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Heston Blumenthal: What’s so strange about white chocolate and caviar?
I love the aroma of tonka beans — it reminds me of rubbery beach shoes and summer
Did you see the new series of Doctor Who over Easter? The Doctor was going through one of his periodic regenerations and searching for the right food for replenishment. He asked for an apple and spat it out — as he did the yoghurt, the fried bacon and the baked beans. A plate of bread and butter was disdainfully Frisbeed into the garden. Eventually he found what he was looking for: fishfingers and custard.

The scriptwriter obviously thought this was a combination that would make people go “Yuk!” but I wondered, are fishfingers with custard a bad idea, or is it our preconceptions that make it so?

A chef is always on the lookout for exciting flavour and texture combinations, so I ask myself that question a lot. So much of what we like and dislike is cultural conditioning, with little logic behind it. Westerners find the Asian taste for things with shells and lots of legs — stir-fried crickets; sautéed grasshoppers — highly offputting, yet we’ll happily tuck into prawns. Often, too, our memories and personal associations lead to equally arbitrary notions of pleasure or repulsion. I love tonka beans’ aroma of clove, vanilla and cut hay, which reminds me of rubbery beach shoes and summer, but a friend of mine can’t stand the beans because the smell recalls the mask used to administer the dentist’s anaesthetic.

I came up against such preconceptions (personal and public) during the filming of the new series of Feast. While developing a dish inspired by Lawrence of Arabia for my Edwardian feast, I visited camel butchers in Morocco and was served scrambled eggs seasoned with ras el hanout, the North African mix of cardamom, ginger, cloves, coriander, chilli and cinnamon. It’s a vibrant spice that, with preserved lemon, gives North African cuisine much of its character. But with scrambled eggs the cinnamon put me in mind of custard tarts as this is one of the few British egg dishes that uses the spice. And so it didn’t work for me.

For the appetiser for that Edwardian feast, I wanted to serve curry ice cream because the Victorians and Edwardians were crazy for savoury ices. The starting point for my research was a great recipe for Little Devilled Ices in Cups by one of my culinary heroes, Mrs Marshall. I made a batch, tasted it — to me it seemed like frozen coronation chicken — and then tried it on passers-by on Brick Lane. If the Edwardians liked it, surely I’d find some modern-day takers? How radically could our tastes change in a hundred years?

Quite it lot, as it turned out. The association of ice cream with sweetness is so strong that people found it impossible to divorce the two. To develop the dish I had to move away from ice cream and ended up with a raita mousse poached in nitrogen, which has far less associations to act as a barrier to enjoyment.

To outflank such barriers, in the Fat Duck lab I’ve got a couple of specialist resources that can bring unexpected ingredients together. Volatile Compounds in Food is a database of exactly what it says; Steffen Arctander’s book Perfume and Flavor Materials of Natural Origin is a huge compendium of compound information: molecular make-up, solubility and so on. Both are standard tools of perfumers and food scientists but, when I first discovered them, they were almost unknown among chefs.

Naturally, I found their potential very exciting and, in my naivety, thought I had discovered a key that would unlock the secrets of flavour combining. (My science-based forays into food-combining have since sparked off a movement and website — foodpairing.be — where you can explore the molecular marriage of different foodstuffs and whether it will work.) But, as I discovered, the fact that two ingredients have a compound in common is not a guarantee that they’ll go together well. In the end, ironically, flavour-combining often comes down to picking up on associations and memories — is that a slight banana characteristic I can taste in tarragon? Why does the peach-stone aroma from an opened bottle of amaretto remind me of Christmas cake? — and seeing where they take you.

This paperchase is part of the fun of cooking and you don’t have to be a trained chef to explore flavour-combining, just follow your nose (often literally). One of my best-known pairings began as a simple question: if a sprinkle of salt enhances white chocolate (which it does), would other salty ingredients have a similar effect? I tried white chocolate with a lot of things that were at least as unconventional (and sometimes as unpleasant) as Doctor Who’s fish’n’custard combo — cured duck ham; anchovies — before discovering that white chocolate and caviar worked really well. Now they provide the garnish for the Fat Duck’s roast scallop dish. Culinary creativity comes from constantly asking “Why not?” Though it’s probably best not to use your guests as guinea pigs while you’re at the experimentation stage.

