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How to use this ebook

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



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



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



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


Introduction

A single black pot is simmering on the stovetop, its lid half-off. Some of the steam escapes, carrying with it a haunting scent of spices, meat and gravy; a ghost dancing through the house. But there’s nothing to fear here. I am cosily wrapped in a blanket on the couch, my laptop balanced on top of me; the aroma lulls me into a light sleep. The only thing to jolt me awake is the same steam, condensing on the pan lid and dripping into the flame with a sharp sizzle.

It’s early autumn but it feels far later in the year. The leaf-littered world outside has commanded our downtime: go inside and close the doors; light the fires; nestle down and take stock. I am alone, entirely, but I do not feel alone. Paul, my partner, won’t be home for four more hours, but I am calm. I am bolstered by the broth, simmering on my stovetop.

A sudden cinnamon scent wafts by; another spectre appears. I’m seven again, and have just moved into Robin Hood Farm – an ancient barn, with exposed beams and creaky floors – in Lancashire. It’s Christmastime, but the feeling isn’t the same as in previous years. There’s something eerie about this house, which makes the protective familiarity of Christmas even more poignant. My mother has softened the old building with boughs of pine, holly and ivy, which snake all the way up the bannister rail. Pinecones, raffia and dried orange slices shyly peek out from amongst the needles and leaves. A cinnamon stick catches my eye. I pluck it from the bough and instantly regret doing so: the scent has been artificially amplified. As with potpourri, a single waft is quaint; a deep sniff is startling. The smell will stain my hands for hours; cinnamon will always confuse me.

The power of food and ingredients is magic. They can somehow flick a single switch and ignite a roaring furnace of memory. It can even be necromantic; with a single sniff of a punnet of cherry tomatoes, a lost aunt is brought back to life. Vivid pictures of her outfits and the words she used reappear in my mind. It’s hard to say whether I have manufactured certain aspects of the memory, but the essence, the raw feeling about her, is undoubtedly real.

It’s down to science, of course – most illusions are. Our olfactory bulbs are linked directly to the areas of the brain where memories are processed. With a fleeting scent or mere morsel, a part of our personal history can re-enact itself. Science it may be, but it still feels like magic.

We’ve come to use that power of involuntary memory to our advantage; we call it comfort food. If you’ve had a bad day; a moment of stress at work; some awful news that rears its ugly head out of the blue and blindsides you, you may very well reach for something soothing. Some research suggests that those with stronger emotional ties will claw for comfort food when emotionally burdened. That makes sense; food can be the conduit to people or situations with whom, or in which, we feel, quite simply, safe.

Another research study shunned the belief in comfort food. It concludes that any food – even a bag of nuts – will have the same easing effect as something hearty or familiar. I don’t hold with that opinion. That’s ignorant of me, yes, but I choose to believe that, while the after-effects of comfort eating may be the same regardless of the food you consume (I don’t believe that, either) the initial comfort is incomparable. It may be some drastic flaw in my willpower, some irreparable weakness in me, but when someone or something does me an injustice the idea of warm carbs or melted cheese is more appealing and far more urgent than a carrot stick and cold hummus.

It isn’t a matter of stuffing as much junk into your mouth as possible: particular foods and the way they are cooked form an identity, both individual and cultural. Food, and comfort food in particular, is autobiographically relevant. People want to belong, and what we eat links us to, if not serves to define, that identity.

That said, the urgent longings we have for comfort food don’t always command a single or particular dish. I think we are all familiar with that rapacious pursuit for something tender or sticky, or something gooey and molten; it’s sometimes the characteristics of comfort food and the textures that first impel us. We might not know precisely what we want, but we can be damn sure of what we are in the mood for. I know when I am poorly, I want something I can eat from a bowl with a spoon, while I’m snuggled on the couch and tucked under my duvet. And when I’m hungover? Well, it’s got to be something crunchy or cheesy, and full of carbs that I want, probably even before I’ve woken. That’s why I’ve based each chapter in this book around a property of comfort food.

Some of these dishes are deeply personal to me; others are recipes I have created to share. This book is a bit of a mongrel, there’s no cultural theme here (other than my Lancastrian roots), and I hope I can introduce you to something new, but as equally comforting as the food you’ve grown to love.

Food for the body is not enough.

There must be food for the soul.

