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Foreword by


Simon Callow


My childhood was dominated by two remarkable grandmothers, as unlike each other as chalk and cheese. Both were superb cooks, but in radically different ways. One was French, with an accent that made Inspector Clouseau look like an effortless polyglot; the other German in origin, but with a particularly beautiful, very English voice. Oddly enough, the French grandmother, Toto, was in her element cooking traditional English dishes (roast beef, Yorkshire pudding, custard), which never varied by an iota, whereas the other one – well, that’s where Cooking Without Recipes comes in. The other one, Mater, never read a recipe in her life, instead producing an endless variety of completely original dishes according to her whim or what happened to be in the cupboard or the fridge.


My aunt, who lived with her, made sure that there was always a good stock of standard and not-so-standard ingredients to hand, and Mater would – generally at the very last moment – sweep in to the kitchen and say, ‘What have we got, then?’. Twenty minutes later, something extraordinary would appear on our plates. To achieve this, the rest of us were required to become hyperactive commis chefs, as she threw out instructions: ‘peel this!’, ‘slice that!’, ‘boil some water, boy, quick!’. As a result, of course, I never really knew how anything had been made. It was a kind of culinary conjuring trick, dazzling but incomprehensible.


As time went on and I left home, I lived in the usual sordid student accommodations and barely attempted to cook anything other than baked beans and omelettes. By great good luck, the guy with whom I lived at drama school was a fine cook, then when I started acting, much of my life was spent on tour or in B&Bs. As time went on, one relationship succeeded another. The only thing these men of mine had in common was – whether by luck or design – that they were all very good cooks. I didn’t need to cook and, frankly, I was too daunted by their brilliance to attempt to serve up my fumbling offerings for consumption. And then finally I met someone who couldn’t cook at all and rather expected me to. I was terrified, and immediately bought twenty cookbooks, which I followed slavishly. To my astonishment, the results were edible. Sometimes, they even tasted like proper food. This, I concluded, was because I had followed the instructions to the letter.


And then came the great day when I forgot to get a crucial ingredient. People were due in a couple of hours; I had to start cooking almost immediately; I was on my own. So I improvised. I ran across to the little grocery store and got what I hoped and prayed would work. In the end it turned out rather better than what I’d planned. This was the beginning of liberation. I started using recipes as a mere matrix for dishes. I admit, though, to never having quite abandoned them. It takes the courage and confidence of a Dundas to see them simply as entertaining culinary diversions.


I met Philip about five years ago, and before long he started murmuring his dangerous but liberating philosophy into my ear: ‘the kitchen is a playground,’ he would say. ‘There are no rules.’ ‘Follow your instincts.’ ‘If it works, it’s okay.’ ‘Just make it up.’ This was rather radical stuff, the equivalent of a culinary bra burning. I was greatly encouraged when he invited me to eat at his table – fantastic, unprecedented things would materialise without having seemed to have been cooked at all. Of course, like any artist who seems supremely relaxed – Fred Astaire, Picasso, both of whom he resembles, in different ways – the effortless result is the outcome of years of thought and experiment and practice. Cooking Without Recipes doesn’t tell you that you don’t have to work at it – it just liberates you from the tyranny of someone else’s culinary imagination. Do your own thing, it says, listen to the food, pay regard to your stomach and your palate, let cooking become second nature.


It is the book my grandmother would have written if she had known how to frame a sentence, which Philip certainly does. Read, inwardly digest, then throw the book away. This is the first day of the rest of your life in the kitchen.


Simon Callow
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Introduction


When my dad died he was described by an old friend thus: ‘so sartorial, such a thinker and dreamer of impossible dreams, and a teller of tales…the ideal of everyone’s uncle – kind, concerned and always up to giving one a very good lunch!’


Dad loved ‘grub’. But he was one of the most particular people I ever met and a creature of habit. In the 36 years I knew him, every morning he had a soft floury roll baked in the top oven of the ancient Aga for a few minutes and rather lavishly buttered, followed by two oatcakes with Dark Breakfast marmalade and Indian tea without milk, preferably stewed a little in a metal teapot on the hot plate. On special occasions, he might have some extremely crispy bacon. He loved everything slightly burned. The top of a rice pudding, toast, the skin of a chicken, onions and so on. A taste I have inherited.


