
[image: Cover: Table 4 at The River Cafe: Conversations about Food and Life, by Ruthie Rogers.]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Table 4 at The River Cafe: Conversations about Food and Life, by Ruthie Rogers. Photography Matthew Donaldson. Gallery Books. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney/Melbourne | New Delhi.]







[image: A collage of various photographs from the book, featuring people in different settings, including casual, professional, and celebratory moments.]





[image: David Beckham and Ruthie Rogers sit at a round table in a bright office, engaged in conversation with microphones in front of them.]




INTRODUCTION

“When I see you,” Mel Brooks once told me, “I get hungry.”

I can see why. When you meet an artist, you want to go to a gallery. When you meet an actor, you want to go to the theater. So I understand how meeting me might make Mel want to eat. As much as preparing and cooking is part of being a chef, so is listening. Over the years, I have spoken with many people who have great stories to tell about food.

Michael Caine remembers chasing and catching rabbits for his mother to cook when he was evacuated from London to the countryside during World War II. As for Mel, he could vividly describe to me, in his nineties, the first decent spaghetti he had ever eaten, more than eighty years earlier, and who cooked it for him.

At The River Cafe, the restaurant I cofounded with Rose Gray in 1987, we ask our waiters to really consider the people who come for lunch or dinner. What stories might they have to tell? Are they celebrating the birth of a new baby? Was there a lot of traffic on the way to the restaurant? Did they save up to bring in someone they love for a special meal? Food stories and memories are what my podcast, Ruthie’s Table 4, is all about.

The same goes for this book. The origins of both lie in an evening my husband, Richard, and I hosted in 2003. A receptionist at the restaurant, a recent Oxford graduate, Nina Raine, was just getting her start in the theater, where a bright future as a director and playwright awaited. Nina asked if she could stage a performance of a Harold Pinter play in the living room of our London home.

Nina’s event went so well that it inspired a series in our house, where we invited actors and musicians to perform, and friends and family to attend. Judi Dench sang and told stories of her life onstage and in film. Ralph Fiennes performed a Samuel Beckett monologue. Ian McKellen delighted us with an evening of poetry, recitals of Shakespeare’s sonnets, and amusing memories of his early career in rep. For the last part of his performance, he stood on the staircase overlooking our living room and read aloud a recipe for ribollita, a Tuscan soup. Richard and I had no idea he was going to do this. But his performance brought down the house. It confirmed my belief that a recipe, properly written, is part science and part poetry. And, in this case, part theater.

It had always been a dream of mine to have a River Cafe radio station, where the people who visited the restaurant could share stories about and over food. When the pandemic and the subsequent lockdown hit, the memories of these evenings at our home reasserted themselves. People were isolated from each other. What could we at The River Cafe do to bring the world of food and community to them?

Zad Rogers, my stepson, and the team at his production company, Atomized, started working on the concept. The initial thought was simple: we’d ask friends of the restaurant to read one recipe a day, 365 days a year, and put these recordings online. The first three people we approached were Michael Caine, Jake Gyllenhaal, and Wes Anderson. Amazing as it was to hear these distinctive voices reading our recipes aloud, it was clear we needed more from the conversation. As soon as lockdown restrictions were eased, Michael and I met at his home to talk.

His stories were everything I’d hoped for: memories of what he ate growing up in World War II; the thrill of moving to a postwar prefab house that came complete with such luxuries as an electric stove and refrigerator; and his claim that he makes “the best roast potatoes that anybody who has come over has ever eaten.” All told in his trademark voice. So began the Ruthie’s Table 4 podcast.

Why did we call it that? Everyone who knows me calls me Ruthie. As for the Table 4 part, Matthew Freud suggesed it. In a nicely Freudian way (Matthew is a great-grandson of Sigmund), it has a double meaning: as the name of an actual table in the restaurant and as a pun. Every time we have a guest on the podcast, we have a table for them: a table for Wes Anderson, a table for Carey Mulligan, a table for Edward Enninful. The actual Table 4 also happens to be Michael Caine’s favorite. This book welcomes you to that table.

On the podcast, I often recite a litany: Food is love. Food is memory, family, politics, art, discovery. And food is comfort. The conversations collected here, adapted from Ruthie’s Table 4, tell the stories that food has played in our guests’ lives. They are also full of surprises. Who knew that Nancy Pelosi, the former speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives, grew up in a household where every single meal was served atop a tablecloth, while Martha Stewart, the doyenne of good taste, crowded with her siblings and parents around a homely pink Formica table? Would you ever have guessed that Stewart, Mel Brooks, and the architect Frank Gehry all had in common that their mothers kept a live carp in the bathtub, ensuring that the fish stayed swimmingly fresh until it met its final fate in the kitchen?

None of my guests, I’ve learned, has been jaded or entitled about food. To this day, Tracey Emin’s greatest culinary pleasure is eating multiple apples at once—slicing them into irregular shapes and piling the pieces high on a plate. Asking Paul McCartney to talk about the Beatles might have made him yawn, but since we were talking about food, he told me stories he had never told before.

People often ask me what my last meal would be. It’s not a question I like. There is so much life in food. Looking for a way to end each episode of the podcast, I wanted to find a more uplifting final question. Kirsty Young, who for many years presented the treasured BBC radio program Desert Island Discs, had a suggestion. “Keep it simple,” she said. “Ask every guest the same one question. Something they really care about.” We decided it would be to ask everyone what their comfort food is.

Of all the roles that food plays in our lives, its most immediate and intimate is as a source of solace. Comfort food is what sees us through the bad times. And it’s often enjoyed alone. Pasta—in one form or another—is by far the most commonly chosen comfort food on Ruthie’s Table 4. The question also receives some highly esoteric answers. One guest said her comfort food was a chicken casserole made with a crust of Weetabix and cheddar cheese. Another chose a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.

