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Ingredients:

(Serves 3-4 as a starter)

power

• 1 kg rope-grown mussels
• 1 medium leek, finely chopped
• 1 medium onion, finely chopped
• 10 rashers streaky bacon, finely chopped
• 1 tbsp fresh parsley, finely chopped
• 250ml Belgian wheat beer, such as Hoegaarden
• 200 ml double cream
In addition for the grilled mussels:
• 2 tbsp fresh breadcrumbs
• 1 tbsp cheddar, finely grated
• 1 dsp parsley, finely chopped

Simple, cheap and
remarkably tasty; chef,
broadcaster and writer
Richard Fox on why
he’s looking forward
to mussel season...
Steamed mussels
Place a large pan (big enough to comfortably hold all the
mussels) – which also has a tight fitting lid - over a high
heat. Allow it to get hot for a few seconds before adding
the bacon. You may need to add the smallest amount of
vegetable or rapeseed oil to help the bacon fry, depending on its fat content. Once it’s started to brown, remove
from the pan and set aside. Add the leek and onion
to the pan; lower the heat and cook gently for a few
minutes until softened. Remove a couple of tablespoons
of the cooked mix and set aside for the grilled mussels
later. Put the remainder of the bacon back to the pan;
turn the heat onto high and add the mussels and beer.
Immediately put the lid on. Cook for a few minutes, giving the pan an occasional shake. The mussels are cooked
when they have opened. Don’t keep cooking them as this
is when the mussels start to shrivel and become tough.
You want them big, plump and juicy -filling the shells.
As soon as they’re ready, pour in the cream, bring it to
the boil, remove from the heat and add the parsley. Give
it all a good mix and pour into a big bowl to serve along
with stacks of crusty fresh bread to mop up the sauce.

S

pring is in the
air, and the
first chutes of
nature’s
regeneration
are emerging after a long
and grueling winter. And
what a right one of discontent it’s been. I reckon we
owe it to ourselves to latch
onto any feel good factor
we can to kick-start our
own feelings of wellbeing.
It’s time to grab hold of the
good stuff and start banishing those blues. Without a
doubt, we’re going to have
to dig a little deeper than
usual this year– but food is
a great catalyst and comforter: It soothes the soul;
helps restore equilibrium
in the toughest times, and

best of all – it tastes ruddy
marvellous! Great produce
in season and the cathartic
process of cooking has that
innate capacity to stimulate
the senses. It works on the
mind as much as it does on
the stomach, and what better season than spring to
jump onto nature’s resurgent bandwagon!
It’s leek and mussel time
folks – two great stalwarts
of early spring, and as far
as I’m concerned - for such
complimentary
flavours,
they don’t meet half as often
as they should. The soft, onion-like acidity of the leek is
the perfect foil for the sweet,
juicy mussel, while their
light, fresh flavour is the
perfect compliment. Throw

in a little dry-cured bacon,
and the refreshing, zesty
character of a Belgian wheat
beer, and we’re talking about
some seriously celebratory
flavours.
February, March and April
is the really the curtain call
for mussels before they reemerge, bright, firm and
weighty in a few months’
time after their spawning
summer of love. And when
it comes closing season, it’s
time to fill your boots – especially when their contents
are going to taste as good as
this. The Atlantic west coast
of Ireland is home to some
of the finest bi-valves in the
world – particularly those
grown on long ropes hang-

“There’s
much
myth and
misnomer
around the
preparation
and
cooking of
mussels...”

ing in the sea like giant waterborne stalactites. It’s one
of the few cases where a little
cultivation of a wild species
yields even finer results than
when left alone – in the case
of mussels that would be to
collect debris from the ocean
floor which can all too easily find its way into the bottom of your dish. The rope
grown varieties tend not to
be disguised under a mass
of barnacles either - which,
apart from hiding the iridescent beauty of their shells,
have an obvious unwanted
implication when you’re
buying by weight.
I’m constantly surprised
when I serve up mussels at
home for party guests, how
many people who, although

they’re keen consumers,
have never actually cooked
them. There are few foods
in the world whose ease
and speed of preparation
and cooking are so inversely
proportionate to the flavour punch they knock out.
Minimal effort with maximum flavour should be the
mantra of the kitchen. And
when it comes to dinner
party food, what better way
to stimulate guest interaction and conversation than
plonking a whopping great
dish of seafood in the middle
of the table accompanied by
the seminal instruction of
“get stuck in!”
There’s much myth and
misnomer
around
the
preparation and cooking

of mussels generated by a
rather disproportionate fear
of food poisoning. Sure, if
you get any kind of shellfish poisoning, it’s not pretty
or pleasant. But I’ve been
cooking and eating mussels
disproportionately to other stuff for the last twenty
years, and have yet to have
a bout. Follow a few simple
guidelines and it should all
be plain sailing: Firstly, buy
from a reputable supplier.
And then, as soon as you get
them home, tip the whole
lot into a clean sink and
get the cold tap on, giving
them a thorough shake and
mix. The shaking causes the
live ones with open shells to
close. Discard any with open
shells that don’t close after

a tap or a shake. These are
dead, and that’s not good.
Proceed by pulling off the
thread-like ‘beard’, and then
transfer the live, prepped
mussels into a plastic container; lay a clean tea towel
over the top - dampened
with cold water - and store
in the fridge. Contrary to
popular belief, they will keep
alive and well in the fridge
for a few days. Just repeat
the preparation process each
day – they’ll secret juice and
grow back the beards – discarding the ones that have
died (shells don’t close when
tapped). This will keep them
in tip top condition, and
won’t stink out the fridge!
When it comes to cooking and serving the steamed

mussel recipe, just get all
your preparation done in
advance (it’s only chopping
a bit of veg and herbs) and
you’re ready for a few minutes of one-pot cooking.
Just make sure you’ve got a
few extra bottles of chilled
wheat beer to serve up as
the perfect accompaniment.
The grilled version is a fabulous way to use up any leftover mussels from the bottom of the serving bowl or
cooking pot. You can even
prepare them with the delicious topping in advance,
and keep in the fridge ready
to throw under the grill at
a moment’s notice for some
outstandingly tasty and remarkably cheap party finger
food. Enjoy!

Grilled mussels:

Reserve a few of the cooked
mussels in a single half
shell. Combine the reserved
leek, onion and bacon along
with the breadcrumbs,
cheese and parsley, and
press a teaspoon of mixture
on top of each mussel in
its half shell. Store in the
fridge, and when you’re
ready to serve, place on a
baking sheet or grill tray,
and then place under a
pre-heated grill until they
turn golden brown. Serve
immediately.

