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①

The Capsule Kitchen Explained

Welcome to the Capsule Kitchen, where you’ll discover that preparing a weekly pot of beans or grains could transform the way that you cook and eat.

Your beans or grains will become the kitchen equivalent of a favourite pair of jeans, or that trusty jacket – capable of playing the quiet, understated role, being comforting and relaxed or, with a bit of pimping and some indulgent accessories, perfectly placed to steal the show. One of the great plusses of legumes and cereal grains has to be their versatility. There’s certainly no chance of monotony. Just consider a chickpea: crispy snack, hummus, spiced-up salad, creamy curry, smoky Spanish stew, chocolate-mousse ingredient or even a nutritious addition to your morning smoothie. So, just one base and myriad meal options.

I have been passionate about getting more pulses on our plates for decades now, along with the whole grains that complement them so well. At last, there has been a shift in attitude; beans and grains are shedding their rather worthy, unfashionable image and rocking up in recipes in the Sunday supplements on a weekly basis. Jars of fabulously creamy, upmarket beans, and pouches of pre-prepared heritage grains, can be snapped up in mainstream supermarkets – shoppers are finally waking up to the fact that these are ingredients to get excited about. Today’s social media influencers are raving about red rice or black barley, and treating beans like they are the new kids on the block, as they throw vibrant plates together at turbo-speed. I’m not knocking it – it’s thrilling to see. The trickle-down effect is inevitable, with these nutritional powerhouses moving across into ready meals and takeaway lunch boxes, and I’ve no problem with that. They are certainly a step up from your average flabby sandwich.

There’s no doubt that having some cooked beans and grains in the cupboard makes putting a healthy meal together quick, easy and exciting, if you have some ideas up your sleeve, and I’m here with plenty of those. Equally handy is a store of home-cooked beans and cereal kernels in the refrigerator and freezer, which have cost you a fraction of the price of ready-made options and are an absolute cinch to prepare. You have a wide range to choose from, you can add aromatics, which they soak up like little sponges, and you can cook them to perfection. If you are planning on making these super-versatile ingredients regular staples it really pays to prepare your own. Oh, but the time involved: this is where cooking in batches comes in.

I’m a huge fan of batch cooking – it makes absolute sense, in terms of both time and money. But eating lasagne or fish pie on repeat gets pretty dull and there’s only so much room in your average freezer to stow away all those extra portions. Here, the idea is to batch cook your base and to build a repertoire of trusty recipes, additions and flavourings to keep you going through the week. It’s like the perfectly packed holiday suitcase, with countless variations and combinations to keep things fresh.

My mission here is to give you the tools and inspiration to get these magical whole foods on the table on a daily basis, because you absolutely love eating them, and feel great when you do. You can consider the nutritional and environmental benefits of consuming pulses and grains as the most brilliantly fortuitous add-ons. They are the ultimate kitchen win-win.


Good For Me

I love the idea of accidentally healthy food, and for me that’s exactly what pulses and grains are. I eat and enjoy them primarily for their texture and flavour, and yet, by some very lucky coincidence, they are nutritional powerhouses.

As they sit in a packet on a shop shelf, it’s easy to forget that both pulses and grains are seeds. When you think of a seed as a dormant plant that, given the right conditions of moisture and temperature, will burst into life, it’s not so surprising that they are rammed with nutrients. A seed is like a tiny life raft with a protective skin, a food supply and an embryo just waiting to sprout. All that life-giving energy crammed into a tiny package.




Protein

One of the great selling points of pulses in particular, but grains too, is that they are rich sources of protein. We obsess about protein nowadays, and most of us consume more than we need. However, if you are cutting out, or cutting back on, animal sources of protein, as many of us are, it’s important to know that you are getting your vital amino acids.

If you looked to pulses as your sole source of protein you would be deficient in certain amino acids; it’d the same story if you turned purely to grains. With a diet rich in both grains and pulses, along with other seeds and nuts, everything comes together like a jigsaw puzzle. You get plenty of protein along with the often overlooked, vitally important, fibre.




Carbohydrates and That All-important Fibre

Rather than worrying about counting calories, or focusing on low-carb diets, it makes sense to focus on the nutrient density and quality of the food we choose. Pulses and whole grains are great sources of complex carbohydrates, which are loaded with fibre. Right now, most of us are not getting nearly enough of this roughage in our diets.