My life in food begins in Monticello, a small village in the Catskill Mountains in upstate New York. When I was twelve, we moved to Woodstock, fifty miles away. This was years before the famous music festival, but the area was already known as a community of creative people. And our house was a place where artists, writers, musicians, and other friends gathered. Both of my parents were the children of immigrants—my father’s family from Hungary, my mother’s from Russia—and I was the youngest of three children. Since my parents worked long hours (my father was a radiologist, and my mother a teacher), we ate simply: meatloaf, roast chicken, sweet corn from local farm stands in the summer. Classic American fare, unambitious but considerately prepared.

When I was a teenager, newly in thrall to Julia Child, I tried to make her version of beef bourguignon. It cracked open not just my palate, but also my mind—introducing the idea and desire to cook for other people. Julia inspired me because of her enthusiasm, her faith in her readers, and her precision. If you followed her recipes to the letter, as I did, you never had a failure. This made me confident in the kitchen: ready to branch out, take risks, and create recipes and techniques of my own.

As a student on a semester abroad in London, I met Richard Rogers, an architect. His family had moved to England from Florence when he was five, forced into exile by Mussolini. Richard’s father, Nino, was a doctor, and his mother, Dada, was an elegant woman from Trieste. Dada was a great, great cook. Up until then, my experience of Italian food had been the American version, basically a heavy, rich variation on Southern Italian cooking: veal parmigiana, spaghetti and meatballs. To eat my mother-in-law’s cooking—and, later on, to visit Florence with Richard, tasting a classic pappa al pomodoro or fish prepared simply, grilled with just lemon and local herbs—was a revelation.

Not long after I met Richard, I became friends with Rose Gray, an imposing beauty who was a brilliant and passionate cook, interested primarily in Italian food. It would be a long time, though, before we joined forces to launch a restaurant. When Richard won the competition to design the Centre Pompidou with his Italian partner Renzo Piano, we moved to Paris. Our son Roo was born there in 1975. I became immersed in French cuisine, both new and classic. At the same time, Rose was living in Tuscany, with her husband, David, and their four children. Though we were in different countries, the focus of our days was on going to the seasonal food markets, choosing what we were going to cook for our families.

In 1977, after the Pompidou opened, Richard and I moved back to London. Richard wanted to find a light, open environment in which he and his team could thrive creatively. They found a disused oil warehouse in Thames Wharf on the river in Hammersmith. Soon they were joined by other architects, graphic designers, and artists. Now all they needed was somewhere to eat. He and Renzo, Richard liked to say, had done most of their design of the Pompidou Centre on the tabletop of a Paris café. A few proposals came in from restaurateurs, but none of them were particularly impressive. Reading them, I remember saying to Richard, “The only thing worse than not having a place to eat would be to have a mediocre one. Why don’t we do it ourselves?”

Rose had just moved back to London from New York, where she had helped a friend, Nell Campbell, open her eponymous nightclub owned by Keith McNally and Lynn Wagenknecht. I had heard Rose’s ambition was to open a restaurant. We met to talk things over in a wine bar in Chelsea that is now a McDonald’s. So you could make the claim that The River Cafe was conceived in a McDonald’s.

To say that we weren’t particularly qualified is an understatement. Rose’s kitchen résumé was slim, with only the stint at Nell’s to her credit. As for me, I had no professional experience as a chef whatsoever. Undaunted, we opened our first iteration of The River Cafe in 1987, strictly as a lunch-only place, its customer base limited by local planners to workers in the Thames Wharf complex. Richard designed the space and Rose’s husband designed its logo. Bo, our youngest child, turned three.

I’m often reminded that the menu wasn’t so rigorously Italian in those early days, serving hamburgers and sandwiches. But as our confidence in cooking like real Italians grew, so did The River Cafe. Little by little, we expanded the menu and hours. By the summer, we were able to welcome people coming in from outside of Thames Wharf. Word spread that these two women might be onto something. We went from being an office canteen open only for lunch to a restaurant serving until eleven at night.

Chefs, experienced ones, came to work for us, and developing the the wine list took us to all regions of Italy, meeting the new generation of wine producers, many of whom remain close friends thirty-seven years later. Our first cookbook, simply entitled The River Cafe Cookbook, was published in 1995. Today we call it The Blue Book because it has been followed by a further thirteen volumes, with covers in bright colors.

In 2008, after The River Cafe was damaged by a fire, Richard redesigned the space to have a completely open kitchen, visually anchored by a shocking pink wood-burning oven. The open plan creates a sense of intimacy and warmth among everyone in the room: the people working there, and the people eating there.

Everything about The River Cafe inspires me: the room, the food, our brilliant team, the people who join us every day for lunch and dinner.

In answering the final question put to all my Table 4 guests, my choice will always be chocolate. Taking a taxi home at the end of the night, I’ll ask the driver to stop so I can buy a bar of chocolate. I rarely finish it, breaking off a few pieces and offering the rest to the driver.

Recently, when I did this, the driver was unsurprised. “You gave me a piece of chocolate the last time I took you home,” he said.

I didn’t realize I’d been in his cab before. But I guess that’s the story of my life in food.

At home, at work, even in transit, I always like to share something delicious.

—Ruthie Rogers
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Food Is Family


Families are integral to both The River Cafe and Ruthie’s Table 4. In Anna Karenina, Tolstoy suggests, “Every happy family is alike,” but what I have learned from these interviews is that family memories are often unalike: David and Victoria Beckham; or Paul, Stella, and Mary McCartney—each has their own impressions from their childhoods, distinct and special.

It is moving for me to listen to my brother, Michael Elias, describe our mother’s cooking. And to hear my son Roo talk about his early memories of going to the markets with his father in Paris, offering a perspective different from my own memories of that time.

For the past four years, I have worked on this podcast with Zad Rogers as producer—traveling to Los Angeles, New York, Venice; meeting new people, listening to their stories, writing, recording, editing their interviews.

And most of all, experiencing the joy of making something lasting and meaningful with someone you love.

