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For Claire –
who’s been there every step of the way and without whom this book would never have happened.
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I’ve been lucky enough to work in the wonderful world of food for more than 25 years.

During that time, people have often suggested I should write a cookbook. So here it is – an eclectic mix of the dishes that my family and I cook and share with friends.

The food I like comes from many sources and I’ve always adapted recipes to my own tastes; I’m less interested in the definitive blueprint of a dish, but rather the version I find straightforward to cook and worth the effort. In this book, as well as my family classics, I’ve included a few recipes picked up over the years from the properly talented chefs I’ve worked with. And of course, throughout, you’ll find a good smattering of my favourite recipes from the Charlie Bigham’s kitchen – such as the fish pie, lasagne and chicken tikka masala – so, if you have a large number of people coming round, you can cook one dish to share.

My love of food started early. Childhood summers progressed from making mud pies and tearing around on bikes to messing about in boats as a teenager. Each day ended with my family sitting down and having supper together. This was the 1970s and ingredients were limited; supermarkets didn’t even arrive near us until the late 1980s. We had to be inventive with the storecupboard and did a lot of foraging, whether that was mussels and cockles picked from the shore, or blackberries from the hedgerows. This was also when I started to learn how to cook. My mum taught me how to make my first lasagne and chocolate mousse (good staples of any 1970s dinner party) and I was soon putting together giant summer puddings or knocking up tasty smoked mackerel pâté. As you’ll see in these pages, I still do.

In my student years, people tended to congregate at my flat because I was always happy to make supper for as many as turned up. The overall experience wasn’t particularly gourmet: perhaps a very suspect mousse (which somehow contained eggs and canned beef consommé) or a tuna pasta salad with kidney beans, mayonnaise and sweetcorn – a proper student budget option. (Don’t worry, I haven’t included those here!) I suspect it was the copious quantities of £2.99 Bulgarian red wine that was both the bigger draw and made it all taste better.

Then it was on to the world of work for me, and the bright lights of London. The 1990s city was on lift-off in terms of the food scene. I lived just off the Portobello Road and my flatmate and I would head to the market late on Saturday afternoons to see what we could pick up for a song as it closed up. Among the specialist food shops was Mr Christian’s deli, where I ended up working for a few months – piled high with unbelievable quantities of bread and pâtisserie; Birgit Erath’s fantastic emporium of exotics that is The Spice Shop, and Garcia’s, a visit to which is like a quick trip to Spain. Notting Hill was also a place where chefs were experimenting. There was Peter Gordon’s Sugar Club, just around the corner from us on the All Saints Road; the eccentric L’Artiste Assoiffe (complete with parrots); Alistair Little’s Ladbroke Grove outpost; or, when we were really pushing the boat out, the smarter bit of Notting Hill and Rowley Leigh’s Kensington Place or Sally Clarke’s. My favourite restaurant of all was The Mandola, a Sudanese place, for falafel and ful medames.

In short, living off Portobello Road in my twenties was food paradise and it was around this time that I really got stuck into cooking and experimenting in the kitchen. For the first time, I made babaganoush, cooked with squid and monkfish, and tried slow-roasting lamb – all recipes you’ll find in this book.
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All good things come to an end. My days as a management consultant were definitely over and I needed to work out what to do with my life. What better place to do this than in a clapped-out VW campervan on a meandering journey to the Middle East and beyond? And so my girlfriend Claire and I set off on an adventure: we were after travel, culture and – of course – food.

For nine months, we drove through France, Italy and Greece, then into Turkey, Syria, Jordan, back into Turkey, on to Iran, over the border into Pakistan and – finally – to India. Along the way, we bought delicious food in markets to cook in the van or over a campfire. We also had some surprising meals at unlikely moments, such as an extraordinary feast in Istanbul with 14 courses of fish, eaten overlooking the Black Sea and ending with a whole sea bass encased in salt, broken open at the table with a mallet.

A couple of recipes inspired by that journey have made it into this book: the simple yet utterly delicious rabbit ragù pappardelle we ate in the hills above Venice and the Adana kebabs eaten in the city of that name, not far from the Syrian border. Our cooking equipment may have only been a two-ring burner in the van, supplemented by a small charcoal griddle for outdoor cooking, but we had some mighty meals. Special food doesn’t need to be complicated.

After we returned, Claire and I got married; our own family life and kitchens were to come. As for work, I had always been entrepreneurial and liked making stuff: even just after leaving school, I sold the plates I made for my A-level in ceramics (and kept some, still in use today).

What I wanted was this: to do something I loved. With food, I had found that you learn something new every single day, and, if you’re really interested, everything broadens and deepens your knowledge. So why not spend my working life in that world? Charlie Bigham’s began at my kitchen table – packing all the ingredients into homemade paper bags – and once we had won orders from a handful of independent food shops, we moved to a small unit in north-west London. As we grew, we added our Quarry Kitchen in Somerset.

