them to the pan and fry them gently until golden on both sides and cooked through. Remove them from the pan and set them aside somewhere warm. Slice the roe and warm the slices in the pan you used for the cod cheeks.


Peel and chop the hard-boiled eggs and add them to the rice with the chillies, spring onions and coriander. Flu! up the rice with a fork and add the remaining butter. Serve the rice topped with the cod cheeks and slices of roe. Some kale on the side is nice.




Fish Head Chowder


If you like, you can serve the fish heads whole in this creamy chowder. Some people, though, will find the heads a bit fiddly so it’s probably best to do the work and remove all the edible morsels.


Serves 4










	2


	good-sized cod heads







	1 tbsp


	butter







	2


	medium potatoes, peeled and diced







	2


	large onions, peeled and diced







	1


	leek, white part only, washed and chopped







	1


	green chilli, halved







	125ml


	pastis







	200ml


	crème fraiche







	


	juice of 1 lemon







	1 bunch


	dill, chopped







	


	salt








Remove the gills from the cod heads, scrape off any scales, then rinse the heads in cold water. Melt the butter in a large saucepan, add the potatoes, onions, leek and chilli and cook gently for 5 minutes. Add the fish heads and pastis, then pour in cold water to cover. Season with salt, bring to a simmer, then loosely cover the pan with a lid and leave the soup to cook for 20 minutes.


Remove the pan from the heat, leave the soup to cool slightly, then carefully remove the heads. Pick out all the meat, cartilage and fatty morsels and discard the bones. Add the meat and other bits and pieces to the soup with the crème fraiche and lemon juice, stir gently and add the chopped dill before serving.




Salmon Head and Tofu Soup


A fishmonger should be happy to give you a salmon head for next to nothing and it makes an excellent soup.


Serves 2–4










	1


	salmon head







	1 tbsp


	olive oil







	4


	garlic cloves, peeled and finely chopped







	30g


	fresh root ginger, finely sliced







	2


	star anise







	10


	Sichuan peppercorns, tied in a muslin bag







	25ml


	rice vinegar







	150g


	soft tofu, diced







	3


	spring onions, chopped







	handful


	chopped fresh coriander







	


	salt and freshly ground black pepper








Scrape the scales off the fish head and remove the gills, then cut the head in half and rinse it in cold water. Heat the oil in a frying pan, add the garlic and ginger and sauté them gently. Add the star anise and the peppercorns, then the pieces of salmon head. Continue to cook until the fish starts to take on some colour.


Add 750ml of water and the rice vinegar, then bring to a simmer. Skim any scum from the surface and continue to simmer gently, uncovered, for 30 minutes. Pass the soup through a sieve, then add the tofu and spring onions and simmer for a further 10 minutes. Remove the star anise and peppercorns and season to taste.


Serve the soup with or without the head and garnish each bowlful with chopped fresh coriander.




Fried Scallop Skirts with Aioli


If you buy scallops in their shells to clean yourself you will find the frilly ‘skirt’ or mantle around the meat. Remove this, discard the black bits (digestive tract and intestine) and set the skirts aside. Keep them in the freezer until you have enough to use for this recipe. The skirts are delicious deep-fried, but they need long, slow cooking first to make them tender.


Serves 4 as a snack










	12


	scallop skirts







	1 sprig


	thyme







	2


	bay leaves







	


	vegetable oil, for frying







	3–4 tbsp


	potato flour, for dusting







	


	salt







	


	Aioli







	2


	egg yolks







	1 tbsp


	Dijon mustard







	


	juice of 1 lemon







	4–6


	garlic cloves, peeled and finely crushed







	100ml


	vegetable oil







	100ml


	olive oil







	


	salt and white pepper










Soak the skirts in cold water for a couple of hours, then rinse them under running cold water to remove any grit or sand. Place them in a pan with the thyme, bay leaves and a good pinch of salt, cover with cold water and bring to the boil. Skim off any scum, then turn the heat down to a very gentle simmer and cook the skirts for 2–3 hours or until tender. You may need to top the pan up with boiling water from time to time. Once the skirts are tender, drain, pat them dry and leave them to cool.


Half-fill a large saucepan or a deep-fat fryer with vegetable oil and heat to 180°C. Dust the skirts with potato flour and deep-fry them until crisp, then season with salt before serving with the aioli.


To make the aioli, whisk the eggs yolks in a bowl with the mustard, lemon juice and garlic and season with salt and pepper. Slowly whisk in the oils until the mixture has emulsified.


Or if you prefer, blitz the egg yolks, mustard, lemon juice, garlic and seasoning in a blender. Slowly add the oil while the blender is running until the mixture has emulsified.




Salt Cod Tripe with Chickpeas and Smoked Paprika


Cod tripe is a real treat if you can manage to find it. It has a dense texture similar to squid, but it’s a little more gelatinous and is usually sold salted.