Family is food, food is family.
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PAUL McCARTNEY


One of my most prized possessions is a photograph Paul McCartney sent me during the pandemic. It shows him and one of his grandsons, Mark, proudly standing with a plate of tomato pasta they have prepared together from our River Cafe recipe.

Paul and Linda McCartney made being a vegetarian “rock and roll” and influenced a huge amount of people who thought the opposite. Today he also relishes making his own beer, which he named after a particularly phallic- looking mushroom. He read our recipe for Roast Aubergine Parmesan.



Cooking in Liverpool, in my working-class family, there was not much variety.

The vegetables would be potatoes, carrots, onions, and broad beans, which we called butter beans. I like them to this day, in a nice butter-bean soup. But our diet was pretty bland, very limited.

My mum was a nurse. I think she enjoyed cooking, but in those days, there was really no question about it, it was the woman’s role to cook. She was a proper cook, a good one. The only time I didn’t eat what she had prepared was when she presented a bloody big cow’s tongue on a plate. I was not persuaded to eat that.

The sadness of my life was the death of my mother when I was fourteen. My dad and me and my younger brother, Mike, were left to look after ourselves. Sometimes I’d get home from school before Dad was home from work at the port, where he was a cotton salesman. I’d have to knock up a little bit of a meal. I became very good at mashed potatoes. These days my recipe would need to be a little bit health-erized. I mashed the potatoes with a fork—we didn’t have many cooking implements—until I got all the lumps out. Then I would pile in a lot of butter, a little bit of milk, and whip that sucker up. Sometimes, if I was trying to be exotic, I’d put in some finely chopped onions, raw, which was kind of nice. Dad would buy either some sausages or some chops to go with it.

It was only when I went to London, when the Beatles came down to make records, that I started going to fine restaurants and tried to navigate my way through their menus. Food was pretty much fuel until then. For instance, I hated wine. We never had it at home. The nearest we came to alcoholic beverages was when we had a glass of cider with Sunday lunch, but that was it. Whenever I tasted wine, I hated it.

One time, John and I hitchhiked to Paris. He’d been given a fabulous birthday present by his rich relatives in Scotland: £100. We hitchhiked to Paris and thought, “Oh, we’re in France, we’ve got to have a wine experience!” So we went into a corner café, sidled up to the bar, and said, “Deux verres vin ordinaire, s’il vous plaît.” They gave us two glasses of red wine. We took a sip, and John and I were like, “This is terrible, it’s like vinegar! What is the fuss about? All these people going on about wine—they’re crazy and we’re sane.”

The first time I remember liking wine was with our producer, George Martin. My girlfriend at the time was Jane Asher. We went out with George and his wife, Judy, to a little restaurant in Charlotte Street called L’Étoile. I was treating, so the sommelier came up to me and leaned in, very intimately, whispering, “Would you like a wine, sir?” I said, “I’d like you to recommend something. I don’t know much about wine.” He brought back a bottle of Louis Latour Château Corton Grancey 1959 and I took a taste of it. Oh, it was like velvet. I thought, “Now I get it. Now I see why people go crazy about wine.”

We are a vegetarian family, all of us. My children and grandchildren do not eat meat or fish at all. The way it started was, Linda and I were at our farm in Scotland. The farm was in a place called Campbelltown, down in the Argyll Peninsula south of Glasgow. The Beatles’ breakup got a bit heavy and I just couldn’t deal with it, so we escaped there.

One day, we were looking out the kitchen window and it was lambing season, early in spring. The lambs were gamboling around, so full of life. There was a pack of about twenty of them. They’d start at one end of the field and then—as if one them had said, “Let’s go!”—they’d all run to the other side of the field. And then back again. Linda and I were watching them and saying, “Isn’t this cute and great?” Then we suddenly realized we were eating… leg of lamb. That was when the penny dropped.

We had a conversation: “Should we try and not eat meat? Should we try and go veggie?” In those days, it was difficult. But we decided to make it a fun challenge: “Okay, what do we do?” It was about filling the hole in the middle of the plate. We kept everything else on the plate and just worked on things to take the place where the meat had been. At Christmas, I had always loved the role I had been given in the family to carve the turkey. And Linda did indeed cook a great turkey. But suddenly, here we were without anything for me to carve. Linda had the brilliant idea of making macaroni and cheese. She let it cool and go solid, and then we put it in the fridge overnight. The next day, I had this big block that I could carve into turkey-sized portions.

It became an interesting challenge to work out how to be a vegetarian in the 1970s, because not many people were bothering. I remember going with Linda’s father one night to Claridge’s Hotel and thinking, “Great, they’re going to know how to do it!” We told them, “We’re vegetarian, can you make some suggestions?” The waiter gave us a very sniffy look and came back with a plate of vegetables, steamed. That was the limit of his imagination.

For a time, the only significant vegetarian restaurant in London was a place named Cranks. I thought it was very cool that they called it that. It used to come with the territory—that if people were veggie, they were cranks. But that soon left the arena. Things started to change very quickly. In Liverpool, there’s a stew called scouse. It’s basically an Irish stew with everything thrown in. When Linda and I became vegetarians, we went up to visit my auntie, who very kindly made scouse without the meat, which Liverpudlians call blind scouse.

We have another farm in East Sussex. When I first bought it, there were some fields they didn’t plant in. My farm guys said, “There are no worms in these fields, because basically all we did was put pesticides and fertilizer in.” So I thought, “We’re going to go organic.” I talked to the Soil Association and they gave us some tips. Now we grow all sorts of crops. I like doing things like spelt wheat just because it’s a little bit different. We also grow rye and peas. And we make our own ale. Through the years, I would hear of neighbors who were looking to sell some of their land adjacent to ours. One of them had a hops garden. Long story short, I bought it. And then I thought, “Well, I’ve got to start doing hops. I’ve got to bring them back, because the region we’re in, in Sussex, was a very big hop-growing area.” So I went to a local brewer in the village near us and asked if he would make beer for me. I said, “I’ll grow the hops and you put it all together. And it must be organic.” And so he did. We were looking for a name for the beer. You know how it is with artisanal beers, they have to have crazy names. So I was riding with Linda one day through our woods. She was behind me, and I stopped and said to her, “You’re not going to believe what you’re about to see.” It was a fungus that was white and very phallic—it looked like an erect penis. Beside it, even better, was another one that looked like a limp penis. When I tell people this story, I say, “Don’t blame me, this is nature—it’s not me being dirty.” We found out that this mushroom is called a stinkhorn. So that’s why we named our beer Old Stinkhorn. We don’t produce enough to go commercial, just enough for family and friends.