Fibre slows down our digestion, stabilizes blood sugars and keeps us feeling full for longer. We are less likely to reach for the cookie tin an hour after lunch. Fibre passes through our small intestine without being digested and is then broken down by bacteria in the gut. Feeding our gut bacteria and supporting a thriving microbiome is now considered absolutely essential for our health, wellbeing and longevity. The other crucial role of fibre is to keep everything moving, reducing constipation and accelerating the removal of toxins.

So much of the processed food that we eat today is virtually devoid of fibre, so throwing some chickpeas in with your pasta or making a risotto with some spelt grains can only be a good thing, especially if they taste brilliant too. A high-fibre diet is also associated with a lower risk of type 2 diabetes, heart disease, stroke and bowel cancer.

Some people may experience increased wind from eating lots of beans and grains, – this is a by-product of your gut bacteria fermenting the fibre. Beans contain lots of indigestible carbohydrates called oligosaccharides that give your microbes a workout too. It’s good news, as these are the prebiotics that promote a flourishing gut flora, and a bit of gas is a sign that things are in good shape. Excessive bloating and gas aren’t much fun though, so it’s wise to increase the amount of fibre in you diet gradually if you are experiencing any problems.

Soaking beans and grains before cooking also reduces the oligosaccharides – something I recommend. My top tip is to add a piece of dried kombu (kelp) to the pot as you cook beans (the main offenders). This is not only said to reduce wind, but is meant to help soften the bean skin too. I also love the very subtle flavour the seaweed adds to the bean stock.




Vitamins, Minerals and All the Other Good Bits

This book isn’t designed as a nutrition manual, so I’ve not listed different vitamins and minerals beside the ingredients. It seems counter-productive to fixate on particular beans, grains and seeds for a specific nutrient when the best thing we can do is eat a wide variety of the good stuff, and by that I mean natural food with minimal processing – mostly plants.

One important tip is that, in order to absorb precious iron from pulses and grains efficiently (particularly important on a plant-centric diet), you need to be consuming plenty of vitamin C as well. It’s almost instinctive; just think how much better a black bean burrito tastes with a squeeze of lime juice, or how insanely good a tabbouleh tastes packed with all those fresh leaves and citrus.

Eating the rainbow is another good mantra, as every time you bring a technicolour plate to the table, particularly with deeper, darker colours (bring on the black barley), you are consuming a diverse array of vitamins and minerals as well as plant compounds called polyphenols, which help protect against disease and boost your gut flora.




Anti-nutrients

Let’s kick off by saying that research has shown that the nutritional benefits of eating pulses and whole grains far outweigh the potential negatives of anti-nutrients. However, one concern for some consumers regarding pulses and grains is that they contain varying levels of plant compounds that were created to prevent bacterial infections, or prevent the seeds from being eaten by insects. These anti-nutrients, such as lectins and phytates, can prevent us from absorbing calcium, magnesium, iron, copper and zinc efficiently. These same beans and grains also have enzyme inhibitors, to stop them sprouting at the wrong moment, which can impede enzymes in our own digestive system.




The Good News

Soaking or ‘activating’ the seed – essentially bringing it back to life – neutralizes both the plant compounds and enzymes. An overnight soak is such an easy habit to get into.

Grains benefit from soaking in double their volume of acidulated water (1 tsp yogurt or a squeeze of lemon juice). Beans can soak with three times their volume of water with 1 tsp salt per litre.

However, if you have forgotten to soak, don’t lose sleep over it. Many Mexican cooks who prepare beans on a daily basis don’t bother – it really isn’t a matter of life or death.

High temperatures also reduce lectins and phytates, so I always start my pulse and grain cooking with a good boil for a few minutes before reducing the heat. (Kidney beans, and particularly red kidney beans, must be boiled for 10 minutes because of toxic lectins.)

Pressure cooking is also an effective way to reduce anti-nutrients, with the combination of high temperature and high pressure dramatically reducing levels.

And just a reminder that, contrary to their rather negative name, anti-nutrients aren’t all bad – they can have positive effects such as lowering cholesterol, and have antioxidant and anti-cancer properties as well.




Good For The Planet

Our shopping baskets and eating habits directly affect the environment around us.