As an eligible bachelor in the 1950s he was the heart’s desire of a bevvy of dazzling county beauties. He’d invite them for lunch or supper a bit early and then get them to cook for his other guests. Best of all, he’d be invited to shoot at house parties where he’d be spoiled as he had been by his mother. Heavy puddings, cakes and vast, unending breakfasts.


Like most men of his generation he couldn’t cook and his tastes were incredibly conservative. Thin wafers of ox tongue, steak and kidney pie and very well hung, almost maggoty game were his favourites. During the Second World War he had served in the North West Frontier of India, but of course despite the dust and artillery shells, mess dinners were as British as possible – always served on regimental china and eaten with silver knives and forks. The smell of curry struck fear in his heart.


Later at Cambridge, nursery food was his mainstay – game soup, Beef Wellington and sponge puddings. And of course it was in plentiful supply at his various London clubs. But after he married, that all changed. My mother was more adventurous; a disciple of that dangerous radical Elizabeth David. She would try to feed him ‘revolting foreign muck’ such as cheese, salads and pasta dishes.


Dad was my adopted stepfather and he was a bully. And my extrovert precocity infuriated him. But we shared one thing. Like me, he was greedy. So I knew just how to exact my revenge against his extreme punishments. On the farm, there was a gardener, Walter, who oversaw the kitchen garden and Dad’s pride and joy – his orchards and greenhouses. There were espalier apricots and pears against roughcast East Lothian sandstone, white muscatel grapes and figs under glass, nectarine houses and asparagus in cloches, heated with lead wires in the ground. From redcurrants to his sacred Royal Sovereign strawberries, they were gardens of which Ceres herself would have been justly proud. Walter was always in a cloth cap and wearing a slightly upturned smile, kneeling and trudging round the garden like a guard, viewing my presence with disapproval, protecting his perfectly sweet young peas from my marauding hands.


In the early mornings my father would wander with Walter through the greenhouses or past the apple trees checking for the perfect ripeness of his latest progeny. As any gardener will know, each fruit carries a ‘bloom’, a sort of musty blush, which must be unsullied for the perfect finish. Soon he began to recognise an earlier predator at his prizes. Little finger marks on the bloom betrayed a thief among the nettings and glass. Just before he was ready to pluck a succulent nectarine from the tree, it vanished. I would be sitting on a wall or the branch of a tree, juice dripping down my chops, anticipating the fury awaiting me. I remained undeterred. Dad loved chocolate too and hid boxes of expensive truffles from London around his private spaces in the house. I knew them all. And stole my place among his private gluttony, feasting on the spoils.


So he carried on for years and survived life’s hills and sharp corners. Then my adopted mother died. Ironically, from malnutrition caused by cancer of the bowel. She was a Christian Scientist and had told noone of her pain. We had been estranged, on and off, for many years and I had left home as a teenager. But all the same, I went back to look after Dad. A few days turned into weeks and an uneasy peace settled between us. We both knew I had been done wrong. This was our opportunity to make some quiet restitution.


One day I arrived to find him in the kitchen trying out his first purchase since the funeral – an ice cream churn. No fuss, just two bars of dark chocolate and a pint of double cream. He ate it with brandy snaps and caster sugar sprinkled on top.


Those were Dad’s final few months at home. And they were relatively happy ones. And I fell for his youthful charm, encouraging that new-found independence. He was reclaiming territory around the house from which he’d long been banished by my, sometimes, rather brutal mother. Funniest of all, he was a complete stranger to the kitchen. Certainly, he’d spent many hours in this room, eating his meals and lecturing small boys on the virtues of honesty, labour and Greek grammar. But he had never really any idea of what went on there. So, in his eager curiosity for everything new, he lost no time and asked me to teach him how to cook all of his favourite things.


We started with soup and then roast potatoes in goose fat. Apple pie, omelette, lamb stew and mince came next. His biggest triumphs were Scotch broth with a real mutton bone, roast partridge and rhubarb crumble with home-made custard. Each took a few failed attempts and considerable carnage around a previously spotless kitchen. But what he acquired was a confidence born of necessity. He taught himself to shop, started reading food writers and once he even cooked for friends.