Paul, what is your comfort food?

A quesadilla. It’s like a pizza turned inside out. I love it.
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MARY McCARTNEY


Mary McCartney and I have had breakfast, lunch, and dinner together. Most recently, it was breakfast. Arriving for a visit bearing her own porridge, she said, “Ruthie, you’re going to love this: it has vanilla, almonds, pecans, and plums poached in maple syrup.” How could I possibly disagree?

Mary is a cookbook author, photographer, and documentary filmmaker—as always, she had her camera in tow.

She consults for the visionary vegetarian food company her mother, Linda, launched in the early 1990s. In 2009, Mary, with her father and her sister Stella, launched Meat Free Monday, which combats the environmental impact of animal farming and fishing.

Mary joined me on a particularly lovely summer’s day, when the zucchini in our garden were in full bloom, inspiring her choice of recipe to read: Risotto with Zucchini Flowers.



Growing up, Mum did the cooking. Dad would help. If you give him a job like, “Can you chop this?” he’ll do it meticulously. Mum described herself as a peasant cook: go to the cupboard, find what’s in there, and make something delicious with it.

Mum and Dad kept us all together as a family. When they went on tour, we would go with them, which is why we siblings are all so close. We were never left at home with other people. We would explore. For my sister Heather’s birthday, we went to a Japanese restaurant and ordered the seaweed salad. We thought it was going to be like a crispy Chinese thing, but it was literally wet, slimy seaweed—we were like, “Eiuwww.” But it was great for us. It wasn’t the most delicious meal, but it opened our minds.

We spent summer holidays in Scotland, on this beautiful but remote farm, or in Arizona, because Mum went to the U of A and became a photographer there. When we went to these places, it was just us, so we did the cooking together and then sat down together to eat. We didn’t have housekeepers, chefs, chauffeurs, or any of that kind of stuff, which I really value now, because I know how to cook. I spent my childhood with my family around a table, talking endlessly about food and flavors.

I remember that we had a family discussion when I was quite young, five or six. Mum and Dad said, “Let’s sit down. We want to talk to you.” They said, “Look, we’ve decided we don’t want to eat meat anymore. You can choose what you want to eat when you’re out, but at home, this isn’t going to happen.”

It wasn’t a problem because my mum was a great cook. The big thing was, we would always talk about it. My dad was very clever. He’d say, “Look, if we are not going to eat a turkey, then what are we going to eat? Because we want something you can slice and put at the center of the plate.” Mum was like, “Well, I could do this macaroni thing and we could slice it.”

It all sounds a bit crazy, but that was the beginning of how it carries on to this day. I’ll do it with my husband and my family. I don’t ever want to feel like I’m missing out as a vegetarian. I don’t want to go to a restaurant and have someone look at my entrée and say, “Oh, I’m sorry you have to eat that.” I want it to be more like, if we get it right, somebody will say, “Oh, I wish I had ordered that rather than this steak.”

My husband always jokes that I’m a vegetarian who doesn’t really love vegetables, because I will never be found eating a plain piece of steamed broccoli. I like a dressing. I like a soup. It’s all about little flavors.

Also, I’m not judgy about vegetarianism. I have tasted meat and I understand the appeal. When I left home to work in London as a photographer, I tried a tuna salad sandwich at my lunch hour. I loved the taste of it. But then all I could think about was, “I know how to cook differently. I don’t need to eat this.” Because I’ve grown up a certain way, I’ve never considered meat or fish a food.

I didn’t realize that this was unusual until we started promoting Meat Free Monday. It’s all word of mouth. We often think that we can’t do anything for the planet and we get overwhelmed. What I love about the idea for Meat Free Monday is that you can have one day where you don’t eat meat or fish and you’re not giving in to that industry. It’s a really easy way of reducing your carbon footprint and being kinder to animals, if you want to.

What I found is that when people start doing Meat Free Monday, it grows into a part of their lifestyle and makes them consider what they’re eating a bit more. At work, if I was on a photo shoot, people started coming up to me to say, “I love Meat Free Monday and we’re trying to do it with our family, but I don’t know what to cook.”

That really surprised me because I’d grown up talking about food and asking questions like, “What are we going to do with that gap on the plate if we’re not having meat or fish?” So then I thought, “Okay, I can share these recipes.” That’s what Mum did. That’s why she did her cookbooks, because whenever people came to our house for dinner, they’d say, “I would definitely eat this way.”

Mum grew up in America, New York City and Scarsdale. They had a cook in the house and she gravitated toward the kitchen. It was very much meatloaf and 1950s-style American cooking. In a way, that kind of went into her approach to vegetarian cooking. She would say, “Meat is often a matter of how you flavor it.” So her recipe ideas stemmed from that.

I always considered myself half Liverpudlian and half American. In Liverpool, it was all, “Going to the chip shop,” chip butties, very simple food. In New York, it was deli sandwiches and pizza. The minute we would get to New York to visit our Eastman grandparents, it would be straight out to get pizza.

My mum’s mum died in a plane crash in the early ’60s. Then my grandfather remarried, to a French American woman named Monique. We thought of her as quite strict. She believed in the idea of “Children should be seen and not heard.” But when I became a teenager, Monique and I bonded in the kitchen. Whereas Mum taught me about instinctive, peasant cooking, Monique taught me how to make pastry and soufflés. She taught me how to make a pâtisserie apple tart—things in my cooking that I still use. Like, in my new cookbook, I bring an apple tart to Dame Judi Dench. It’s four ingredients, because I’m not making the pastry. It’s just ready-rolled pastry, thinly sliced apples, olive oil, and a glaze of apricot jam.

