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Introduction

When I bought Greens in 1990 I had two cookery books, a bank loan and no idea how to cook! The plan was that I and Simon Connolly, my business partner, would swan around as the hosts with the most, drinking nice wine and chatting up women while someone else cooked and we coined it in, big-style. That was until we worked out the size of our bank loan and the cost of employing a chef – so we became the chefs.

Simon and I met while working as waiters in the Steak and Kebab restaurant in Manchester. It was a brilliant place to work, full of people waiting to do other things – act, write, fly to the moon – but all loving the buzz of the place. Let me tell you something about the restaurant industry, the hours seem unsociable to you, but there isn’t a more sociable job in the world. You work hard, meet great people and then sit down at the end of the shift and have a few bevvies with your mates.

From there I’d got the restaurant bug, so we decided to open our own place. At the time it didn’t matter what sort of restaurant it was as long as it was cheap. I had always had my eye on Greens, then one morning I drove past it and saw a ‘For Sale’ sign being put outside. It was too good to resist and after much negotiation we became the proud owners of a veggie cafe.

I should point out here that we were, and still are, carnivores, so looking through veggie cookbooks in 1990, and being confronted with brown, stodgy food that was all a little bit worthy, was not fun. So we opened with such ‘classics’ as nut roast, vegetarian lasagne and some dreadful generic curry – you don’t have to tell me how awful it sounds.

It was chaos at the start. We had no idea how to organize our preparation and purchasing and we were working 100 hours a week for practically nothing. I hated everything we were cooking, but we were improving.

Surprisingly, we were busy; while the food left a lot to be desired, we were overtly friendly and working very hard. I’d caught the food bug; I was determined to make veggie food more exciting, to get people to eat at Greens because the food was good. I consumed cookery books, learnt techniques, researched cultures who have great vegetarian dishes – Asian, Mediterranean, African – and tried to use French and Italian techniques alongside them; I was extremely experimental and obsessed.

After two years I was getting there; the restaurant was full and the food had become unique. I sourced unusual suppliers of fruit and veg to bring exotics to the table, I looked for different pasta makers and vegetarian cheese suppliers and I made sure that the still popular generic ‘vegetable’ term never appeared on the menu.

After thirteen years I still love Greens. It feels like home. Our customers are very protective of it, they don’t like change, or the fact that they can’t always get a table – we reckon we turn away 400 people a week, which is quite amazing, so if you fancy coming, book early!

I think my food is best described as magpie cuisine – I’ll steal an idea from anywhere, combining an Asian curry with Jamaican rice and peas. I always try to let the availability of ingredients influence the menus: strawberry soups in summer, Italian bean and Parmesan-roasted parsnips in winter, crisp radish and watercress salads in May.

The recipes in this book are both attainable and inspiring. I don’t have formal training as a chef, so I’ve learnt by the seat of my pants. It hasn’t been easy, but it’s been a fantastic journey and I’m still learning – so what are you waiting for, turn the pages and get cooking!
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