
 Simon Hopkinson

www.countrylife.co.uk www.countrylife.co.uk Country Life, December 12/19, 2012 123122 Country Life, December 12/19, 2012

Ja
so

n
 L

ow
e

The French connection
We British like to think we know a thing or two about roasting birds for the table,  

but Simon Hopkinson firmly believes our friends across the Channel have the edge

Squab pigeon with 
braised peas
Serves 2 

I ’m constantly amazed that  
people I know throw up 
their hands in exasperation 

when confronted with a small, 
roast bird—a quail, say. ‘I don’t 
really see the point,’ they will 
sigh. ‘All that faff and fiddle  
for very little return. So difficult  
to tackle.’ I have a dear friend 
who, when presented with a roast 
grouse, for example, proceeds 
to reduce it (if this were possible) 
to cooked road kill. ‘Would you 
like me to help?’ I sometimes 
suggest, with a twinkle.

I believe that one of the rea-
sons for this confusion is that 
table knives are rarely sharp; 
even supposed ‘steak’ knives 
are often blunt, both at home 
and in restaurants, although 
appearing to be every bit a prop 
for Roman Polanski’s Chinatown. 
Sharpen them up as you would 
any other kitchen knife, for 
heaven’s sake! mind you, it’s 
also the fault of modern, easy 
living: we prefer everything lifted 
from the bone at all times. Have 
we simply lost our knife skills?

Ever since I was a 16-year-old, 
wet-behind-the-ears apprentice 
in a French restaurant, roasting 
small birds has been a beloved 
kitchen ritual. Even seasoning  
the little darlings with a slightly 
camp wave of the fingers is  
a joy, as a high cascade of fine 
salt (never use sea salt, as it  
simply falls off) descends on 
their undercarriage, making them 
ready for the heat of a fierce oven.

The small birds we’re looking 
at here are the quail and squab 

I prefer putting these small birds 
into the oven with very little  
fat. Try a mist of oil from one  
of those ready-filled olive-oil 
sprays (please don’t turn your 
nose up at these useful appli-
cators), which nicely nudges the 
bird towards an instant burnish  
once hit by a surge of heat. Only 
towards the latter moments of 
roasting does frothing butter 
come into play as a baste.

Ingredients 
4 quail 
4 slices of baguette, cut diagonally
Salt and pepper
Small knob of butter
About 10 sage leaves
Squeeze of lemon juice

Roast quail with liver- 
and-mushroom croûtes
Serves 2

Roasted squab pigeon, nestled in a bed of meaty braised peas, 
is the very essence of simple, delicious French country cookery

Simon’s Kitchen

pigeon (the French pigeonneau). 
The British breed of farmed 
quail is, I’m afraid to say, not  
a patch on the French bird, 
of which the largest, when well 
fattened up, can almost reach 
the size of a young partridge. 
The squab may be related to  
the common wood pigeon but, 
in fact, they are more akin to  

a farmed dove—to call them  
cosseted is an understatement. 
Those from Anjou and the Bresse 
region (although not awarded 
the same appellation of its  
lauded chicken) of France are 
some of the finest: well fattened 
on corn, and with a rich and 
deep flavour. Their skin crisps 
up beautifully.

Use the largest peas you can find, 
not petits pois. Because they 
stew, you need them to be robust 
and starchy. The resultant dull 
green colour is exactly correct here.

Ingredients 
75g cubed pancetta (unsmoked, 
   from Waitrose, is excellent)
15g lard
2 squab pigeons
25g butter 
6 bulbous spring onions,  
   trimmed and sliced 
1 little gem lettuce, shredded
Salt and pepper
50ml dry sherry
250g frozen peas—or freshly  
   podded, in season
The leaves of 3–4 sprigs thyme

Method
Pre-heat the oven to 200˚C/ 
gas mark 6. Using a solid-based, 
lidded pot, quietly fry the pan-
cetta in the butter until golden. 
Put the pigeons into a small 
roasting dish and, holding the 
pancetta back with a slotted 
spoon, drain the fat from the 
cooked meat all over them. 
Season lightly, and roast for 20 
minutes, basting occasionally.

Now add the butter to the pan-
cetta, together with the onions 
and lettuce. Gently cook until 
nice and sloppy, then pour in the 
sherry and allow to bubble for  
a moment. Tip in the peas, 
sprinkle in the thyme and cover. 
Stew for about 20 minutes.

Remove the birds from the 
oven, place onto a small plate 
and discard the fat. Leave to 
rest for several minutes. Lift the 
lid off the peas and bubble fast 
on a high heat until thickened 
to a kind of ragoût consistency. 
Serve with the pigeons, either 
whole or lifted from the carcass 
using a small, sharp knife.

For the  liver-mushroom  
topping 
4 large chicken livers, 
   trimmed of any green stains
Salt and pepper
25g butter
1 large shallot, chopped
2 cloves garlic, chopped
2 large, dark-gilled, flat mushrooms,  
  chopped
2tbsp Madeira or Amontillado  
   sherry
1 heaped tablespoon chopped  
   parsley
A little freshly grated nutmeg
2tbsp double cream

Method
First attend to the liver and 
mushrooms. melt half the butter 
in a small frying pan, season 
and gently fry the livers for 2–3 
minutes, until lightly coloured 
on both sides but remaining 

bouncy to the touch and pink 
within. Remove to a plate. Add 
the rest of the butter to the  
pan and cook the shallots and 
garlic until softened. Tip in the 
mushrooms, stir together and 
allow all to quietly stew for 10 
minutes until any moisture  
generated by the mushrooms 
has evaporated. 

Now, introduce the madeira 
or sherry, turn up the heat  
and allow to reduce to almost 
nothing before adding the  
parsley, nutmeg and cream. 
Briskly cook further until  
a thick mass. Briefly cool before 
tipping into a small food proces-
sor together with the livers, cut 
into bite-size pieces. Pulse-chop 
until homogenised but remain-
ing coarse in texture. You may, 
of course, also chop the mixture 
by hand if you like.

Pre-heat the oven to 220˚C/
gas mark 7. Oil the quails and 
season with salt and pepper. 
Place in a roasting tin together 
with the croûtes and cook for 
20 minutes; keep an eye on the 
croûtes and remove them from 
the oven when golden. Cool, 
then thickly spread with the 
liver mixture

Remove the quails from the 
oven, place over a moderate 
heat and add the knob of butter. 
Once frothing, add the sage 
leaves and a squeeze of lemon 
juice, then baste well. Return  
to the oven, together with the 
liver-topped croûtes and cook 
for a further five minutes. This 
is delicious served with a water-
cress salad. 
Simon Hopkinson is the found-
ing chef and co-proprietor of 
Bibendum restaurant, London

Roast quail make a special supper, especially when served on croûtes that soak up all the meat’s deliciously flavoursome juices

‘Seasoning the 
little darlings 
with a slightly 

camp wave of the 
fingers is a joy’ 