I love the fact that choosing pulses and grains as the bedrock of our diet has become a journey of discovery, with an ever-increasing selection on offer, both online (here) and in the shops. Diversifying our diets isn’t just about the fabulous health benefits, it’s about creating a market for our farmers and producers to tap into. The increase in demand for both heritage and experimental crops from pioneering growers is truly exciting; it gives the chance to break away from the monocultures of commodity crops that dominate the world. Variety and wider choice is better on every level: for the soil, for biodiversity, for food security, for the creative chef and for our bodies too.

Legumes have the added advantage that they are one of the few plants that, with the help of soil bacteria, draw nitrogen down from the atmosphere, enriching the soil they grow in. This makes them key sustainability players, particularly in intercropping and rotation farming systems.

Pulses and grains have a massive role to play in replacing meat as the primary source of protein in the developed world. We may be eating slightly less meat in Europe nowadays but we are still importing vast quantities of soy feed from South America. Meat production is the leading driver of global deforestation and it just isn’t an efficient use of precious agricultural land when there is a burgeoning world population to feed. It’s complicated, I know – livestock have a role on regenerative farms – but these lower intensity systems can’t keep up with the world’s voracious appetite for meat.

I relish the idea of filling my plate with fabulous plants, with pulses and grains at the core. It’s the crowding out, rather than cutting out, approach. With so many great textures and flavours on the plate there is quite literally less space for the fish, meat or dairy if we do choose to eat some.
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A Capsule Kitchen How-to

The first section of this book is about cooking a large batch of pulses or grains and then using them in a number of different recipes. These dishes all have a distinctly different style or flavour profile so that you will barely notice that you have used the same ingredient. Your stash will keep happily in the refrigerator for 5 days, so you can dip in and out, using them for different occasions or on alternate days. Even the most dedicated pulse or grain lover is going to get slightly jaded if you serve them for consecutive meals.

Once you get into the rhythm of cooking up a large pot of, say, pulses, at the weekend, you might start leap frogging those with a batch of grains midweek. It’s so useful to have a nutritious, filling base component in the refrigerator all the time. Of course you will cook other things too, but you have a bedrock to fall back on when you are rushed or not feeling inspired.

You can obviously reduce or increase the size of the batches. My base quantities will be enough for about three recipes (or a dozen portions). Freezing a proportion of your base dish is always an option too, so that you never need to feel that things are getting repetitive.

Some chapters focus on a particular ingredient such as chickpeas or brown rice, while a few are centred on a versatile base dish such as dal or cooked polenta. There is a bit of a slant towards pulses because most of us already eat a lot of bread and so our cereal consumption is already pretty high. Buying, or baking, a wide range of different breads makes things healthier and more exciting on that score too, but that’s another book entirely. I haven’t included every pulse and grain – you would need a second volume for that too. However, there is quinoa, a pseudocereal, thrown in, because it is so versatile.

The main obstacle to cooking pulses and grains seems to be time. Over the years in my cooking classes I have met students who seem to think that pulses in particular take hour upon hour to cook. You really are the boss here: you can go full steam ahead and cook them at high speed in a pressure cooker, or opt for low and slow, or anything in between. You will find tips and instructions at the beginning of each chapter on how to cook them, and the beauty is that it’s time well spent, as you are going to produce lots of meals.

Tasks such as caramelizing onions or making a tomato sauce are the building blocks of batch cooking and so I would always double up on these. These building blocks can be used time and time again and are highlighted in green throughout the book.

The Freewheeling section is how I tend to cook most of the time, mixing and matching different zingy, punchy, creamy and crunchy elements with my batch-cooked base and a few seasonal vegetables. The options are endless, so you’ll never get bored of that bowl of beans. I hope that you will find this way of putting a plate together as liberating as I do.

Even if you haven’t got around to batch cooking your base ingredients, you’ll find the building blocks and the Freewheeling elements of the book useful, whatever you happen to be preparing for a meal. If you are using cans or jars in place of home-cooked pulses (a perfectly good option if you’re in a hurry), please be aware that weights in the recipes refer to drained pulses and grains: on average a 400-g can of beans yields about 250 g/1¾ cups of drained beans.
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②

Chickpeas

If you are a newbie to batch-from-scratch cooking, then a big pot of chickpeas is certainly one of the best places to start. These wonderfully nutty pulses, also known as garbanzo beans in the US, are unbelievably versatile – as happy in a spicy curry as they are in a Spanish cazuela, creamy in a hummus, crispy as a roasted snack and equally suited to playing the sidekick or the starring role. Chickpeas can do it all.

