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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.


INTRODUCTION
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These are the recipes I love to cook at home, dishes that I turn to throughout the year because they answer a craving for a particular thing to eat at a particular time. The recipes evolved from ideas for what to cook and what I chose to include in the food pages of House & Garden each month; a reflection of our appetites, the food growing then, the weather and how we are living and eating each season.

When I think about what to cook, the first question I ask is: how will we eat this? Is it a simple weekday supper in the kitchen for two? A group of friends for a relaxed lunch in the garden? or a celebratory family dinner where time and a little more effort is required? Sometimes I’m using up things I have in the refrigerator, or I may start with an idea or a recipe and shop for those particular ingredients; but mostly I am led by what’s growing in the garden, what tempts me at the market or the contents of my weekly veg box. When I see baskets of ripe tomatoes and piles of green beans at the farmers’ market, I might make a salad with slow-cooked tomato sauce and beans with fresh oregano for a casual kitchen-table lunch. In February, I may be lured by a bright pink bunch of early rhubarb to make a tart when friends come for supper; in July, when the peas and broad beans are growing in the garden, I’ll braise them with mint and serve them among other vegetable dishes and salads to eat outside. These ingredients become the inspiration and the framework for what I make. This is a collection of recipes I’ve written with a scattering of recipes from some of my favourite cooks and chefs who have contributed to the magazine. This isn’t a vegetarian cookbook, but the emphasis is on seasonality, with vegetables and fruit as the building blocks for most of the recipes.

This is more than just coming up with ideas, though; it’s an opportunity to love the process the whole way through, culminating in the pleasure of eating the food and sharing that experience with others. As American writer Laurie Colwin writes in her book Home Cooking, ‘I love to eat out, but even more, I love to eat in.’

The story of the meal begins with gathering the ingredients, followed by their careful preparation and finally enjoying the effort you’ve put in. So when we’re sitting down around the wooden table in the garden with the sun on our backs, great bowls of courgette and lemon pasta and leafy green salads laid out in front of us, glasses of wine and easy conversation, any effort it takes to cook is rewarded by a shared experience, a moment together and an appreciation of good things.

Day-to-day cooking, making something to eat to satisfy our appetites, is where one’s instincts and creativity can be set free. I spend time thinking about flavours before I even enter the kitchen. Walking back from the farmers’ market with my bags of vegetables, I picture them roasting in the oven, undergoing the transformation of cooking. And every time I think of what to eat, it’s an opportunity for pleasure.

In answer to the question ‘What will we eat tonight?’, I’m always looking for inspiration. I might flick through a pile of cookbooks because I have an ingredient in the refrigerator I want to use – some peppers from our farm share that I stew with onions and tomatoes, paprika and oregano. There may be some dish I’ve seen on Instagram, or I look at old issues of House & Garden. I’m never organized enough to make a scrapbook and I don’t like tearing the pages out, but I do jot down things I’ve cooked and really enjoyed in a notebook, then I turn to it to remind myself of what I was eating at that time or place. Often I see something in the shops that takes my fancy and I build a dish around that. On weeknights, I tend to make things that I can have ready in an hour, the time between putting my daughter to bed and guests arriving, and we will eat at the round table in the kitchen, informal and cosy. Dinner is usually just one course, then maybe a bit of clarke’s nougat or some chocolate-covered oranges with a cup of verbena tea. If I do make dessert, I always do it in advance, a hangover from chef days, usually a tart or galette. Most nights my husband would eat soup in front of the TV if he could, but I like the ritual of supper; a joyful end to the day. If I haven’t had time to shop, I always manage to make something from what’s in the refrigerator or the cupboards.

Cooking may take place in the kitchen, but the pleasure of food enhances our daily life

Sometimes these incidental dishes have been the best things I’ve made and they take their place in a repertoire of things I cook again and again. A trip to London to browse a new shop, where a shelf displaying mirin, soy and ponzu sauces leads my mind down a different culinary path. Spinach takes on a new life dressed with a sesame sauce, and cubes of turnip and sweet potato are transformed by the sweet, earthy flavours of miso. I enjoy choosing different bowls and plates from the cupboard to serve these things.

Laying the table, albeit simply, sets the scene for the enjoyment of the food. Thinking about which plate or bowl to eat from or the cutlery to use can elevate the simplest of meals into something worth sitting down for and spending time over. In these days when sitting down and eating together is becoming the exception, not the rule, even just choosing colourful glassware, lighting some candles, using ironed linen napkins or putting a few stems of flowers in a small vase on the table can transform a day-to-day activity, elevating the experience into something more special. I’m always looking out for pretty serving dishes, little vases etc. Luckily it’s part of my job: I often feature new discoveries of tableware in my taste notes pages.

When I put flowers on the table, I keep them low so that you can see over the top. I’ll put small terracotta pots with herbs or ferns, or pots of auriculas in spring, in a cluster in the middle of the table. We spend much of the year eating indoors, so this feels like bringing the outside in. Light is so important too. I love those little alabaster candleholders with tea lights inside; they make a gentle glow and the light shows the delicate veins of the material. Or I buy tall, brightly coloured dining candles and vary the heights, arranged in a line down the middle of the table. It’s about the atmosphere of the experience, not just the food.

On a winter’s evening, I want to arrange flowers and candles and set each place, tidier and simpler, letting guests help themselves from the sideboard. However we eat, I want to be able to sit down among my friends and family, to take my apron off and partake as though I have been cooked for myself. What I want to cook is what I enjoy eating myself, never to impress. I prefer not to make complicated dishes, especially when cooking for friends. Tried and tested is what I go for. Keep the experimenting for other nights.

Even in a small space, changing the position of the table can completely alter your experience. For larger numbers, I’ve set up a trestle in the sitting room or moved a small round table to a spot close to the fire when it’s really cold. Or I’ve laid a table in a bedroom for my father when he was ill so that we could all sit and eat together.

From just a small cast of tableware, the scene can be rearranged and things swapped in and out to change the look and style. Napkins are essential and placemats anchor the layout. I like the informality of food in the middle of the table, although sometimes when space is tight I put it on a sideboard, letting the guests see it all laid out before them to help themselves. Rarely do I plate things individually; I’ll leave that to restaurants. I like the spectacle of serving too. A whole pumpkin with bubbling soup inside, a pillowy soufflé on the sideboard or a cake on a pretty stand or under a glass dome. Food is elevated by being nicely presented.

Cooking may take place in the kitchen, but the pleasure of food enhances our daily life. My experience from cooking at the river café and chez Panisse taught me to find the best ingredients and treat them simply. For me, the joy starts with the sourcing. The seasonal arrival of ingredients reminds me of recipes I’ve cooked at that time the year before. When the Crown Prince squash appear in our weekly vegetable share, it makes me want to cook Sally Clarke’s luxurious soup with Gruyère and cream baked in the hollowed-out gourd (see Baked pumpkin soup with Gruyère and sage). From the joy sparked by picking a ripe plum and eating it under the tree, to the last mouthful of a decadent chocolate cake (see Chestnut and chocolate cake), these experiences and the people we share them with are what living and eating are all about: making the best of life.
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