Having lost all the women who cooked for him and being too old to acquire a new model, he briefly became a reconstructed modern man, ready for jolly new adventures in the kitchen. And he was an eager pupil, learning fast and fearlessly. He even became more interested in ingredients he had always dismissed. Things that were completely alien to him such as lentils, garlic, olive oil, herbs and pasta weirdly fascinated him. He’d talk almost childishly with regret about how he had dismissed Indian food and the ‘blasted beastly smell of it’. But having read about the spice trade, a whole world of ancient history opened up to him. And as a scientist, he loved Heston Blumenthal and wanted to understand the ‘how’ of cooking, the reactions of heat and taste. Most of all he wanted to master cooking for himself.


Poor Dad didn’t last long enough to do this. He was invited by his brother on a cruise. Not a worldly man, he had imagined sailing to Madeira in the 1940s with his sweetheart, when everyone dressed for dinner. He duly appeared on the first evening in a 16oz barrathea dinner jacket and silk facings. The rest of the passengers were in shirt sleeves and sandals. He felt a figure of fun like Mr Pooter in Diary of A Nobody, suffering the snobbish indignity of meeting the local tradesmen at the Lord Mayor’s Ball. Most of all he missed my mother. On the third day he retired very sick to his cabin, refusing to answer the door. I think this is when he relinquished his hold on life. He reappeared when the ship docked at Southampton ten days later, a sick man and spent the rest of his days in a nursing home, returning to the farm one last time.


Ensconced in his nursing home, as Dad went into decline he became more obsessed with reading about food. We talked a lot and I read him the articles from my blog ‘PipsDish’ at his bedside. He encouraged me to write from the perspective of people who loved ingredients but didn’t want to follow recipes; a light read in the loo during a morning constitutional or in bed before dropping off to sleep, as if somehow in his dreams he might acquire the abilities to concoct all those dishes he loved.


He would order me to make him things he had read about, such as quince crumble and dressed crab. And I would find packages at his bedside from Amazon with the latest offerings from the food publishers. But the greatest surprise of all was that after 60 years of being a staunch dyed in the wool right-wing Daily Telegraph reader, one day he announced disparagingly, ‘I am simply bored of reading what I already know’ and promptly switched to the Guardian. For the food writers.


And thus came Cooking Without Recipes. It aims to do all the bits that most cookery books overlook by consigning the most useful information to a few pages at the beginning or between chapters. These are the essential bits of knowledge you need to become a confident and creative cook because they liberate you. When you know which pan to own, or what to do with a fish once you’ve got it home, how to buy the right kind of knife, how to actually use fresh sage without it overpowering, or make a salad dressing, how to knock something together from the old remnants of your fridge, then you become free of constraints.


This book just helps you start that journey. It’s about helping you to achieve your simplest ambitions in the kitchen, bringing alive the possibilities of food, helping you become happier, more confident and creative in the kitchen. It does not contain exhaustive lists of techniques for scrambling eggs or detailed skills for particular styles of cooking; it has no aspirations to tell the reader how to become the baking goddess. But it will help you work out how to make almost anything you want to eat.


It will encourage you to find new ways to shop for, cook and eat the kind of food you love – something you may have thought was only possible for foodie experts. From creating a kitchen space you enjoy being in and clearing cupboards of unwanted debris to stocking them with essential ingredients and preparing and cooking them in ways you like, this book will give you confidence in the kitchen.


From what you can do with herbs, oils and sauces to enrich what you fancied in the fishmonger’s window, to acquiring the art of using imaginatively what is left over from a meal, this is a manual of kitchen life for anyone who adores good food and wants to share the love.


All confident, passionate and experienced cooks have some things in common. They love their kitchens and know their ingredients. They decide how to prepare a dish using their imaginations as well as their culinary skills. For them, cooking is a labour of love, something in which they can lose themselves. By acquiring a calm attitude to cooking food and eating it, with only a pot, a pan, a knife and a spoon, you too can beat the fear of the unknown and become creative in your own kitchen.


