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INTRODUCTION
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When most of us think of autumn, it’s not only beautiful images of the season of mists and mellow fruitfulness, with trees decked out in golden and fiery red foliage that we see. We also visualise orange pumpkins and rainbow-coloured squash stacked on roadsides and the porches of clapboard-clad houses, especially at Halloween and Thanksgiving. But although pumpkins and squash are seasonal vegetables that appear in autumn and last through winter into spring, they are now grown all over the world and so are available throughout the year.

Pumpkin and squash are members of the cucurbit family (they are distant cousins of melons and cucumbers), and are among the oldest domesticated plants. They are so versatile that nearly every part can be eaten, from the flowers to the outer skin, flesh and seeds. The main difference between pumpkins and squash, apart from their size and colour, is that the flesh of the pumpkin is more fibrous. However, they both have a sweet, nutty flavour and can be used interchangeably in most of the recipes featured in this book.
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VARIETIES

The most common variety of squash on sale is the butternut squash, but you can also buy spaghetti squash (which has fibrous, noodle-like strands and can be used as a great low-carb substitute for pasta), acorn squash, turban squash, carnival squash and small round gem squashes that are perfect for stuffing and baking. The best pumpkins for cooking are not the giant ones that are usually carved into lanterns for Halloween, but the smaller, sweeter ones, which are grown for maximum flavour rather than size.
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NUTRITIONAL GOODNESS

Fat-free, cholesterol-free, sodium-free, low in calories and high in fibre, pumpkin and squash can play an important role in a healthy varied diet. They are a good source of vitamins A, C and E, plus a jackpot of minerals – manganese, iron, zinc, magnesium and potassium. The edible seeds are also packed with minerals, as well as protein, fibre and healthy heart-friendly monounsaturated fatty acids.
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CHOOSING PUMPKIN & SQUASH

As a rule of thumb, the larger the pumpkin, the less flavour it has, and the more fibrous and watery it’s likely to be, so choose large pumpkins for decoration and smaller ones for cooking. If you’re planning on eating a pumpkin, choose one with hard skin and without any soft spots or cracks. When selecting squash, always choose one with smooth, un-blemished skin and no dents, cracks, cuts or soft spots. They should feel particularly heavy for their size (if they’re too light, they’re either not ripe yet, or already past their prime). The colour should be uniform, rich and deep. Butternut squash should not have any green on the skin, while acorn squash should be uniformly green – if there’s too much orange, it’s overripe. Spaghetti squash should be yellow all over, with no soft spots, cracks or blemishes.

Ready-to-eat butternut squash weigh anything between 450g/1lb and 2.25kg/5lb. A medium squash would be around the middle of this weight range. Note that after peeling and deseeding, the squash (flesh) will weigh 50–75g/2–3oz) less.
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COOKING & PREPARING PUMPKIN & SQUASH

Pumpkins and squash are so versatile that you can bake, roast, fry, stir-fry, grill (broil), barbecue, purée, candy or stuff them. You can add them to soups, stews and curries, bake them in gratins, cakes and cookies, or turn them into delicious sweet pies or savoury scones. You will find recipes for all of these in the following pages, as well as for salads, risottos, gnocchi, pasta dishes and snacks. We also have special Halloween and Thanksgiving recipes, plus lots of delicious ideas for using up leftover pumpkins and the scooped-out flesh from carved jack-o’-lanterns. Nothing gets wasted!

Below are some basic instructions for different cooking methods.

BOILING

Peel the pumpkin or squash and remove the seeds, then cut the flesh into 2.5cm/1in chunks and cook in a saucepan of boiling salted water for 10–12 minutes, or until tender. Drain well.

STEAMING

Prepare the pumpkin or squash as above, then cook in a steamer basket over a saucepan of boiling water for 10–12 minutes.

MICROWAVING

Prepare the pumpkin or squash as above, then place in a microwaveable bowl with 1 tablespoon water. Cover with cling film (plastic wrap) and pierce a few times with a knife. Microwave on high for 6–7 minutes until tender, then drain.

ROASTING

Peel and deseed the pumpkin or squash, then cut into cubes, wedges or slices and arrange in a single layer on a baking tray (cookie sheet) lined with baking parchment. Drizzle with oil, season with sea salt and freshly ground black pepper and sprinkle with ground spices, seeds or herbs (if you wish). Roast in a preheated oven (usually at 200°C/400°F/gas mark 6) for approximately 30 minutes (for cubes) or up to 1 hour (for large wedges).

MASHING AND PURÉEING

Many of the recipes in this book use mashed or puréed pumpkin or squash. First, boil, steam or microwave it (see above) until tender, then drain and mash with a potato masher or push through a food mill. Alternatively, the cooked pumpkin or squash can be blitzed in a blender or food processor for a smoother purée. If you wish, you can flavour it with sea salt and freshly ground black pepper, and herbs, ground spices, butter or cream. Alternatively, you can keep a can of pumpkin purée in your store cupboard for when you’re baking and don’t have any fresh.

DRYING AND TOASTING PUMPKIN SEEDS

Instead of discarding them, why not dry the seeds from inside a fresh pumpkin? Either leave them out in the sunshine to dry, or place them in small bowls and leave on a warm windowsill or in an airing cupboard (closet) overnight.

To toast them, set a heavy-based frying pan (skillet) over a low to medium heat. When the pan is hot, add the seeds and agitate them gently in the pan until they release their aroma and start to change colour. Remove from the heat immediately before they catch and burn. Leave to cool, then store in a sealed container in the fridge for up to 3–4 weeks. Use them as a topping for yoghurt, porridge, soups, stir-fries and salads, or add them to homemade granola, trail mix and energy and protein bars.
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The page references in this index correspond to the print edition from which this ebook was created, and clicking on them will take you to the location in the ebook where the equivalent print page would begin. To find a specific word or phrase from the index, please use the search feature of your ebook reader.
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