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Computer 
games? I'd 
rather make 

•coqauVlll 
NigelTisdall joins his son, buddingchef Louis, 15, 
on acourseto improve teenagers' culinary skills 

amie Oliver has a lot to answer 
for. Improved school dinners, 
tousled hair, vindication for the 
chuck-it-in kitchen technique 

- and, among many teenage boys, a feel­
ing that the world of chefs, restaurants 
and blue-and-white striped aprons can 
be pretty cool. Thanks to the Naked One 
- and youthful versions like Sam Stern, 
who brought out his first recipe book, 
Cooking Up a Storm, aged 14 - making 
tasty grub now seems within a young­
ster's grasp. 

Having just such a IS-year-old, care­
fully marinaded in TV cookery shows, 
Sunday roasts and trips to Granny for 
unsurpassable Yorkshire puddings, 
blackberry crumble and homemade 
strawberry jam, I was keen to encour­
age this interest. After all, teens are 
famously problematic, and anything 
that keeps them from reality shows and 
computer games has to be welcome. 

But where can you do this? When 
Louis and I started looking, it proved 
surprisingly hard to find cookery 
schools catering to the teenage market. 
There seemed plenty of kiddie courses 
where eight-year-olds can cover them­
selves in chocolate, and a glut ofcookery 
breaks offering adults a convivial time 
knocking up spicy Moroccan lamb and 
a seduction-assured tiramisu. 

'It's difficult with teenagers because 
of health and safety,' one school wailed. 
'There's the issue of knives, and maybe 
alcohoL.' Others would accept 16- and 
17-year-olds only if accompanied by an 
adult, or were focused on aspirant cha­
let staff and gap-year students. 

Let's raise a glass, then, to Mark Brega 
and Gordon Jones. ioint head chefs at 

and discuss the perplexities of fine 
dining. Anyone for stuffed frogs' legs 
with poached langoustine and celeriac 
espuma? 

That's a combination too far for ado­
lescent palates more attuned to fish­
cakes and bread-and-butter pudding, 
but turbot with oxtail sauce and a hot 
chocolate fondant with walnut and 
orange both get the teen thumbs up. 

Next morning, it's down to work with 
a bang as Mark slaps a pile ofnotebooks 
onto a stainless steel worktop. 'Anyone 
can follow a recipe,' he cautions, 'but in 

'It's difficult with 
teenagers. There's 
the issue ofknives 
...and alcohol' 
this kitchen you first learn to make the 
dish, then make notes.' 

Within minutes, everyone is knead­
ing dough that is destined to become 
artily plaited and seeded bread rolls, 
while Gordon produces a tray of free­
range chickens for an instant lesson in 
boning. 'How can you tell if they're from 
a battery farm?' he asks. 'Look for the 
black lines they get from sitting in acid 
and shit.' 

A high-calibre coq au vin starts to 

[ 

Chef Gordon Jones, centre, bakes with Louis, far right, and fellow teenage cooks. Below: a 'strawberry cappuccino'. Nigel Tisdali 

take shape, starting with a mirepoix of 
onions, celery, leeks and rosemary. 'I 
started cooking when I was 14,' Gordon 
explains, 'chopping onions in an Indian 
restaurant in Buckie, near Inverness.' 
Now he's a kitchen wizard who drums 
home to the kids the importance of 
quality ingredients. 'Never use crap 
table salt,' he advises. 'Same with the 
red wine. Cheap and nasty plonk equals 
a cheap and nasty dish.' . 

Mark, meanwhile, enlists recruits to 
make a dessert that 'looks good at din­
ner parties' and is based on blitzing up 
strawberries in a liquidiser. 'Cooking is 
easy once you understand the princi­
ples,' he says. 

Three hours of chopping, stirring, 
straining and reducing later, lunch is 
served back at the Dower House. Louis 
and his new chums are amazed to see 
their efforts re-appear plated up and 
poshly garnished. 'This tastes so good!' 
exclaims Ellie, who is shortly off to 
univen;ity and now inspired to throw a 
dinner party. The bread rolls look pro­
fessional, while dessert - now grandly 
billed as a 'strawberry cappuccino' and 
served in a glass coffee cup - is zealously 
devoured. 

After all that, a siesta might seem in 
order; instead Mark and Gordon go into 
overdrive. The Royal Crescent has just 
received a fresh delivery of crabs from 
Cornwall, and a snap decision is taken to 
use them in a risotto served with seared 
sea bass. 

Out come the blue chopping boards, 

down go six shiny fish, and a speed les­
son in filleting begins. 'I don't think I'll 
make a fishwife,' a student sighs as she 
gets splattered in blood and guts. This 
is a course where entertainment and 
demystification are in equal parts, and 
the cooking tips come fast. Buy fish 
with bright eyes. Slice the skin side of 
the fillet so it can be cooked on one side 
only. Stirring is a crucial part of making 
a risotto - see how the grain is starting 
to plump up? 

By S.30pm, another meal has been 
prepared, which everyone scoffs in the 
kitchen. The students look knackered, 
but the chefs still have to cook dinner 
that night in a 50-cover restaurant with 

high standards. 'I normally work from 
8am to lipm,' says Mark, and suddenly 
a career in a professional kitchen seems 
less glamorous, despite the camaraderie 
and obvious gastronomic pleasures. 

The verdict? 'I'd definitely do another 
cookery course,' Louis responds. But the 
real proof, of course, is in the pudding 
- or in his case, the coq au vin he makes 
a fortnight later for a state visit from 
The Grandparents. 

The kitchen becomes a bombsite, and 
the dish doesn't hit the table until 3pm, 
but the final masterpiece is, seriously, 
quite delicious. The only drag is, ifyour 
son cooks, then it's always Dad's turn to 
wash up. 

MORE COURSES FOR TEENAGERS
 
Raymond Blanc's cookery school at Le Cookery Uncovered (020 7916 2382; 

Manoir aux Quat' Saisons (01844 278881; www.cookeryuncovered.com) in Kentish 

courses

Town, north London, offers three-hour 
classes for teenagers led by chef

www.manoir.com)nearOxford. will 
offer non-residential one-day 

for children aged 12-16 David Rowles, from £25. 
this Easter, from £200. 

Cookability (01823 
Rick Stein's Seafood School 461374; www.residen­

(01841532700; www. tialcookery.com) in 
rickstein.com) in Padstow, Taunton, Somerset, runs 
Cornwall, runs three-hour five-day 'Skills for 
non-residential classes Life' courses for 
for12-16year-olds in 16-24year-olds, 
the school holidays, from £435 including 
from 00. accommodation. 