I’m talking about the beige, delicate-skinned Kabuli variety here – the ubiquitous chickpea of Europe, rather than the smaller, darker Desi (or Bengal gram) that dominates in Asia (here). You can pick up economical, dried chickpeas in any large supermarket or health food shop, but there are some specialist options out there too: from the huge, creamy Garbanzos Lechosos to the diminutive Pico Pardal chickpeas of Spain, from traditional Turkish to Italian heritage crops, and even small harvests from pioneering farmers in Norfolk, in the UK. There are plenty of varieties to choose from, and that’s part of the fun of cooking from scratch – you may even end up becoming a chickpea connoisseur.

You will soon discover that whatever the variety, home-cooked chickpeas are a million miles from the little bullets that rock up in most cans. You can cook yours to perfection, retaining a bit of bite while remaining lusciously soft within. The other bonus to cooking from scratch is that you will end up with plenty of aquafaba, the fabulously useful cooking water that can be whipped up into any number of plant-based dishes (here and here).






Batch Cooking Chickpeas

Using 500 g (3 cups) dried chickpeas will give you about 1.3 kg (8 cups) cooked plus at least 500 ml (generous 2 cups) aquafaba. This is enough for 3 to 4 of the following recipes. Any leftover chickpeas can be added to a smoothie, soup or salad, or frozen for a later date. Both the chickpeas and aquafaba will keep for up to five days in the refrigerator.



Preparing Chickpeas


Soaking

Chickpeas can take a long time to cook, so it makes sense to speed up the process by soaking them. I soak mine overnight, or for at least 6 hours, in three times their volume of water with a good tsp of salt. There’s something rather magical about the creaking and cracking of a pot of soaking peas – it’s almost as if they’re speaking to you, and yes, I have probably lost the plot!

If you have forgotten to presoak, you could always resort to the quick method. Place the chickpeas in a large saucepan, cover with water and bring to the boil. Remove from the heat and leave them to soak in the hot water for 1 hour before cooking as usual.








Cooking Chickpeas


Conventional Hob

Drain the chickpeas and discard the soaking water, then place the chickpeas in a large pan and cover by about 5 cm/2 in water. Bring to the boil, cover partially with a lid and reduce the heat to a simmer. The chickpeas will take anything from 30 to 90 minutes, depending on how fresh they are. I have read horror stories of chickpeas taking more than 4 hours to cook – I can only conclude that the chickpeas had been hanging around for a very long time, or that the water they were cooked in was particularly hard. Once your chickpeas are ready, with no sign of any chalkiness when you give them a squeeze, season with a little salt and set them aside to cool. Store in their cooking stock in the refrigerator.



Pressure Cooker

I use my pressure cooker for preparing chickpeas more than any other whole pulse. The fact is that they often take a long time to cook; they are also quite robust and very unlikely to collapse. Do remember that while adding a few drops of oil will stop your pulses frothing, this is not an option if you are wanting to use the aquafaba later. Be sure to only fill the cooker to the halfway mark, because pulses can froth up and block the valve. Chickpeas will take about 5 minutes at high pressure if you then leave them to carry on cooking as they cool down (natural pressure release). If you leave them for 1 hour they will continue to cook in the residual heat. Check to see if they are ready. If your chickpeas aren’t quite there, continue to cook on a simmer. If still hard, give them a further couple of minutes in the pressure cooker.




Slow Cooker/Aga/Wood-fired Oven

If you want to be out and about and have a pot of ready-to-go chickpeas at the end of the day, then do go ahead and cook them, covered, in a crockpot or cast-iron range cooker or oven for about 4 to 6 hours, depending on the heat of your appliance.







Freezing Chickpeas

Chickpeas freeze brilliantly. I like to have them loose, like frozen green peas, so I lay them flat in a single layer, free of cooking water, in a large plastic bag. Once frozen, they can be squeezed into any small nook or cranny and stored in the freezer for up to 6 months.






Aquafaba

Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it (here). I love the waste-not, want-not approach to cooking, and making use of the miraculous, gloopy juices from the pot makes sense whether you eat eggs or not. The aquafaba thickens up and becomes more effective if you leave the chickpeas sitting in the liquid for at least a couple of days in the refrigerator. I freeze aquafaba in 100-ml/scant ½ cup containers, but some people use ice cube trays. Keep aquafaba in the freezer for up to 4 months.











