RESTAURANTS:

SALT OF THE EARTH

In a humble seaside pub 60 miles east of London, Stephen Harris is creating world-class
food using ingredients from just outside his door BY JAY RAYNER

jiisn THE RITCHEN at the Sportaanin 8 nomning low
on salt, getting new supplics is casy, though it does
require 4 litile patience, Stephen Harris, the restat-

runt's chef-owner, leads the way to the beach, a
bucket in each hand. At the top of the grassy bank overlook
ing the sea, he tums and studies the view mland. “To not use
what you've got here would be insane.” be says, indicating
the lush green fNiclds below. “There"s the salt marsh the animals
graee on. There's the sca that's an estuary, 8o you've got cock-
les and oysters.” He points out the whitewashed building from
which we've just come, “And the pub is called the Sportsman
because of the game shooting.™ He turns and follows the path
down to the shore. *You've got to let the environment dic
tate,” he says. I you've got a good environment,”

Stephen Harris has a very good environment indeed-— the
village of Seasalter, 60 miles east of London on the north
K.ent const and just a few minutes” drive from the old fishing
town of Whitstable, long famous for its oysters. Here, at the
mouth of the Thames estuary, the sca has always set the
rhythms of lifc. It fucls the cconomy, it attracts the tourists,
and it even provides the sal. While Harris forages for sea-
weed to lay under ovsters, his kitchen porter, Robert Read,

rolls g his trousers and wades into the surf to fill the buckets

Rack in the kitchen, the water is strained to remove any sill
and then put on the stove to boil, “At the end of the day we'll
hawve a sludge st the bottom, which will be the sel gris, and ve
toxp of that the Mower of the sal,” Harris says, He shows me s
samplc from an carlier batch. I is Maky and white and hass
crisp, bright tastc. He turns 1o the next job of the morming:
stirring air intothe starter for the restaurant s own sourdough
bread, which he has been culturing for a fow days now,

Harris, who is 45, looks like a natural standing here in his
chel™s jacket and baggy shorts, a light fur of stubble on his
chin. In fact, he was a latecomer to the restaurant world. Al
though he spent most of his childhood in Whitstable, he left
for London ot 13 w study at university, Later, aftera few years
as a grade-school teacher, he entered the financial services
indusiry, But what really intrigued him was food, *1 loved
restaurants but | couldn’t really afford them,” he says, *Thene
was no real thought of being a chel, but everyone | knew in
the catering business always scemed really happy.™ ¥

Cheel Stepihan Harris makes his own S0t from seawaler he coliects
along the shore bohind the beach huts moar his pub.

o

[n 1992, an interest became an obsession when Harris ate
- for the first time at the London restaurant of Mico Ladenis,
who would eventually become one of the first chefs in Britain
1o achieve three Michelin stars. “It blew my mind,” he says,
recalling the neoclassical dishes he tried that day: a salad of
guinea fowl with bowdin blanc and beans dressed with truf
ftes; a delicate lemon tart. “But even then | was thinking about
serving this kind of food in simple surroundings.” For the next
few years, he ate his way around the Miche!in-starred restau-
rants of Britain and Europe and, back at home, ever the keen
amateur cook, he attempred to replicate the food he had tried.
Eventually, atage 33, he left the money business and stirt-
ed work as o chef, first in London and then in the Whitstable
arca. By then a seafood restaurant called the Whitstable
Oyster Fishery Company had put the town on the map. Lon-
doners were regularly coming down on weekends to eal
whaole lobster or roast sea bass served in a rustic Victorian
right on the beach. It was while cooking there that Harris had
what he now describes as a revelation. “l remember we were
serving sea bass that was so fresh it was still twitching when it
came into the kitchen, and vegetables that came from farms
only a few miles away,” he says. “Everything was so bright and
vivid.” He decided that when he finally opened his own restau-
rant, all the ingredients would be as local as possible.
In |999, Harris took over the Sportsman and, with the help
of his family, began to make it his own. Funding came from

IN AND AROUND SEASALTER

Whitstable, two miles from the Sportsman, Is dominated by the
Whitstable Oyster Fishery Company, which opened a restaurant
of the same name here in 1989 (The Royal Mative Oyster
Stores, The Horsebridge; 01227-276856). The prices are a bit
high for a restaurant that's not in London, but the emphasis is

on informality. The fish-only menu is written on a blackboard
and runs both to straightforward seafood and to dishes like
poached skate with brown butter and capers. The same company
operates the Hotel Continental (Beach Walk; 011-34-1227-
280280; hotelcontinental.co.uk; from $140), a reconditioned
Art Mouveau building that overlooks the sea and has its own
brasserie. Between the hotel and the restaurant are a few rustic,
atmospheric wooden fishermen's huts, bookable through