My love of food is at the centre of everything, not least my business, and here it is, in the form of this cookbook: the favourite recipes that my family and I eat at home – our supper – and now yours, too!
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Our big kitchen

When I started Charlie Bigham’s, the problem I wanted to solve was this: any ‘convenience food’ usually came in packets with labels that read more like a chemistry lesson than a recipe (full of preservatives and nasties and a surprising amount of sugar) and didn’t strike me as something I wanted to eat. Then, as now, I loved cooking, but on the odd busy day I’d want a day off from cooking from scratch. Wouldn’t it be great to grab a bag of prepared ingredients and have a delicious fresh meal on the table in just ten minutes? It would save a lot of time, with no compromise on taste. That idea was the start: food ‘kits’ – perhaps meat in a marinade and some chopped vegetables – that were ready to put in a pan. Next came pies in ceramic pots, then dishes that you put in the oven to finish off. For these, we found wooden containers that dramatically reduced the problem of plastic, and visually set us apart from other packaged food. We now have a 400-acre forest in south-west France growing poplar trees especially for us.

I started the company in London, and we still operate in the same area – Park Royal – an extraordinary district full of small food businesses, where some 20,000 people make food within a one-mile radius. The newer, eco-designed Quarry Kitchen in Somerset, named after the site that sits in a disused stoneworks, focuses on our bestsellers, such as lasagne. The high-ceilinged main room in Somerset is full of natural light and designed to be an inspiring place to work, as well as super-eﬃcient. It has the same footprint as Wells Cathedral nearby, and I like to think of it as our temple to good food! Both kitchens are, of course, rather bigger than my kitchen at home, but not as different as you might think. They are kitchens, not factories, where we make food largely by hand, in small batches.

We are fussy about what goes into our dishes. Around 150 sorts of fresh ingredients are delivered every morning, and most of those are supplied by family-run businesses with whom we have worked for many years. Just as at my home, we keep just a handful of frozen ingredients, such as lime leaves for East Asian curries. When it comes to our storecupboard ingredients, we have had a simple mantra from day one: nothing goes into our food at work that I wouldn’t be happy to have in my kitchen at home – that is a founding principle. At work, there are development kitchens that are the same as domestic kitchens, and we blind taste our big-kitchen products against dishes made in those development kitchens, to check they are as good as could be made at home. In other words, we aim for an artisan’s approach on a reasonable scale.

Food businesses often start small. As they grow, some end up cutting corners and compromising on what made them special. And the bigger you get, the more tempting that becomes. Process takes over, and shelf life and cost become the drivers, rather than quality. To counter this, a small team of us get together every week to taste our recipes and ensure nothing creeps in to take us away from my original vision of zero compromise on quality and a focus on flavour.

For the equipment in our kitchens, we like to keep it simple and keep it real. Everything is cooked in a frying pan, a saucepan or an oven … they are just a bit bigger than those I have at home! But the processes are essentially the same. As with all good meals, the difference is in the details. To take just one example: chopping parsley badly can quite easily turn it into something that tastes like grass. Our team wash the fresh leaves, dry them, chop them with a blade that is sharpened every day, then dry them again. It’s exactly what you might do at home, if doing it well.

In my home kitchen, I tend to be a little slapdash: whenever I cook I can’t resist experimenting, so my recipes vary a bit each time, not always for the best! Conversely, at the Charlie Bigham’s big kitchens we are obsessive: measuring and weighing everything very carefully, constantly looking and tasting to check for consistency. That’s always a challenge when you’re dealing with food, as fresh ingredients are never quite the same two days in a row. Vegetables are grown in fields that change, the weather varies, the season shifts … but it all makes life more interesting.

We evolve our dishes over time and classics such as the fish pie have had various tweaks over the years. It’s tempting to experiment, for example by adding prawns or scallops. But sometimes less is more and, because we are obsessed, I like to think we now produce as good a fish pie as you might make at home. Of course, there are always a few dishes that don’t take off commercially, but they’re still tasty. I’m a big fan of game as a delicious and sustainable form of meat, but have never managed to sell venison, rabbit or wild boar in our Charlie Bigham’s products. All the more reason to include recipes for them in this book, I think, alongside the more familiar meats such as chicken and lamb.

We know from customer surveys that cooks buy our food to have a night off and want to enjoy what they are eating, rather than it being just about convenience. I hope this book is useful for cooks on the nights when we are all making supper, whether that’s an everyday meal or for a special occasion.
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My home kitchen

What’s in it

My kitchen is at the heart of family life, not only as a place to sit and eat, but somewhere to make food that is approachable, fun, not too fussy and full of flavour.

This is the list-y bit. Brace yourselves … What you routinely keep in your larder and fridge is at the centre of a good kitchen: they are the ingredients we all lean on as the basis of supper. My fridge is seldom without:

- Greek yogurt

- a chunk of Parmesan

- lemons and limes

- a piece of chorizo and bacon lardons

- butter …

… and a pot of cream.

