PERFECT LENTIL SOUP
2 
tbsp oil, or dripping

2 
litres ham stock, or 1 ham bone or 150g chopped streaky bacon and 2 litres chicken stock (or 
water)

2 
onions, peeled and finely chopped

2 
large carrots, trimmed and cut into small dice

½ 
medium neep/swede, peeled and cut into small dice


250g lentils (I like red), washed

½ 
tsp ground mace


Salt and black pepper

1 bay leaf

Put the oil in a large saucepan on a medium heat, then fry the bacon, if using, until it browns lightly and the fat begins to render.

Add the onions, carrots and neep, and fry, stirring regularly, until the onion is golden and the other vegetables are starting to soften.

Stir in the lentils until they’re well coated in fat, then add the mace, a pinch of salt, a good grind of pepper and the bay leaf.

Now add the ham stock, or the ham bone and two litres of chicken stock or water, depending on what you’re using.

Bring to a simmer, then turn down the heat, partially cover the pan and leave to cook for about 45 minutes, until the vegetables are soft and the lentils have mostly broken down.

Remove and discard the bay leaf and ham bone, if necessary. Scoop out about a third of the soup, whizz it to a puree, then stir back into the pot. Adjust the seasoning to taste, and enjoy.
Lentil soup: which is your favourite variety from around the world, and how is it served? Or are you of the Tudor opinion that lentils are best left to horses?
Prep 15 min

Cook 1 hr

SERVES: 4
… as 2023 begins, we have a small favour to ask. A new year means new opportunities, and we're hoping this year gives rise to some much-needed stability and progress. Whatever happens, the Guardian will be there, providing clarity and fearless, independent reporting from around the world, 24/7. 

Times are tough, and we know not everyone is in a position to pay for news. But as we’re reader-funded, we rely on the ongoing generosity of those who can afford it. This vital support means millions can continue to read reliable reporting on the events shaping our world. Will you invest in the Guardian this year?

The Scottish Women’s Rural Institute pushes the boat out by adding curry powder to its lentil soup.

Our old friend bay leaf puts in an appearance in most recipes, but otherwise the aromatics tend to be quite restrained, with Brown and Ayrton adding parsley, and Brown thyme and celery or leek leaves, too. Bareham adds cloves, and Ayrton and the SWRI mace – in fact, the rural women are the most daring of the lot, because they finish their soup with curry powder. I like the peppery sweetness of mace (nutmeg would make a fine substitute), but, equally, you may well be content with bay and a few turns of the pepper mill.
Brown’s recipe has an intriguing sweet-and-sour flavour from the tomato puree, lemon juice and treacle she includes along with a dash of red wine, while Bareham also calls for lemon juice, albeit with white wine in her case, while Ayrton stirs in a little sugar. Though I’d prefer to use vegetables as sweeteners, a hint of acidity isn’t unwelcome at the end, especially if you’re serving this in spring, rather than the depths of winter.
Thickeners

Puree a bit, leave the rest chunky: Lindsey Bareham’s lentil soup.

Ayrton makes her white lentil soup with milk and finishes it off with double cream, so it’s extremely rich – nutty and delicious, too, but better served in small portions than steaming vats. Both she and the SWRI make use of flour (“lentil, rice or ordinary”, as the rural women put it), but I’m more taken with Bareham’s idea of pureeing a little of the soup, then stirring it back in to thicken the broth. If you value smoothness, you could put it all in a blender or even, in obedience to the SWRI recipe, pass it through a hair sieve, if you can find one, but I like the chunks of vegetable in Brown and Bareham’s versions, so I’m not going to bother.

To finish

Sippets of bread (as croutons were once called), chopped parsley and even olive oil are all suggested in the recipes I try, but you can’t beat a bannock.