the hotel {from $185), that sleep up to four. Finally, at the town's
East Guay, the Whitstable Oyster Fishery Company runs a café
that specializes in oysters and features 30 microbrews. At the
idiosyncratic Jodo's (2009 Tankerton Road; 01227-274591), in

a strip of shops to the east of town, chef Nikki Billington cooks in
an open kitchen and passes plates of tapas—Italian and Iberian
charcuterse, char-grilled lamb with fsatsiki, crisp fresh squid—
out to a loyal clientele. In the center of Whitstable, Chris Williams
oversees Willlams & Brown Tapas Bar (48 Harbour Street:
01227-273373), a simple dining room serving up small plates

of chorizo in vintage cider, char-grilled sardines, and chicken
fivers in garfic. But the hidden gem is the tiny, frosting-colored
Wheeler's Oyster Bar and Parlour (8 High Street; 01227-273311),
comprising a seafood bar with space for just four and a cluttered
dining room that seats 16, Chef Mark Stubbs, who grew up in
Whitstable, serves hefty plates of local fish—seared scallops on
braised sweethreads with a citrus-thyme reduction, whole

Dover sole with poached langoustines and new potatoes—to a
regular crowd that inchedes some of London's top chefs. —JL A,
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Stephen Harris lugs seawaber to the kitchen of his Sportsman pub,

one brother, Damian, a record company executive. Another
brother, Philip, took over the front of the house, alongside
their sister, Gabrielle. “This place was dying,” Harris says.
In just a week, he and his friends had stripped the pub and
repainted it, It has changed very little since then. The menu
is written up on o blackboard on the wall. There are wood
floors and bare wooden tables. During the day, the pub's win-
dows suffuse the space with a gentle white light that speaks
of the sen at its back.

But forall the simplicity, Harris still wanted to serve ambi-
tious food: the kind he had esten in grand dining rooms, but
pared down toits essentials. He served a version of pork belly
with black pudding that he had first tried in o Michelin-
starred restawrant in London. He partnered soft-boiled
eggs with asparagus and a take on a soup that he'd sampled in
Paris. He put popping candy into rhubarb sorbet 1o aceent the
sourness, a riff on something he'd seen at the famed Fat Duck.,
in Bray. But most of all he wanted to source those local ingre-
dients, to create what he refers to now as his own ferroir.

“It was a policy point,” he says. “In the very first week we
opened, | was going around finding suppliers. | realized there
were very good suppliers around here, and, quite quickly, | be-
came rigid about it, | decided that, with a few exceptions in
the winter, if it wasn't available nearby [ wouldn't do i1

He takes me on a tour of those suppliers, starting with Wa-
terham Farm, where he gets his chickens and geese. “This year
we're asking the farmer to separate out three geese and feed
them just on corn,” he says as we pass fields full of fat, happy
birds. “We're going to try for fully consenting foie gras.”

We visit Mallards Farm, which grows a range of crops that
includes fruits, thubarb, potatoes, cabbages, and beetroot.
{ These supplies are supplemented by the restaurant’s own
garden, which provides zuechini, herbs, and salad leaves.)
Finally we arrive at Monkshill Farm. All the farms are so close
that the tour takes just minutes, and from the hilltop where
Monkshill is located we can look down and see the pub below,
Up here they raise lamb, eggs come from Monkshill free-range
hens, and they regularly supply whole pigs. Harris pours a bag
of his kitchen scraps—potato peelings, offcuts of cabbage—
into the pig enclosure. The Large Whites quickly snuffle it up,

“Until about 2004, we would make bacon and our own ter-
rines, and confit the belly,” he says. “We would roast the loins.
We were left with the legs.” For a while he salted and boiled
them. “But then | thought I'd make my own Parma-style ham.”
So, with a little advice from Harold McGee's On Food and
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made with the buttermilk and spread with the butter | saw
Harris churn. Alongside sits a bowl of salt crystals. There are
slices of that sweet Seasalver ham, complete with a rich ribbon
of fat, served with a tomato granita. A crabrisotto made from
local crabs is powerful with the big umami flavor of brown
meat. A fillet of braised brill, sourced, like all the fish, from
Whitstable, arrives surrounded by sweet summer vegeta-
bles. There is roasted Seasalter marsh lamb, and rhubarb and
elderflower sorbets made from ingredients grown right out-
side. “The elderflower comes from there,” Harrs says, point-
ing at the garden on the other side of the wall, abig grin on his
face. “I actually do think that we're getting to a place where
the food has an authenticity that London food can't match.”
he says. “There's something elemental about it.”

Does he find the demands of his policy restrictive? “There
are times,” he says. “I wanted to serve the ham with a melon
granita, but melon is hardly local. | also don't want to be hu-
morless about it. There's a part of me that wants to have fun,”

But he is determined to keep at it 1 see it not as a work in
progress but as a work just begun. It's nice to keep pushing the
idea as far as it can go and to see how pure you can get.”

