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

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

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

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

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

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




foreword

Nigel Slater

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Diana Henry

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

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

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

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

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




introduction

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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