I’m always trying to myth-bust the idea that plant-based or vegetarian cooking involves more ingredients and takes longer. With all of the recipes I develop, I try to use the fewest ingredients and make it in the quickest, easiest, and most pleasurable way. I love a shortcut and I love make-ahead, especially if I’m having a dinner party. You can prep it all the night before and then have it ready to cook.

I often start with the name of a recipe and think, “Now how would I make that?” A lot of the answers are surprisingly simple. I did a Caesar salad dressing with torn sourdough croutons. When I put the croutons in, I was like, “Oh my God, I can’t believe I’ve made such delicious dressing. This took me thirty seconds!” My mouth was watering.

The more I do it, the more surprised I am with how simple and delicious vegetarian cooking can be. I’m not fully vegan, but I’m exploring more plant-based vegan ideas, too. For my new recipe book, I made a beurre-less beurre blanc sauce. I thought, “I wonder if I could use olive oil instead of butter?” I used plant-based cream instead of cream, a little bit of cornstarch to make it glossy, and some mustard and white wine. It was incredible.

You really put your heart on the line when you’re cooking for someone, because you want to please them. You can see when somebody takes that first bite: if they light up, it’s like an electric shock of joy. That’s why The Great British Bake Off is one of my all-time favorite shows. Because there’s that drama. The cake can look beautiful, but if you overbake it by two minutes, it can be dry and a chore to eat. The pleasure of feeding people, I think, is my main motivation. Anyway, you can tell that I’m obsessed with food.

Mary, what is your comfort food?

There is one hands-down comfort food for me: my mum’s cream of tomato soup. She actually taught me how to make it. It was inspired by a lobster bisque. It’s got tomatoes and onions and celery. She would cook it all down and put it through one of those Mouli food mills, and then put cream and herbs in it. I’ve kind of adapted and grown that recipe over the years. If I’m a little flat or down, that soup is my sunshine. It brings me joy.
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STELLA McCARTNEY


Stella McCartney’s been coming to The River Cafe for thirty years, and 99 percent of the time, it has been with her husband, Alasdhair, and their children. When not them, then with her sister Mary, or brother, James, or Paul, her father. They’re a strong family and the happiest times are when they’re all here together.

Stella’s mother, Linda, was, like her daughter, a woman with conviction, imagination, and passion. I wish I’d known her.

Stella founded Stella McCartney in 2001, a cruelty-free company using no animal products in its clothing. She’s a fashion designer with ethics, a spokesperson for sustainability, a supporter of young designers, an entrepreneur who takes on risks for a cause.

She’s also mischievous, a natural performer. Choosing the Chickpea and Fennel Farinata—a Ligurian street food—she announced she would recite the recipe in her sexiest voice. And she did.



My very early years were in Scotland. We had a tiny little vegetable patch. Mary and I would get into trouble because there were sugar snaps and carrots in the patch, and we would nick them and eat them before the plants could yield any kind of significant crop. Also, we had horses, so were always like, “Right, we’ll eat the carrots and give the carrot tops to the horses.”

When we got a bit older, my parents got the farm in East Sussex and then we had a proper vegetable patch. It’s funny, I grew up on an organic farm and now I have one of my own, and it’s always the vegetable patch that is the most exciting place to be. It’s an incredible blessing to grow up that way, understanding when a lettuce is coming into season or when the cabbages and the beetroots are ready.

You have this adventure between picking the vegetable, feeling the soil, getting your fingernails dirty, feeding the carrot tops to the horses, and getting horse slobber all over your hands. So many different smells as well. I’ve worked on creating perfumes, and, it’s interesting how the scents of foods have inspired a lot of the things that I’ve created. I did a perfume with truffle in it. When you’re a vegetarian, there are so few moments of extravagance, whereas with meat, it’s so associated with wealth and cost. For a vegetarian, it’s only in truffle season that you think, “Right, okay—this is the moment.” That scent! Everything associated with it seems sexy and mysterious and incredible.

We always ate together as a family, in the kitchen or the living room, on the sofa with a plate in your lap. It was the moment where we all reunited after whatever we’d been doing during the day. We also did a lot of road trips when I was young. We’d go up to Scotland in the car and have car-based sandwiches.

We were a big sandwich family. That’s more my American side, because in those days, a British sandwich was butter on a piece of white bread and a slice of cheese. Our sandwiches were very layered, with lettuce and pickles and mayo. And since we traveled a lot, we had access to all these different cuisines. In Arizona, we had a lot of Mexican food. Out on Long Island in the summer, we had sweet corn. My mum used to eat it raw. She loved it so much that she wouldn’t even boil it or put butter on it.

Her family came from Ukraine, through Russia, to the United States. So I was exposed to borscht, coleslaw, pickles, things like that. My grandfather, Lee, became a lawyer and did very well for himself. He was an entertainment lawyer who loved creative people. He basically represented all of the abstract expressionists: de Kooning, Rothko, Kline, Motherwell, Albers, all of these incredible artists. So my mum was exposed to extraordinary creative talent.

She rebelled from her upbringing. Everyone else was kind of fancy, going to Harvard and Yale and Smith. It was all too much for her. She went to the U of A, and then she became a photographer. She shot Hendrix, Otis Redding, Aretha Franklin, the Mamas and the Papas. Then she met Dad, and the rest is history. She was just a beautiful, pure soul. I think the two of them meeting, and him surrendering into that relationship, meant that we as a family went into self-isolation at a very early age. We went up to Scotland, and it was just the six of us in a shed.

Everyone who cooks has one or two utensils in their kitchen that are so past their sell-by date that they’re knackered and chipped, but you just can’t throw them away. For us, it was the salad bowl. It was the sacred thing in the kitchen, this big salad bowl carved out of one piece of wood. Mum would never let anybody wash it. You’d just dry it out with a dishcloth or paper towels.