Of course, recipes books are rich seams of knowledge and often showcases for flamboyant creativity. They are sources to mine for ideas and inspiration but very few actually teach you how to cook. This book focuses on the skills and ideas that will help you learn without making you feel intimidated by complicated dishes or exotic ingredients, at the same time as offering all sorts of ideas for cooking which will test and develop anyone’s abilities.


When you understand the principles of cooking certain things, you can go it alone. After my mother’s death, the only thing my father wanted to know was how to make Scotch broth. To him it was a mystery until he understood the simplicity of making stock, soaking the broth mix and chopping up a few vegetables to go in. And once he knew the principles of soup-making, others followed. He became an expert. This book is based on learning those simple principles.


If you want to learn to cook, you must first learn to understand ingredients rather than read recipes. Otherwise you will achieve nothing but cooking by numbers. Secondly, cooking is about confidence and creativity, two things you have to look for within yourself. Only picking up a fish by the tail will tell you how to cook it.


Thirdly, if you have no affection for your ingredients, your efforts will be rendered inedible. Bring to the surface what lies within, entice the senses and please the appetite without unnecessary embellishment or distraction. And lastly, your mood will determine the success of your undertaking. Successful cooking is to satisfy completely both yourself and those who will eat your food, with comfort and ease.


So this book is dedicated to those who want to learn the behaviours and habits of a cook, so that they can choose any ingredient and in turn become inventive, self-reliant and take control in their own kitchens.


As long as I can remember, I wanted to be a writer and for the same amount of time, I have loved food and cooking. But it took me a long time to actually recognise that I could usefully bring both passions together. Writing a book about food today is one thing, getting it published is a long shot. I want to acknowledge a few important people who have coaxed and cajoled this work from me. The first is Helen Runciman, my soul-mate, with whom – from collecting vegetables from her father’s kitchen garden to drinking mint juleps at The Ritz – I shall treasure some of the most dramatic, delicious, inebriated, expensive and truly awful culinary memories. Simon Callow, loyal friend, gastronome and bon viveur, has given unfailing ear and eye to this endeavour, both as pupil and enthusiast. He knows more about everything than anyone I know, as well as continually bringing genius and generosity to the stage and page. Melissa Bakewell, who is simply the best cook I know, and my big sister Emma who gave me the family I dreamed of.


I owe Jasmine Gartner much for taking the time to peruse and edit the early versions of this book. And thanks are due to Beth Coates, Pete Irvine and Jamie Jauncey, who each in their own way helped me to find my voice. Nikki Read and Giles Lewis for publishing me and telling me that reading the book made them want to cook again. My newest friend and collaborator, Robert Littleford, who was the first person to read the book from cover to cover and immediately wanted to illustrate it. I look forward to many future adventures with him in words and pictures.


Glynn, who some will know from my blog as ‘the Belgian’ reckons he taught me everything I know. He certainly eats everything I cook. For that and many, many other reasons I love him with all my heart.


There are many others who have fed and been fed by me over the years. I thank you all and hope you’ll find something you taught me or learn something you wanted to know from this book.










Starting from Scratch


For a number of reason, kitchens can be quite scary places. You might have inherited one from someone else or you may suddenly be faced with a new responsibility to use this as a room in which to actually cook something. You might be a virgin – hugely keen but profoundly inexperienced – which means you previously just walked past this room blushing hoping it wouldn’t notice you, or perhaps rushed in terrified, made a cup of coffee and fled.


You may have moved into a new flat and find yourself looking into a strange cupboard-like room in the centre of your new home, with no air or light and some barely functioning appliances dating back to the 1970s. For others still, it’s just a place designed by someone else for an activity you don’t really understand; a room you’ve entered for years solely to be served your daily food intake.


Whatever your experiences of kitchens, take heart. As long as you love eating food and either want or need to start cooking for yourself, this room is about to become your refuge: a place to shrug off the daily grind, where you will find nourishment in body and soul. And just maybe, it will eventually become your very own studio, a place of creativity and experiment.


So, here you are. Possibly with new eyes for the kitchen, or in it alone for the first time. It can be quite a confusing room, full of drawers and cupboards containing machinery and inexplicable implements that look like instruments of medieval torture. Most of this paraphernalia is entirely unnecessary. And without someone around who knows what to do with these contraptions, the best approach is to select the basic tools you will need for your planned activities in the kitchen. As for the rest, leave well alone.