Dorothy Day
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A Final Note: Keen Eating

I intended this book to be a rebellion against the current trend of Clean Eating – a trend that has bewitched people’s view of food. But, as is the case with comfort food, experimenting with these flavours and writing these recipes saw so many of my own memories float to the surface. It seemed wrong to reinter these flickers from my past just to undermine a heavily marketed food fad. The food across these pages doesn’t need to be shouted from the rooftops – this food is very much already known. It lifts us when we feel blue; it’s the hug we crave from a lost love. This food has always been, and always will be, a part of who we are. The lycra-clad clan of self-flagellation is only fooling itself.


something cheesy
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Onion Soup with an Epoisses & Caraway Crust

Pea Soup with Parmesan Pretzel Crust

Caramelised Shallot, Honey & Roquefort Cornbread

Artichoke & Mushroom Lasagne

Marmite & Cheddar Welsh Rarebit

Tartiflette Pizza

Crab & Sriracha Mac ’n’ Cheese

Pear, Gorgonzola & Walnut Risotto

Lancashire Aligot & Cumbrian Sausage

Spanish Beef Mince & Cauliflower Cheese



The Cheese Years

Among my friends, the most peculiar are the ones who don’t like cheese. Unless they have some dietary requirement, forcing them to avoid even a mild Cheddar, I don’t understand the words ‘I don’t like cheese’.

For me cheese has landmarked my life, as I am sure will be the case for many. As a child, mild to medium Cheddar was just about manageable. Do you remember the slight rubbery texture, as you’d bite down into a chunk of yellow Cheddar then pull away to inspect the perfect tooth marks? My uncle Karl once found this to be sufficiently incriminating evidence against my cousin Tom, who had nibbled the corner of a slab. Like a police line-up, Tom and I stood, backs to the wall, while Karl asked us to flash our pearly whites. He held the cheese to our teeth, inspecting the jigsaw with angst-inducing delay – enough to scare the crap out of us, and make me question my own innocence. The circumstantial evidence proved unfavourable for Tom; though both condemned and acquitted enjoyed a slice on a digestive with the judiciary once the case was closed.

My interest beyond the breezeblocks of Cheddar and the slices of ‘plastic cheese’ was ignited by my dad when he took me to Chorley market for a piece of Creamy Lancashire. All I can remember, quite vividly, is an arm stemming from a dark market stall, holding a knife – the dagger before me – balancing upon which was a shaving of the cheese. My dad plucked it from the blade and popped it straight into my mouth. Strong, meaty and smooth, this would become a favourite for life. My sister and I used to enjoy bowls of cubed Creamy Lancashire and apples, eaten together on the sofa.

My early teens – the Stilton years – were spent experimenting with the questionable fruit-filled cheeses, and perhaps the odd reputable blue, but it was only as I really matured that my palate caught up. My first taste of something pungent was a chunk of Stinking Bishop – a Gloucestershire semi-soft, washed in perry as it ages. Although the smell was something I could barely abide, it intrigued me enough to taste. My head spun as the nasal tanginess transformed to silky creaminess. From then on I was Pac Man in the supermarket, munching samples, begging for tasters, pleading for hunks of Roquefort and wheels of Brie de Meaux or a more complex-tasting Epoisses.
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The Cheeseboard

Creating an impressive cheeseboard is simple. Just pick four or five cheeses of contrasting strengths and textures, and arrange with other bits and bobs. The cheeseboard I always assemble, whether for students at my cookery school or my friends on a Friday night, rarely changes. I may add the occasional special guest cheese, but the main cast remains unchanged.

The cheeses I always opt for are:



St Agur or Roquefort

Both are fairly strong and salty blues, but the St Agur is a touch softer and finer than the rugged, punchy Roquefort. Normally I’d opt for the Roquefort, but I do have an incurable weakness for St Agur.

Creamy Lancashire

This is a firm cheese, but with a fluffy, slightly crumbly creaminess. Its flavour is nutty and meaty. It makes for the best cheese on toast, especially if you rub the toasted bread with a cut garlic clove before adding the cheese and melting – a speciality from my dad that I enjoyed in my childhood.

Epoisses de Bourgogne

This pasty cow’s milk cheese is so soft that if served on warm days, it is best scooped up with a spoon. It is washed in brandy as it matures, and its taste is strong, slightly salty, earthy and nutty. It’s pungent and complex, for sure, and one of my all-time favourites.