My mum made a wicked salad dressing. In England, they didn’t really have salads when I was growing up, more like a blob of salad dressing on a leaf: the kiss of death in our house. Mum would always make these incredible salads. It was a big coming-together for us, because the salad would be tossed and we’d all be served out of the same bowl, and the last serving out was the best one, because it had the most dressing on it.

For my wedding, my aunt Louise, my mother’s sister, got us as a present a salad bowl carved out of one piece of wood. I’m exactly the same with my kids as my mum was with us. If I see someone about to wash out the bowl with water, I have to run up and tell them that it’s illegal. If the house was burning down, that salad bowl would be the one thing I’d save.

Growing up, it was already hard enough to walk into a room as the child of these legends. But then on top of that, I’d be at a dinner party and get served a special vegetarian entrée, like a grilled courgette. The person next to me would look on in horror and say, “What are you eating?” Almost as if they were saying, “What’s wrong with you?” So I would already be apologizing for this life choice. And then, when I tried to explain it, I was often met with anger and defensiveness. Or I was the brunt of a joke. Every sitcom you’d watch on telly, if someone said, “Oh, I’m vegetarian,” it was the setup for a joke.

I experienced the same kind of reactions in fashion as I did with food. Being a designer who has shunned fur and leather and never used animal products, I came at it thinking, “I don’t understand why I’m not the coolest, most punk-rock person in the room. You’re all using fur and leather and crocodiles. You’re all eating meat. You’re the ones that are boring and mainstream. I’m the one who’s trying to push buttons and challenge convention.”

It has since very much changed, largely because people associate animal agriculture with disease-ridden hotbeds and bird flu and mad cow and Covid-19. But I also think it’s a conversation that more young people are having. A lot of them are vegetarian or vegan. Kids have been educated to see that the animal consumption is just not necessary. You can still eat really, really well. You can have great taste. You can still have a community around great food, great fashion, great everything.

I left home to go to college at St. Martin’s, studying fashion design. When I came to London, I was lucky that I knew how to cook. I think watching Mum meant that I was a little ahead in that regard. I hosted my first dinner party when I was a bit older, and among the guests were Naomi Campbell and Donatella Versace! I had them to my house and I made globe artichokes. My mum would always steam a globe artichoke and make this amazing dip with olive oil, lemon juice, and Maggi, a liquid seasoning made from fermented wheat.

My guests came around and they were all like, “What’s this, and how do we eat it?” And I thought, “Wait a minute. You’re Donatella Versace. You don’t know how to eat these?” I was so surprised. I’ve since come to think that when you’re a vegetarian, you’ve already got a more heightened sense of things.

I was one of the first people to try the Impossible Burger. That’s obviously a great success story for plant-based food versus conventional meat. When you look at things in terms of business, that’s when I think we have a chance at solving these issues. As a businesswoman, I know that the minute that a plant-based meat company is growing faster on the stock exchange than a real-meat company, something exciting is happening.

I have been working closely with a company in San Francisco, a tech compny, that is growing leather from mushrooms and mycelium roots. That kind of thing is really fascinating, the crossover between food and fashion. I’m literally making handbags out of mushrooms.

Stella, what is your comfort food?

Probably a good bowl of pasta. With pasta, there are different levels of entry. Is it dried pasta? Is it with your three- or four-hour-simmering tomato sauce? Or is it with your quick one? Or is it homemade tagliatelle with truffles? I would probably go for the last option.
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VICTORIA BECKHAM


When Victoria comes to The River Cafe, there is no fuss. Sometimes she comes in with friends, at other times with her husband, David Beckham, and their children, Brooklyn, Romeo, Cruz, and Harper.

I’m always impressed that Victoria arrives early, to greet her guests and to discuss the menu and what she might like to eat. I was surprised to learn from Victoria— usually the one being observed—that she also likes to come to The River Cafe to people-watch.

She insists that her upbringing was “not as posh as people think.” Her parents ran a successful wholesale electronics business. And though cooking was not a big part of the household, eating as a family was.

Victoria found the diet that worked best for her and sticks to it, rigorously. On the podcast, she read our recipe for Roasted Sea Bass.



You know what my mother used her oven for? A filing cabinet. This was the ’80s, when I was growing up. If it didn’t go in the microwave, Mrs. Adams wasn’t interested in cooking it. She was a great mum and a great wife, but cooking was never really her thing. It was all about being super, super quick.

I was always darting in and out from dancing and singing lessons. Mum was so busy driving us around, running me and my brother and sister to all of our activities. That’s part of the reason why she loved the microwave meals. But mealtime was important. We did always sit together, the five of us, in the kitchen. That’s something we still do now with our kids, unless I’m traveling or David is.

We went out to dinner on Friday nights. My mum and dad loved Indian food and Chinese food. And my parents had a house in Spain, so we were lucky enough to go there and also have a foreign holiday every year: Cyprus, America a couple of times.

I stopped eating red meat when I was about seven years old. I was at school, in a home economics lesson, and they were telling us about what goes into making sausages or hamburgers, something like that. I was absolutely horrified and haven’t eaten meat since that day. My children eat meat, though. David does, too.

When I was sixteen, I moved to Surrey to take a place at Laine Theatre Arts college in Epsom. I ate very, very student-style food: Super Noodles (there we go again, the microwave), bowls and bowls of Frosties with skim milk, and those yogurts where you peel the wrapping off a corner of the container and dump a whole load of sugary God-knows-what into it. This was the ’90s, when the phrase “fat-free” was rammed down our throats. We used to eat a lot of fat-free food without realizing how much sugar we were eating. Now it’s quite the opposite. My diet includes lots of healthy fats from avocados, seeds, and nuts.

When I joined the Spice Girls, we lived in a house together and still ate like students, fighting over the food in the fridge. When we signed our record deal with Virgin, they took us to a lovely restaurant and opened a bottle of Cristal Champagne. I’d never had anything like that in my life. I was like, “Wow, that Champagne costs how much?” It was insanity. And I was supposed to be the posh one.

