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All at sea this Christmas
Tired of turkey? Why not do as Simon Hopkinson suggests and bring a taste of the 

coast to the table by serving up a feast of oysters and Provençal salt cod

Oysters Rockefeller
Serves 2 

Here’s the confession: 
I am 58 years old  
and have never cooked 

Christmas lunch. Never. Not 
once. Oh, I may have occasion-
ally contributed bread sauce  
(by far the best thing about the 
entire occasion), excellent gravy, 
possibly a roastie or two, and 
made a pudding (a regular occu-
pation over the past few years), 
together with a rum or brandy 
sauce. I loathe, with a venge-
ance, brandy butter—especially 
if it’s been fashioned with  
cheap cooking brandy.

It goes without saying, there-
fore, that I have never roasted  
a turkey. And if I’m to be ruth-
lessly truthful, it really is only 
bread sauce and the Christmas 
pudding that turn me on at  
a festive table. A modicum of 
roast turkey is fine (as long as 
it’s the brown thigh meat), but 
this is only made palatable by 
the finest gravy, which, sadly,  
is rarely available.

Curiously, ironically, it is  
the turkey carcass that always,  
but always, produces one of  
the finest poultry broths ever. 
Perhaps it’s all the other bits 
and pieces that have attached 
themselves to the tired-out bird: 
a couple of savoury stuffings, 
leftover sausage-and-bacon rolls 
and some random vegetables 
that also find themselves being 
added to this intensely savoury 
brew. Oddly enough, I’m not 
mad about stuffing, either. But, 
cobbled together, turkey broth 
remains, for me, the very best 
outcome of that over-long day.

My preferred route is to  
a festive France, for oysters and 
salt cod. Well, route is possibly 
the wrong word, as I’ve never 
spent Christmas in that country. 
Nevertheless, I very much approve 
of these two seasonal treats and 
adore eating all varieties of  
oyster. Also, I’m further moved 
to say that salt cod (brandade 

Classically known as Le Grand 
Aïoli in Provence, this dish is  
a celebratory one, particularly 
so on Christmas eve. served as  
a magnificent centrepiece, the 
poached salt cod is surrounded 
by all manner of accompani-
ments, but always an array of 
various vegetables, and boiled 
eggs, too. The dish should be 
served warm and the olive oil  
the finest you can afford. 

In the capital, I go to Lisboa 
(57, Golborne road, London 
W10) for my salt cod. Although 
always a touch more expensive, 
a meatier piece from the middle 
of the fish is preferable for this 
dish. In the British provinces, 

Salt-cod aïoli
Serves 2

With their fresh green topping, oysters Rockefeller are a treat for the eyes as well as the tastebuds
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de morue, baccallà or bacalao, 
in foreign tongues) is a mag-
nificent invention—but then, 
the most ancient of culinary 
ideas are usually thus. Initially, 
it was simply salted and dried 
for preserving, but it then went 
on to mysteriously produce  
hundreds, if not thousands, of 
the most delicious dishes all 
over the world. Mildly obsessed, 
I am, by this salty stuff.

Not exactly a dish from France, 
but its origins are from the most 
French of all cities in the UsA: 
New Orleans. The kitchen of 
Antoine’s is where it’s supposed 
to have been created, although 
the one time I ate it in the  
restaurant’s dining room, it was 
a huge disappointment. However, 

seek out the nearest Italian or 
spanish emporium for salt cod.

Ingredients 
For the aïoli 
2 egg yolks
2 cloves garlic, crushed to a paste  
   with a little sea salt
Freshly ground white pepper
300ml–350ml extra-virgin olive oil
Lemon juice, to taste

350g–400g finest salt cod, centre- 
   cut, if possible, soaked in several  
   changes of cold water for 48 hours
2 boiled eggs
4 small artichokes, trimmed of  
   outer leaves
2 small heads fennel, trimmed  
   and halved
2 small leeks, trimmed and cut  
   into short lengths

6 small waxy potatoes, peeled
Extra-virgin olive oil

Method
First, make the aïoli. Put the egg 
yolks in a bowl with the garlic 
and pepper. Whisk together, 
while slowly trickling in the 
olive oil. Once the mixture is 
becoming very thick, add a little 
lemon juice. Continue whisking, 
adding the oil a little faster  
as you go, and incorporating  
a touch more lemon juice and 
more seasoning as you think 
necessary. Once you’re happy 
with the flavour and texture 
—which should be almost oint-
ment-like—the aïoli is ready. 
Put to one side.

Poach the cod very gently in 
only just simmering water— 

a few occasional bubbles break- 
ing the surface is about right 
—for 15–20 minutes. remove 
with a slotted spoon, cool a little, 
then carefully remove all skin 
and bones. Keep warm, covered 
with foil. To the same cooking 
water, add a little salt and  
a spoonful or two of olive oil. In 
this, cook the vegetables at  
a quiet simmer until tender, then 
carefully lift out with a slotted 
spoon and drain in a colander.

Arrange the cod and vegetables 
on a warmed serving plate, 
trickle some extra olive oil over 
it and serve with plenty of the 
aïoli. Also, a judicious squeeze 
of lemon juice never goes amiss. 
Simon Hopkinson is the found-
ing chef and co-proprietor of 
Bibendum restaurant, London

Rich, garlicky aïoli is the perfect partner for a meaty piece of salt cod, soft-boiled eggs and tender, delicately flavoured vegetables

when made well, this is, for me, 
the finest of hot oyster dishes. 

Ingredients
12 rock oysters, shucked
250g young spinach leaves
10g picked parsley leaves
100g unsalted butter, softened
30g celery, peeled and chopped
1 small shallot, chopped
20ml Pernod
The leaves from 3–4 sprigs  
   tarragon
Several shakes Tabasco
Quarter teaspoon salt
A few fresh breadcrumbs

Method
Fill a pan with water and bring 
to the boil. Plunge in the spinach 
and parsley, allow to boil and 
drain in a colander. Immediately 
refresh in iced water until cold. 
squeeze as dry as possible 
between two hands until no 
more liquid seeps out. set aside.

Melt 25g of the butter in  
a deep frying pan, gently fry  
the celery and shallots until  
softened, then add the Pernod, 
allowing it to bubble a little. 
Cool briefly, then scrape into 
the bowl of a small food proces-
sor. Add the cooked spinach, 
tarragon, Tabasco, salt and the 
remaining 75g of butter. Blitz 
until very smooth and set aside.
Pre-heat the oven to 220˚C/ 
gas mark 7.

Tip off any excess juice from 
the opened oysters and, using  
a small palette knife, completely 
cover each one with a generous 
coating of the spinach mixture. 
strew a baking dish (or deep 
metal pan) with coarse salt, to 
allow the oysters to sit neatly. 
Distribute a fine showering of 
breadcrumbs over the oysters 
and bake in the oven on the  
top shelf. Cook for about 8–10 
minutes. serve without delay.