Chaource

In its softness this is similar to Brie and Epoisses, but not at all soft enough to scoop up with a spoon. I find this to be the cheese with the split personality in both texture and flavour: it has an outer creaminess, then a firmer, mealy inside. Its flavour is soft, gentle and creamy, but beneath that stillness lurks a raw tanginess.

These are all cow’s milk cheeses, so sometimes I’ll add a slice of British Rosary goat’s cheese, which isn’t overly strong, but has a welcome acidic creaminess.

When it comes to accompaniments, I like to go perhaps a little too far. Small, perfumed figs are a must, as are radishes and cornichon gherkins, which supply their sharpness to cut through all of that cream. Nuts are essential: sometimes pecans, sometimes walnuts, but mostly I like the sweet, toasted almond-extract flavour of Marcona almonds. And if my cheeseboard doesn’t contain charcuterie, I’m not happy; I like prosciutto, bresaola and a peppery sausage-style slice. Baby Gem lettuce, black grapes and pear slices add colour, texture and refreshing variety. Sometimes I’ll serve great hunks of sourdough, or sometimes crackers – I like the Peter’s Yard selection box: the charcoal and rye sourdough crispbreads are the best.

Assembling the Cheeseboard

I have a huge wooden board with deep sides that you could say I stole (I prefer to say rescued) from my parents. They found it at some antiques market and had it propped up against the wall in the kitchen, never used.

The almonds, olives, cornichons and crackers I put into individual pots and dot those on the board. The temptation is to do this symmetrically but that looks naff, so go against any impulses for evenness. I then slice the Baby Gems in half along the length, and put them here and there, then I add the cheeses. Any larger gaps can be filled in with enticing bundles of the charcuterie. To finish the masterpiece, everything is brought together with the purples and blacks of the figs, radishes and grapes. Slices of pear finish it all off beautifully.
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Onion Soup with an Epoisses & Caraway Crust

There are many different ways of making a French onion soup: some recipes involve wine, some cognac, while others use both. I’m supposing that most regions of France, if not most families, will have their own method and ingredients list. Epoisses is a cheese from Burgundy and I haven’t seen it used for the characteristically lavish crust, but for me it’s a no-brainer: the cheese is soft and pungent, accompanying the sweet onions perfectly. Here I’ve rounded out the Epoisses with some Comté. Caraway is something I eat regularly with Epoisses – if not caraway bread I just scatter the seeds over spoonfuls of the cheese.

I find the sweetness of pink onions – Roscoff or Rosanna – makes for the best soup, but if they prove a little trickier to come by, just use half red and half brown.

SERVES 2–4

For the croûtons

1 x French baguette, torn into chunks

1 tbsp garlic oil (or olive oil, if you prefer)

1 tbsp caraway seeds

150g Epoisses cheese, chilled

100g Comté cheese, coarsely grated

For the soup

1 tbsp olive oil

100g unsalted butter

500g pink onions, finely sliced

2 tbsp plain flour

175ml dry white wine

1 litre beef stock

1 tbsp onion chutney (optional, but damn good)

Fine sea salt and coarsely ground black pepper

Preheat the oven to 200°C/180°C fan/gas mark 6.

For the croûtons, place the torn baguette onto a baking sheet and toss together with the garlic oil and caraway seeds. Bake for 5–10 minutes, or until dry and crispy.

For the soup, heat the olive oil and butter in a large saucepan or casserole over a high heat. When the butter melts, add the onions and cook for 10 minutes or so, until they are starting to colour around the edges. Once they are gently browned, reduce the heat to low and cook slowly for anything up to 40 minutes. The onions should caramelise deeply, and smell strong and sweet.

When the onions are caramelised, add the flour and stir to coat the onions. Increase the heat to high, wait a minute for the pan to get hot, then pour in the wine and let it bubble and evaporate almost entirely. Add the stock and bring to the boil, then reduce to a simmer and cook for 45 minutes, partially covered. Stir in the chutney, if using, and salt and pepper to taste.

Preheat the grill.

Divide the soup between serving bowls – make sure they’re heatproof – then scatter over the croûtons. Slice the Epoisses into fairly thin slices (do so quickly before it starts to melt) and lay them on top of the croûtons. Scatter over the Comté and grill until the cheese has melted and burned a little at the edges.
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