Most of these keep for weeks rather than days and are always on hand.

My must-have storecupboard staples are:

- olive oil

- red wine and balsamic vinegars

- Dijon mustard

- capers (our wonderful dog is called Caper)

- runny honey

- 70 per cent dark chocolate for cooking

- a vanilla pod or two

- dried fruits and nuts

- Kikkoman soy sauce

- tomatoes: chopped, passata and purée

- and oodles of different pulses, rice, pasta and noodles.

Then there’s my spice tray, which sits near my stove ready to enliven many dishes. Black peppercorns and Maldon sea salt flakes, of course, and a number of jars that are used so regularly their contents never get a chance to lose their pungency, among them ginger, cumin, turmeric, chilli flakes and smoked paprika. There are also a few more unusual items, such as sumac and the Moroccan and Middle Eastern spice mixes ras el hanout and za’atar.

I’m not a great fan of freezers. In mine you won’t find much more than a bag of homemade breadcrumbs, frozen puff pastry, an old milk container filled with homemade chicken stock, maybe a bag of frozen berries and lots of ice.

From cupboard and fridge you can rustle up a quick and delicious supper at the drop of a hat. Pasta with a tomato sauce is lifted to a whole new level with the addition of some capers, a bit of chopped chorizo and a grating of fresh Parmesan. Vegetables are elevated if you simply roast them in the oven with a little garlic and rosemary and then finish off with a dollop of Greek yogurt, a sprinkling of za’atar and perhaps a drizzle of pomegranate molasses (which I usually have in, but wouldn’t describe as a ‘staple’). It’s easy to make a substantial salad if you have some orzo pasta or Puy lentils to hand. An almost-instant pudding comes from dried Hunza apricots and a bag of pistachio nuts. You will find all those in these pages.

I won’t give a long list of kit for the perfectly equipped kitchen because, in reality, you can cook with virtually nothing: we had just two pans in our campervan for nine months, after all. When it comes to pans, choose quality over quantity: heavy-based is what you are after. Knives are equally simple – a big one and a smaller one – the best you can afford that feel comfortable in your hand, plus a cheap serrated veg-paring knife. In terms of more substantial kit, for me it’s a Kitchen Aid for the heavy-duty work of cakes (whisking eggs and cream) and making my Adana kebabs, and a Magimix for quick slicing and chopping. And then there’s the frivolous stuff that I could do without, but which makes kitchen life easier, or is just good fun: my lovely wooden-handled oyster shucker and clamp; a brilliant almost self-cleaning garlic press; a meat thermometer; a moulilégumes for smooth soups and sauces, and a Microplane grater.

I’m not keen on microwaves and have never owned one. For me, heat is important to food, whether it comes from a flame or an oven. There is a moment of magic when you apply heat to food – almost alchemy. If you take cheese and put it under the grill, you don’t just end up with hot cheese, but with a bubbling, oozing, caramelising, wonderful spectacle. Something extraordinary and multisensory happens: roasting meat or vegetables look and smell delicious, but, if you get close, they even sound delicious. This is very much part of the style of my Charlie Bigham’s food.
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How I like to cook

My kitchen is where we get together as a family and with friends. More often than not, there’s some music playing, perhaps a drink in hand (maybe a lovely daiquiri, my favourite cocktail) and everyone pitching in and making something. And I love extending this spirit to whoever is around … so beware if you turn up as a guest, as I might suggest you make a pudding, or some mayonnaise! Claire and I don’t mind what anyone cooks, it’s about getting involved. There isn’t a ‘right way’ in cooking. You might make something five times and it will turn out five different ways; that’s half the fun of it. Imperfection and variation are all part of learning something new.
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You often hear about food and conviviality, a good word that conjures up merriment and generosity. But too often it’s associated with eating rather than preparation and I think that’s a shame. One person slaving away on their own before everyone else arrives is an opportunity missed. Making food together and chatting is one of the best bits of the evening. And, of course, you can get a bit peckish while you’re doing it, so I like to have a few snacks to eat as we go: a simple little morsel of bruschetta perhaps, or a lovely gougère or two to help that drink go down even better. I hope you’ll find some inspiration for these in my Standing-Up Starters & Drinks chapter.

The chapters in this book follow the typical style of eating in my home. Sitting-Down Starters could also work as light suppers (or lunches) with bread or potatoes and veg or a salad thrown in. Mains for Two, Four or Six are recipes that are generally easy to scale up or down, while Mains for Many contains dishes for times when you want to cook for a bigger party. Vegetable Sides & Sharing Plates is all about my style of food: a feast of lots of plates on the table for people to help themselves, which also works for flexitarian eating, as there will always be a choice. Puddings brings together a collection of my favourite classic sweet dishes, from the really simple to the more elaborate.

So let’s get started. For the people who ask: ‘What does Charlie cook at home?’ This is it.
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