What of the future? In 2004, Harris and his siblings took
over another pub, the Granville, a few miles away, on the out-
skirts of Canterbury. The menu there is similar to that at the
Sportsman, and the ingredients are sourced or made in ex-
actly the same way. He is looking at other pubs and says he
has thought about a move to London, but he is not convinced
that it would make him happy. “How am I going to find any-
thing better than this?" he says simply. “It’s perfect.”

Cooking—which he cites as a regular source of inspiration—
he set to work. Shorily thereafter, inspired by the name of the
village near the pub, he began boiling down scawater.

“The name Seasalter made me think,” he says. “Obviously
it was a place that made sea salt.” Harris seasoned the pigs’
legs with his homemade salt and laid them under sef grix for
two weeks. Then he washed them in cider vinegar, wrapped
them in muslin, and hung them. In the cold months, he put
them outside the kitchen window. In the warmer weather,
they go in the cold room where the drinks are stored.

Back a1 the Sporisman, Harris shows me his hams. “These
are pigs’ legs that come from the nearby farm and are fed from
the outpourings of the kitchen,” he says proudly of the irregu-
larly shaped lumps hooked to a shelf. This past spring, he de-
cided the ham was ready and put it on his new tasting menu,
He also started churning his own butter from locally sourced
cream and créme fraiche. He makes a new batch as we talk,
furiously beating the ingredients with an electric mixer.
“You'll see it go yellowish,” he says, staring into the bowl with
boyish enthusiasm, “and then the buttermilk will appear as
the water is squeezed out from between the fat globules.”
Right on cue the bow! fills up with a pearly liquid, which he
passes to one of the three cooks who work with him, for use
in the soda bread, *There's something really nice abouta disk
of butter that is rough and obviously homemade,” he says, roll-
ing it out inside a sheet of greaseproof paper before putting it
in the fridge to set. And then: “Local ingredients make peo-
ple feel good about what they're eating.”

That evening I try the tasting menu and find that each dish
is a snapshot of the day just gone: Here are local oysters laid

upon seaweed from the nearby shore, Here i% the =0da bread., SPORTSMAN Faversham Road, Seasalter, England [01227-273370]

gre slightly walted before adding each
new batch, and continue to cook, stirming,
until completely wilted, 1 o 2 manutes,

5 oz baby arugula (7 cups loosely
pachked)

SLOW-BAKED SALMON WITH
AVRUGA CAVIAR SAUCE

Adapted from Siephen Harris of Sportsman, _ 5 ox mesclun (mixed baby salad
Seatalter, England greens; 7 cups loosely packed) Push greens to one side of skillet and pour
SERVES 4 4 small lime wedges off hiquid (discarding it} Divide greens

among & plates, Top greens with salman
and season lighthy with fewr de 22/, then
squeaze soma of lime juice from wedges
over salmon. Stir Ve teaspaon lime

julee ints sauce and spoon onto platess

ACTIVE TIME: 20 MIN START TO FINISH: 50 MIN Y teaspoon fresh lime juice

» Pyt owen rack in middle posatign and
preheat oven to 250°F, »Spread butter
aver bottom of & 13- by 9-inch baking dish
and sprinkle with ¥ teaspoon fleur

de sei. Put salmaon, skin sides dowa, in
dish and bake, uncovered, until just
cooked through, 30 to 35 minutes. *About
10 minutes before salmen 15 dong, pul
créme fraiche in & 1- to 1% -quart heavy
saucepan and heat over kow heat, shirning

Moderataly priced aviuga caviar (smoked
harring roe from Spain) gives cooks &
chamce fo throw caufion (o ihe wing and
expenmeni. Siephen Hamms purdes it info &
slafa-gray emuision, benging wisual drama
and & smoky flavor to delicale salmon,
Fleur de sel is a good subshifute for his
housa-made S8 salt

s tablespoon unsalted butter,

softened eccasionally, until just melted, Transfer to
iy teaspoon fleur de sef plus additional  a blender along with water and caviar and
to taste purée into a very smaoth emulsion. Return

to saucepan and keep wanm, unsovered,
over very low heal, stirring occasionally.

4 (6-oz) pieces center-cut salmon
fillat (abouwt 1 inch thick)

I cup créme fraiche Thin sauce slightly with a little additional

2 tablespoons hot watbér hot water if too thick, = Just before salmon

2 tablespoons avruga caviar (from & done baking, heat oil in a 12-inch skillet
a 120-g Jar; see Shopping List, pver moderately high heat until hot but
page 236) not smoking. then add greens in 3 batches,

2 teaspoons olive oil stirring and furning with tongs until greens