It was incredibly luxurious. We were going to wonderful restaurants and eating wonderful food, not just in England but all over the world. Initially, I was inclined to eat the entire contents of the bread basket. But very quickly, I came to the conclusion that I needed to adopt healthier ways.

So I became more conscious of what I was eating. I was demanding a lot of myself. I’d walk into the stadium in a pencil skirt and a blouse, carrying a Birkin, and then have to change into a PVC catsuit. I had to really try and eat in a clean way: lots of fresh vegetables, lots of fish. I don’t have any dairy at all. I like things to be cooked in a very simple way. I don’t like oils and butters and sauces.

Growing up, I had really bad skin. I went to see numerous dermatologists and no one could ever figure out what was wrong. But all of that cleared up when I started eating in this healthy, clean way.

I don’t deny myself anything. If I want something, I’ll have it. I like to have a drink with dinner. But I am the way I am: very, very disciplined.

Victoria, what is your comfort food?

Whole-grain toast with Stilton. I love salt. I’m a savory person as opposed to a sweet person.
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DAVID BECKHAM


David Beckham is close to being a professional chef. This is unfair. After all, I don’t go around kicking balls into nets—how dare he make a brilliant risotto? His idea of a great evening is being home alone and cooking—impeccably, a three-course meal—for himself!

Growing up, David was always an adventurous eater—eating jellied eels and matzo ball soup with his grandfather in East London. When he was tranferred to AC Milan, he spent all the time between training taking cooking lessons, learning how to make the perfect risotto Milanese and rolling out the silkiest pasta sheets for ravioli.

Coming into The River Cafe to read the recipe for Tagliatelle with Fresh Girolles, Butter, and Parmesan for the podcast, he went straight to the kitchen and insisted on cooking it himself.



I love to cook. Along with wine, it’s one of my biggest passions. I was in the kitchen the other day cooking for the kids, and Victoria was like, “Can I help? What can I do?”

I said, “Honestly, sit down. Have a vodka and tonic. Relax, be with the kids. This is what I love to do.”

I had hardworking working-class parents. My dad, who installed boilers, was out from six in the morning ’til seven in the evening. My mum was, and still is, a hairdresser. She’d drop us at school in the mornings, then she’d do hairdressing throughout the day, then pick us up from school and bring us home. She cooked for me and my sisters every single night, and for every Sunday lunch.

She made the most amazing gammon and chips, served with a fried egg, pineapple from a tin, and coleslaw: one of my favorite meals. Later, at around eight or nine in the evening, some old ladies would arrive and she would be doing their hair ’til eleven or twelve at night. I would make the cups of tea and bring the biscuits or the cake for all my mum’s ladies. I loved doing that.

We spent weekends at my nan and granddad’s house—my mum’s mum and dad. Every Saturday morning, we’d turn up at their flat in London. My granddad was in the print trade. Because he had to go to work at about eleven o’clock in the morning, we’d arrive really early, around nine o’clock. The first thing I did when I walked through the door was open the fridge. In there, my nan always had fresh strawberries in a big pot of sugar.

My granddad was Jewish, so my gran also made this amazing chicken noodle soup with matzo meal dumplings, or what Americans call matzo balls. That’s what I was brought up on. That and jellied eels, one of the delights of being from the East End of London. My nan and granddad liked to take us down to Chapel Market for pie and mash and jellied eels with liquor. The liquor is a green sauce made with parsley and the juices from the stewed eels.

Not many people I know like jellied eels. My gran liked them stewed. I like them in the gelatin. They come cut up in slices in this plastic pot, and I pour vinegar and pepper on it.

The filling in the pies was just ordinary mincemeat, but the pies were made with the most amazing pastry. I always asked them to turn mine upside down on my plate. On the side was a big dollop of mash with hardly any butter in it, just salt and potatoes. The jellied-eel liquor went well with the mash. I’d put some spicy vinegar on top, with a little bit of salt and lots of pepper.

I left home at fifteen to move up to Manchester. I was in lodgings for about four years before I bought my first house. I was excited to try cooking for myself, because I’d spent a lot of time in the kitchen with my mum.

I liked going out to dinner, but my favorite evenings were, and still are, cooking for friends. Or just for myself. Near the end of the pandemic, I had to be in isolation for five days because I’d been to Italy. On one of the last days, Victoria’s parents had a party and I couldn’t go to it. So everyone was out of the house. I secretly loved it. I had two amazing cuts of meat. One was a T-bone and the other was English Wagyu. I treated myself to some good red wine because I was on my own, feeling sorry for myself. I set the barbecue up and turned on the football.

I don’t like to brag, but I cooked the meat to absolute perfection. I’d been watching the TV program Chef’s Table that morning, and they had an Italian butcher on. I watched what he did. I put the T-bone on the grill—it was quite a thick piece—and cooked it for six or seven minutes on each side. I like my meat rare—medium at a push, but preferably rare. It came out perfect. And it was only me in the house, so I ate it all.

There’s nothing better than when you have time to get everything right. I made a nice tomato-and-shallot salad and opened a bottle of Italian Masseto. Poured a couple of glasses for myself. It was the most amazing meal that I’d had for a long time.

When Victoria and I were first dating, we used to go to this restaurant in the Midland Hotel in Manchester called the French Restaurant. It was very fancy. We’d sit in the corner and order the most expensive bottle of Champagne and the most expensive bottle of red wine. We didn’t know what we were drinking. We just wanted to have a nice night out and know that we were drinking something great. I want to say that I ordered a ’62 or ’67 Latour. I had no idea what it was but I knew I was tasting something special.