Hummus

Hummus is today’s poster child for, not only chickpeas, but the entire pulse family. It is true that hummus has been around for at least a thousand years in its Middle Eastern homeland, but globally this insanely moreish chickpea purée only really hit the big time a few decades ago.

We have certainly embraced hummus as a mass-produced, shop-bought dip, or sandwich filling, but we really do seem to have missed the point: that it’s an absolute cinch to make at home, and can a play a pivotal role on a main-course plate too.

Here are some basic quantities to get you started, though I would never bother carefully measuring my ingredients; garlic and lemons aren’t uniform sizes in any case. Sometimes I fancy a fabulously creamy and smooth, tahini-rich version, while a lighter, rougher purée, minus tahini, might work better in a lunchbox baguette.

Makes 1 medium jar

300 g/generous 2 cups home-cooked chickpeas, drained

4–6 tbsp tahini

juice of 1–2 lemons

1–2 garlic cloves, crushed

salt and black pepper or cayenne pepper

1 tsp paprika

2 tbsp extra virgin olive oil


	①Blitz most of the chickpeas (keeping a few aside for the traditional garnish) with the tahini, lemon juice, garlic, salt and pepper. A high-speed blender can give you silky smooth results (especially if you toss in an ice cube for the last few seconds), while a food processor, or hand-held blender, will produce a more textured finish.

	②Balance the hummus with more lemon juice for acidity, bittersweet tahini, pepper heat, and salt, as required. If the hummus seems thick, add a little of your chickpea cooking water.

	③Serve the hummus in a wide bowl topped with the paprika, extra virgin olive oil and the remaining chickpeas. Alternatively, store in a clean jar in the refrigerator for up to 4 days.





Try transforming your hummus and garnishing with:


	→Roasted cumin seeds

	→Za’atar

	→Pomegranate seeds and roughly chopped fresh coriander (cilantro)

	→Toasted pine kernels and slow-cooked Caramelized Onions

	→Some harissa swirled in








Try serving your hummus hot as a base for:


	→Roasted vegetables, such as cauliflower, carrots or aubergine (eggplant).

	→A fried or poached egg and harissa, with some great bread, for brunch.

	→Lamb mince (ground lamb), fried with garlic and cinnamon.
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Chickpea, Rhubarb and Potato Salad – Chana Chaat-style

The perfect prepare-ahead salad for a picnic or lunchbox, where the flavours are amplified with time, and there’s nothing to wilt or go soggy. You are after sweetness, sourness, heat and salt – an almighty taste explosion. Who said salads were boring? You can use whatever fruit is in season here; pomegranate seeds or fresh mango are traditional, but I love to play around with poached rhubarb (plums or apricots are wonderful too). Serve with flatbread – ideally roti, but toasted pitta will do fine.

Serves 4

350 g new potatoes, cut into bite-sized pieces

salt

250 g/ 1¾ cups home-cooked chickpeas, drained

½ medium cucumber, diced

2.5-cm/1-in piece of fresh ginger, peeled and finely chopped

3–4 fresh green chillies, finely chopped

1 tsp cumin seeds

1 tsp coriander seeds

zest and juice of 2 limes

½ red onion, finely diced or 3 spring onions (scallions), sliced

250 g poached rhubarb

4 tbsp Tamarind and Date Chutney or, purists look away: 2 tbsp brown sauce and 2 tsp soft brown sugar

4 tbsp natural (plain) yogurt

handful of fresh coriander (cilantro) or mint leaves

4 tbsp Bombay Mix


	①Boil the potatoes in a large saucepan of salted water until just tender. Drain and set aside to cool.

	②Meanwhile, place the chickpeas in a large bowl with the cucumber and ginger. Taste the chillies before adding (the tip is the mildest part), and judge how many to include. I like the salad to be tongue-tinglingly hot.

	③Toast the whole spices in a dry frying pan (skillet) over a medium heat until fragrant, then transfer them to a pestle and mortar and crush roughly.

	④Add the spices, together with 1 tsp salt, the lime zest and juice to the chickpeas. Gently stir in the potatoes, onion and fruit, then drizzle the chutney and yogurt over the top. Sprinkle with the herbs and Bombay Mix just before serving.





try this:


	→If you are packing a lunchbox, spoon the yoghurt and chutney onto the base of your container, pile the salad on top, and then stir when you are about to dive in. The only non-negotiable is the super-crunchy Bombay Mix, which needs to be kept in an airtight container and tossed over the salad as you serve.
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