Serves 6 as a starter










	400g


	salt cod tripe







	1


	celery stick







	1 sprig


	thyme







	2


	bay leaves







	80g


	dried chickpeas







	4


	shallots, peeled







	12


	garlic cloves, peeled







	8


	plum tomatoes







	2 tbsp


	olive oil







	1 tbsp


	smoked paprika







	200ml


	dry white wine







	pinch


	dried chilli flakes







	


	salt







	


	Deep-fried parsley







	1 bunch


	flatleaf parsley







	


	vegetable oil, for frying










Soak the tripe in plenty of cold water overnight, then rinse it well. Remove any black skin and cut the tripe into medium-sized strips.


Place the tripe in a large saucepan with the celery, thyme and bay leaves. Cover generously with water, bring to a simmer, then cook for 90 minutes or until tender. Take the pan off the heat and leave the tripe to cool in the liquid.


Meanwhile, soak the chickpeas for an hour in warm water, then rinse them and put them in a saucepan with 1 whole shallot. Add water to cover, then simmer the chickpeas for 90 minutes or until fully cooked. Take the pan off the heat and leave the chickpeas to cool in the liquid.


Blanch the garlic cloves in salted, boiling water, then drain and repeat. Set them aside. Blanch the tomatoes in boiling water for a few seconds, then refresh them in iced water. Peel the tomatoes, deseed them and roughly chop the flesh.


Slice the remaining shallots. Heat the olive oil in a large pan, add the shallots and sweat them until translucent. Add the tomatoes, drained chickpeas and paprika and simmer for 3–4 minutes, then add the wine and garlic and simmer for another 3–4 minutes.


Finally, add the tripe with a little of the cooking liquid and simmer for 20 minutes. Season with salt and chilli flakes to taste and serve in bowls garnished with crispy deep-fried parsley.


For the parsley, wash it well, then make sure it is really dry. Half-fill a saucepan or a deep-fat fryer with vegetable oil and heat it to 180°C. Drop in some of the parsley – not too much at a time, as it will spit – and fry it for 20 seconds, then remove and drain on kitchen paper. Repeat to fry the rest.




Cod Tongues with Spiced Red Cabbage


The cod ‘tongue’ is not actually a tongue but a bit of muscle from the fish’s throat and is well worth cooking for its taste and moist, succulent texture. You won’t see them in fishmongers, but ask if they can get some for you – they’re often thrown away.


Serves 4 as a starter or snack










	3 tbsp


	olive oil







	3


	shallots, peeled and finely chopped







	2


	garlic cloves, peeled and finely chopped







	½


	red chilli, chopped







	½


	red cabbage, finely sliced







	100ml


	cider vinegar







	


	flour, for dusting







	12


	cod tongues







	


	salt and freshly ground black pepper








Heat a tablespoon of the oil in a large saucepan, add the chopped shallots and cook them gently for 4–5 minutes. Add the garlic and chilli and cook for a further 4 minutes.


Add the sliced red cabbage and sauté everything together for 8–10 minutes until the cabbage is tender but still has some bite. Add the vinegar and cook for another 5–6 minutes over a low heat.


Spread the flour on a plate and season it with salt and pepper. Dust the cod tongues with flour. Heat a frying pan with the remaining olive oil and fry the cheeks on both sides until golden brown. Do this in batches if you need to, adding more oil if necessary. Serve the tongues on a bed of spiced red cabbage.




Cod Tongues and Cheeks


Cod cheeks are just that – and they are lovely little boneless morsels that are delicious fried. They are great combined with the cod ‘tongues’, but if you can’t get tongues, you can make this recipe with cheeks only.


Serves 4










	


	flour, for dusting







	700g


	cod tongues and cheeks







	


	olive oil







	


	salt and freshly ground black pepper








Put the flour on a plate and season it with salt and pepper. Dust the tongues and cheeks all over with seasoned flour and set them aside.


Heat a heavy frying pan and add enough olive oil to cover the base of the pan. Add the tongues and cheeks, then fry them for a few minutes on both sides until golden brown and cooked through. You may need to do this in batches so you don’t overcrowd the pan.


Drain the cod on kitchen paper and season with salt, then serve with tartare sauce (see here) and a crisp green salad.




Hake Throats ‘Al Pil Pil’


Hake throats are a great delicacy in the Basque region of Spain and this is one of the classic ways of cooking them. This dish is all about texture – the throats are gelatinous and salty. The throats aren’t easy to find outside of Spain, but ask your fishmongers if they can order some for you.


Serves 4 as a starter










	350ml


	mild olive oil







	1


	garlic clove, peeled and finely sliced







	700g


	hake throats







	


	squeeze of lemon juice







	4


	thin slices of red chilli







	


	salt










You need a large shallow pan that’s wide enough to hold all the throats in a single layer. Add the oil and garlic to the pan and place it over a gentle heat. When the garlic starts to move about in the oil, gently add the throats to the pan. Keep the pan over a low heat and cook for them for 5–6 minutes.