Most kitchens contain a combination of useless, new-fangled and ancient stuff, acquired over years, used infrequently and left to gather rust and grease. If you are starting out in your first flat or you face a virgin kitchen with nothing in it and completely unlike anything you have seen before, it will probably seem pretty daunting. In fact, you are the lucky one. You can start afresh with exactly what you need and no more.


The first thing to ensure in this case is that you resist any attempts by well-meaning relatives to offload unwanted kitchen flotsam upon you. They will doubtless have boxes of cooking detritus in attics and basements which they themselves have inherited. And seeing an opportunity to ‘clear out’, imagining they are doing you a good turn, will try to make you the unwilling recipient of long obsolete and perfectly useless items.


Having said this – a note of caution. It is never wise to upset a doting relative. If you are leaving home, they will doubtless be mourning the sad prospect of your loss and cooking for one less hungry mouth. Rather than dismissing their generosity out of hand, explain gently that you have already decided what you need but that you’d love to have a look to see if there is anything you’ve missed. Indeed you may find that there is a glamorous set of china, cutlery or glassware. These are always useful and will save you considerable expense later. But be aware that when that fateful day arrives when you find someone to join forces with you, they may not share your enthusiasm for old family heirlooms.



Tools of the Trade


[image: Images]


It’s easy to fill a kitchen with things you don’t need. But to become skilled in uncomplicated cooking, you really only need a small amount of simple, quality equipment. In truth, there are only a few essential items for cooking: a pan, a knife, chopping board, pestle and mortar, and a bowl are all the neophyte kitchen god needs to get going. Add to the list perhaps another pan, an ovenproof dish and a couple of wooden spoons and you are pretty much in business.


Of course, this slightly over-simplifies the matter for those who are more ambitious and it does depend on what style of cooking you are going to favour. If you want to become a baker extraordinaire, you’ll need different equipment. For our purposes, these basic tools are a good place to start.


An important piece of advice. This goes for lots of things in life as well as cooking. If you spend money on buying the top-notch, you’ll spare yourself trouble later.



Boiling Pans


Most of us have a set of pans we’ve been given, bought or that just seem to have attached themselves to our lives. Yours may have followed you loyally from home to home and be etched with the experiences of your life. But their quality will vary hugely and the last thing a cook needs is rattling pans with loose handles and ill-fitting lids. Now is the time to treat yourself to something new. And a bit like a pair of gloves or a well-tailored overcoat, it’s really best to buy your own so that you know you have a perfect fit.


Top-quality pans are works of technical precision with many layers of different metal to ensure the best performance. The main features to look out for in a pan are weight, handle and lid. Heaviness is the most important, even if it makes the vessel more cumbersome to lift. Something with a solid bottom is essential as it retains heat longer and allows for more balance and control; basically so it doesn’t tip over and you don’t burn yourself. There is nothing more terrifyingly pregnant with disaster than a flimsy pot full of boiling water, wobbling on the hob.


Next, the right kind of handle is vital. One should always be wary of small pans with handles on the side. Pay particular attention here. Check the rivets. Do they look secure or might you end up with a few litres of scalding stock on your feet? Handles should be sturdy and solid, never hollow. You’ll be needing a firm grip, especially when pouring away boiling liquids. A pour spout on the rim of a pan is a useful feature, and the best ones also have draining holes in the deep inner lip of the lid. You may have to buy the lid separately. Make sure it fits snugly.


You can easily manage with one decent-sized pan at least thirty centimetres in diameter. You should spend money and get something that looks as if you could live in it, if everything goes wrong. It should be a capacious cauldron. Think of something in which you can see yourself boiling a ham or making pasta for a multitude of friends.


This size will give you scope and possibilities. It’s functional and you’ll be able to do everything from soup to the more adventurous things such as stirring up your very own marmalade.


For convenience, you will also be able to use a large bamboo vegetable steamer (available from Chinese supermarkets), which will fit over the top. And when you’ve finished cooking, your pan will even double as a washing up bowl by throwing into it all your dirty implements, while you enjoy eating.