When I had to leave Manchester United, I was devastated. But living in different countries proved to be a real education—eating different foods, trying different things. In Manchester, I only drank a glass of wine every now and again. But when we moved to L.A., I really started loving wine. We would go up to Napa Valley and sit with winemakers like Bill Harlan and Ann Colgin. There’s nothing better than sitting at a table with someone who really knows what they’re talking about—what they’re drinking, what they’re smelling, what they’re tasting. Annoyingly, Victoria has a better palate than I do. She’ll never admit it. She’ll say, “David’s the expert.” But then she’ll say something like, “Ooh, that tastes of smoke and charcoal.” And I’m like, “Uh… yeah. It really does.”

When I first moved to Spain, I was twenty-seven years old. I lived there for four years. I tend to become obsessed with wherever I live, because in my head, I decide, “Okay, this is where I’m going to be for the rest of my life.” I had to look at it like that, because I wanted to throw myself into the culture, the language, the food, everything about the country.

Spain has a big food-and-family culture. I couldn’t believe how long the lunches went on for. We’d start at two in the afternoon and still be sat there at seven. Then they’d all go for a sleep, and then we’d all come back and have dinner at 11 o’clock, by which time I was falling asleep at the table.

I loved everything about the food in Spain: the jamón, the lomo, the percebes. Every time I go back to Madrid, I come back to London with a big leg of jamón. It goes in the middle of the kitchen island in our house. Every time one of the kids walks past, they slice a piece off.

When I was playing in Italy for eleven months, on loan to AC Milan, I decided to take a course in Italian cuisine. I’d train in the morning and learn to cook in the afternoon. I took private lessons at first, but then I joined a class. Everybody was so focused on what they were doing that they couldn’t be bothered that I was there.

I did the culinary course because my kids’ favorite food is Italian. I wanted to make the perfect ragù and the perfect risotto. I’d always had in my head that making a risotto was difficult, but actually, it’s not so. The stock is the most important thing. Then you’re literally stood there for twenty minutes, keeping an eye on everything, making sure that it’s not going dry, that it’s not got too much liquid in it. The ending is the part where everything comes together with the Parmesan. The thing I love about Italians and Italian culture is that it’s all about family. And about food and wine, too, of course.

I was lucky that food never really affected my fitness. The dietary requirements for athletes, especially in football, have totally changed over the last twenty years. When I first joined Manchester United, after you finished training, the canteen was all about steak and chips and beans. And then you’d have a jam roly-poly or a slice of chocolate cake with custard.

Now, depending on the manager you’re playing under, you have a more restricted diet. There were certain managers who only wanted us to eat boiled chicken, which was disgusting, but that’s what we had to eat. In Milan, it was the opposite. I was concerned about staying fit while eating so much pasta and olive oil. But in fact, it was one of my fittest periods, because the produce is so clean and the quality of the ingredients is so incredible. I was also careful never to have so much as a glass of wine for days before a game, because I didn’t want it to affect me.

That awareness is part of the culture now. It’s what we try and do with our kids, to educate them that if they eat and drink the right things, and look after themselves starting now, at a young age, they’ll continue it throughout their lives. Brooklyn, like me, loves to cook. He posts a lot of the things he’s making on Instagram. All the kids love cooking, really. During lockdown, Harper and I built our own herb garden. We planted rocket, mint, and rosemary, and we got very excited when we saw it all come together. Now, every time Nana comes over and has a gin and tonic, Harper goes out into the herb garden, cuts off a sprig of rosemary, and puts it in her glass.

David, what is your comfort food?

A toastie, with Hovis bread and baked beans.
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SALMAN RUSHDIE


Food. Stories. Family. Tradition. These animate Salman’s novels.

Salman and our family have been close friends from the day we met in the late ’80s, traveling to Italy together, meeting for family dinners, just knowing we were there for each other. Wherever we were, there was a search for a Ping-Pong table for Salman, Richard, and Roo—Salman is proud of the fact he was one of the only people who could beat Richard.

Salman lives in New York City with his wife, the poet and novelist Rachel Eliza Griffiths. Raised in Mumbai, he was educated in Britain. Salman has always cared deeply about food. When I asked him to select a recipe to read aloud on the podcast, he immediately chose our Marinated Grilled Lamb, a dish that dates back to our earliest River Cafe times.

Salman was there on the first day of The River Cafe, and the lamb is still what he orders today.



I was born and raised in Bombay. My mother didn’t like highly spiced food. She didn’t like chilies, so the food in our house was always quite mild. My sister, Sameen, and I grew up on this food.

We had a cook. My mother trained the cook in the food of our household. In India, in middle-class kitchens that employ cooks, there is always what is known as a copy book, hanging on a hook. In those books are the recipes of the family. I’ve always thought that if somebody could just go and gather all the recipes in the copy books, that would be the greatest Indian cookbook of all.

My mother’s mother was not a cook. She was a grumpy old lady who shouted at cooks. But my mother was a gentle person. I also had an ayah, a nanny from South India. She came from Bangalore, which has its own very distinctive cooking. Mary Menezes, she was called. She spoke seven languages and was illiterate. She lived to 102. Her pickles and chutneys got into my novel Midnight’s Children because I grew up on those. There was a particular green chutney, just a lot of green things chopped up with a lot of chilies: a very South Indian recipe that arrived in our house through her.

There’s a line somewhere in Midnight’s Children where the narrator talks about stirring feelings into food. I always believed that if you’re in a good mood, the food tastes one way, and if you’re in a bad mood, the food tastes another way. Your emotion goes into the cooking. My mother wasn’t a great chef, but she enjoyed cooking, so her food was enjoyable.

I don’t think my father ever so much as fried an egg. His family was originally from Delhi. My parents had moved to Bombay before I was born, but he still had a lot of connections and business in Delhi, so sometimes I would go with him, staying in a hotel and messing around while he did his work. Delhi is the heart of North Indian cuisine—Mughlai cooking, as it’s called, the cooking left behind by the Mughal Empire. It’s richer than South Indian food. It uses a lot of yogurt and ghee. The farther south in India you go, the more vegetarian the cuisine becomes. And the farther north, the more meat-oriented it becomes. That’s the difference between the Muslim culture of the North and the Hindu culture of the South.
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