Take the pan off the heat, gently remove the throats from the pan and set them aside to keep warm. Carefully drain off the oil from the pan and reserve it.


Place the pan back over the heat and add 3 tablespoons of water and a squeeze of lemon juice. Slowly start adding the oil back into the pan a little at a time, constantly shaking or twirling the pan to incorporate the oil and water. Continue until the mixture has emulsified. Add the chilli and season with salt, then pour the sauce over the throats and serve, perhaps with some crusty bread.
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Teriyaki Salmon Collars


The collar is the part of the fish just behind the head and gills and includes the pectoral fins. All fish have collars but those of salmon and tuna are particularly tasty and much cheaper than fillet. Collars are very popular in Japanese cuisine but they are often thrown away in the UK. They come with the skin on and it should not be removed.


Serves 2










	2 tbsp


	sake







	2 tbsp


	mirin







	3 tbsp


	brown sugar







	400ml


	soy sauce







	20g


	fresh root ginger







	1


	green or red chilli, chopped







	


	grated zest of 1 lime







	4


	salmon collars







	


	olive oil







	


	lime wedges, to serve










To make the marinade, place the sake and mirin in a small saucepan and bring them to the boil to burn off the alcohol. Put the brown sugar and soy in another pan and heat gently until the sugar has dissolved. Add the sake and mirin and bring the mixture back to the boil. Remove the pan from the heat, add the ginger, chilli and lime zest and leave the marinade to cool.


Once the marinade is cold, place the salmon collars in a dish and pour the marinade over them. Leave for 4–6 hours in the fridge.


When you’re ready to cook, heat a griddle or a barbecue. Remove the collars from the marinade, brush them with a little olive oil and place them on the hot griddle, skin-side down. Cook them for about 5 minutes on each side, brushing them with the marinade from time to time. Serve with lime wedges.
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Taramasalata


This popular dip is very easy to make for yourself at home. It won’t be pink like the supermarket versions, but if you want some colour, just add a touch of beetroot juice.


Makes 1 large bowlful










	100g


	white bread, crusts removed







	


	milk







	250g


	smoked cod’s roe







	


	juice of 1 lemon







	250ml


	olive oil







	


	freshly ground black pepper








Place the bread in a bowl and add enough milk to cover. Leave the bread to soften, then drain off any excess milk.


If the roe is dry on the outside, peel off the thin skin. Put the roe in a food processor with the drained bread and pulse together until smooth. Add some of the lemon juice and season with pepper. With the processor running, add the olive oil until the mixture is well combined and has the texture you like – you might not need all the oil.


Taste for seasoning and add more pepper and lemon juice to taste. Serve with grilled bread or pitta and some crunchy lettuce.




Scallop Roe Taramasalata


Save and freeze the roes from any scallops you cook until you have enough to make this excellent variation on the regular taramasalata. If you don’t have a stove-top smoker, you can use your barbecue or make your own smoker in an old pan with some foil and a steamer.


Makes 1 large bowlful










	250g


	scallop roes







	100g


	white bread, crusts removed







	


	milk







	200ml


	olive oil







	50ml


	lemon juice







	


	coarse sea salt and white pepper








Wash and dry the roes and sprinkle them liberally with coarse sea salt. Leave them for 20 minutes, then rinse off the salt and dry the roes. Bring a pan of salted water to the boil, add the roes and blanch them for 1 minute. Drain the roes and set them aside.


Heat a stove-top smoker with some wood chips. Add the drained scallop roes and smoke them for 20 minutes. Remove them and leave them on a plate, covered, to cool.


Cut the bread into cubes, put them in a bowl and add enough milk to cover. Leave the bread to soften, then drain and squeeze out any excess milk. Put the cooled roes in a food processor and add the bread. Blend, adding the oil in a steady stream. Season with salt, white pepper and the lemon juice to taste. Serve with grilled bread or pitta.




Roes on Toast


Milts or melts are the roes of male herrings, sometimes known as ‘soft roes’. They were traditionally served as a breakfast dish or as a savoury but sadly seem to have gone out of fashion. They are a real delicacy and are rich in vitamin D, so this is a dish well worth reviving.


Serves 2










	


	plain flour, for dusting







	8


	herring roes or milts







	1 tbsp


	olive oil







	


	unsalted butter







	2 slices


	sourdough bread







	


	lemon juice







	2 tbsp


	chopped flatleaf parsley







	


	salt and freshly ground black pepper








Season the flour with salt and black pepper. Lightly dust the roes with the seasoned flour.


Heat the oil in a frying pan, add the roes and a knob of butter. Gently fry the roes for 5–6 minutes until they are golden brown all over. Meanwhile, toast the bread.


Remove the pan from the heat and add a splash of lemon juice and the chopped parsley. Butter the toast, spoon the roes on top and serve at once.
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