Sauté Pan


Next you need a less deep but wide sauté pan, about 25–35cm across. You’ll be using this for so many different purposes: cooking fish and meat dishes, vegetables, eggs and bacon, croûtons, sauces, risottos – the list is endless. So once again, it has to be something that looks good and that you will really treasure, something you can serve from directly at the table without wasting any precious juices and flavours. You don’t need a lid with a sauté pan. But it is important to find one with no plastic in the handle, so that you can move it into the oven or push it under the grill to finish things off. Some pans now use a silicone-rubber in the handles which seems to work fine under high temperatures and lends extra grip. You’ll notice that professional cooking pans have long handles. It is always best to create distance between you and hot things, especially when dealing with boiling water and spitting oil.


If you really want the best and can afford it, then pans with a copper seam in the bottom are the cook’s dream. Copper conducts heat well and so it’s easier to regulate the exact temperature you want, which helps you be more in control of your cooking. Actual copper pans cost a king’s ransom and aren’t strictly necessary for the home cook but they look fantastic.


If you have Le Creuset pans, then these will stand you in good stead. They are expensive, but for good reason: because they last for years. Some of mine were inherited and one is at least 40 years old. But they do need to be used. So often one sees in people’s kitchens these iconic orange and blue pans teetering on the top of kitchen shelves, inexplicably kept in reserve for special occasions. Now is the time to make every day in the kitchen the best. After all, it might be your last meal.



Wok


Stir-frying generally is a godsend and the best thing to use is a wok. To be able to slice up a few vegetables, anything really, and throw them in a pan with some meat or fish, herbs and sloshes of soy sauce is a smart way to cook. And because it’s so fast, you don’t lose the valuable nutrients that more invasive cooking can destroy. A wok will provide you with the easiest, quickest and most nourishing of suppers – perfect for the novice cook.


You can buy the most functional versions from Asian supermarkets. They are made of steel (not stainless) so you shouldn’t wash them with soap. Just clean them with water and wipe with a bit of cooking oil after use. There is a trick known as seasoning, which involves coating the inside with oil and heating up the wok until it smokes. It burns a layer of oil on to the surface of the wok, but you need to keep repeating the process every so often. And if the wok does get a bit rusty, set to with a wire scourer and then oil it up again. Unfortunately, although you can find hybrids, woks only work really well with gas.



Casserole


Originally the French word for ‘saucepan’, as with the words tandoori and tagine in English, we have ascribed the word casserole to the type of food that was cooked in it, en casserole.


Basically we are talking about any ovenproof dish. You have to discover what you like using best but whatever it is, it should be fit for the table. The experience of eating should always be accompanied by an aesthetic pleasure. Why keep ugly cooking dishes? That’s like people who put their least attractive furniture and university posters in their spare bedrooms. Surely you want to show off your exquisite taste all the time?


The most practical ovenproof casseroles are the earthenware dishes you can buy in Spain and Portugal and now in many cook shops. They are functional, cheap to replace and look stylish from oven to table. They are hugely versatile and will sustain high temperatures, although you probably shouldn’t put them directly over a flame or pour cold water on them when hot, as they might crack.


You can use your Le Creuset pans in the oven but there are now a range of covered roasting dishes on the market. These look like large saucepans made of highly durable, conductive and often non-stick materials. These are ideal if you want to start something off on the hob, pot au feu style, such as a pheasant or duck, and then transfer them to the oven. They also have lids, which means that you can preserve moisture and flavour. Using them also saves you from one of life’s most unpleasant and unrewarding activities: cleaning the inside of an oven.



Knives


[image: Images]


Once you have your basic receptacles, the most important consideration in the kitchen (after ensuring that there is a decent bottle of wine within reach) is to find the perfect knives with which to arm yourself.


However, what you generally find available to purchase in the way of cutting tools should rightly fill you with horror. You don’t need to be a trained chef to see the dangers inherent in those wobbly, blunt, serrated blades lurking in every kitchen drawer. If you don’t spot a bad knife early, you’ll have plenty of scars to prove it later.


You can only mitigate against these perils by choosing the best knives money can buy. You need to combine domestic good sense with honed hunter-gatherer instincts in the careful selection of the right ones. You’ll see professional chefs using endless different knives, but a kitchen knife, a paring knife and a honing steel are more than enough at home.
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