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				Introduction

			

		

		
			
				If the last few years have taught me anything, it’s that the power of food is more important than ever. During the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, when we were first told to stay at home and not go near our loved ones, many of us went back to basics – and food was the greatest crutch: an indulgence, a distraction (hands up who cooked sourdough?) and a connection to those we couldn’t sit and eat with. 

				Food became a hot topic of conversation, up there with the latest Netflix series and what home workout was in vogue. As the world opened up, hopping around to a 30-minute body attack on YouTube or marvelling at the Tiger King’s mullet seems like a lifetime away. But food is still on the table. It’s an 

			

		

		
			
				INTRODUCTION

			

		

		
			
				utter joy being in a restaurant and hearing the roar of service and the chatter of content diners. Having people over for a meal is everything. Getting to sit and laugh with your nearest and dearest over a bowl of something delish is an elixir. In fact, I don’t think I will ever take such a simple pleasure for granted again. 

				Like so many of you, my career changed in 2020. I have always travelled extensively for work, exploring the Middle East and feeding my infatuation for the rich cuisine of this region. From a very young age, this part of the world tickled my taste buds and has become my specialty as a chef. I take pride in pushing myself to go off the beaten track to discover new dishes to share with you guys. My last trip in 
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				2019 was to Gaza with World Food Programme, an extraordinary charity that feeds millions across the globe. Here I discovered a type of Arabic food I had not seen before – one that relishes spicy heat (you don’t often see chillies used in Arabic cooking). It was extraordinary. I came back buzzing and planned to write a book detailing what I had found. But just like that, in the blink of an eye, everything changed. There was no travel, no book and I couldn’t see a way to continue the niche I had carved out.

				I’m very ambitious and, coupled with an extraordinary amount of energy, it was hard not to have a project to focus on or a new goal to achieve. If I am honest, I felt hopeless. It was very odd. But like so many times in my life, the kitchen called me back. During lockdown I went to live with my family and allocated myself the job of official house chef. I went back to basics, making what they wanted or inventing new dishes using ingredients we already had in the kitchen. 

				As life unfolded, I was able to get more creative. I felt confident leaning on the knowledge I had honed over so many years, and began throwing the flavours of the Middle East into the everyday dishes I was preparing. Suddenly, I was the king of spicy traybakes and easy one-pots. I even found myself using ingredients that I had not touched for years. I fell back in love with jacket potatoes. They have always reminded me of my old school dinners, laden with unbranded baked beans and hard cheese. I hadn’t had one for years. But, hello, cooked well with a few things I like and suddenly you’re talking.  

				I’ve always been uneasy writing recipes from places I’ve not been to. In fact, during my career, I have made 

			

		

		
			
				a furious point of going everywhere to experience the cuisine first-hand before talking about it. But the rug was pulled from under me and I couldn’t get inspiration from travelling. When I felt stale and needed a refresh, I did the unthinkable and from my living room travelled to pastures new. I toured Iran, Iraq and Afghanistan, reading about dishes I never knew existed. I threw these ideas into recipes I was working on, mashing things up to create something fresh and exciting. I was happy again; feeding the family had sorted me out. At the same time, this new style of cookery reignited my career that I had all but forgotten: I began sharing recipe videos on my social channels, documenting my dishes and you guys lapped them up. What started as something to keep me busy is now a full-time job. Not only have I written this book but I produce and share new content on my social channels every week, have a Telegraph column and I’m regularly cooking up a storm on TV. It’s funny how things fall into place when you least expect them to. 

				Fast Feasts is a celebration of the bond we all have with food. It’s a collection of recipes that I have been cooking for my friends and family over the last few years. Some are twists on classic dishes that you will know and others are paired-back versions of something incredible I picked up on my travels. It’s also an insistence that every meal should be a cracker. I’m no fool and well aware that for this to work, especially when everyone’s lives are getting busier, cooking has to be easy and taste bloody great. And you know what? I promise you, it can. In this book, I cover everything from speedy Monday night meals when you don’t have the energy to do anything, to simple working-from-home lunches, 
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				"Getting to sit and laugh with your nearest and dearest over a bowl of something delish is an elixir. In fact, I don’t think I will ever take such a simple pleasure for granted again."

			

		

		
			
				killer comfort food to enjoy on the sofa and effortless entertaining. 

				If you follow me on social media, you’ll know that I get extreme pleasure from food. I inadvertently dance when I’m working in the kitchen and if I really like the taste of something, I jump up and down like a small child. Cooking should be fun, especially if you are cooking for others. There is nothing worse than working yourself into a lather when you have people coming over. It should be a doddle so you can enjoy the company of those you invited. The recipes in Fast Feasts are all stripped back and simple, relying on big flavours to do all the work. I have included my Storecupboard Staples on pages 10–11 so you can see what to stock up on. If you want more inspiration to cook for a crowd, I’ve put together some dinner party combos on pages 182–83. They are all do ahead kind of dinners so you have more time to glam up and appreciate the party as much as everyone else. 

				Fast Feasts was inspired by you and is for you. Thanks for sticking with me. ♦
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				Storecupboard Staples

			

		

		
			
				Baharat

				An epic blend of spices found all over the Middle East, with a lovely woody aroma that smells of Christmas. It’s fantastic for injecting a background warmth to marinades and casseroles. 

			

		

		
			
				Dried herbs

				These add a different dimension to fresh herbs, and generally have a mellower tone so you can add them at the beginning of the cooking process. Oregano literally smells like spring in the Levant and dried mint is more spearmint than its fresh counterpart. 

			

		

		
			
				Dukkah

				Originally from Egypt, this incredible mix is a blend of herbs, spices and nuts that makes a sensational seasoning to use on any roasted meats or to add texture to a traybake. 

			

		

		
			
				Nuts

				I have a whole cupboard full of nuts – almonds, pistachios, walnuts, cashew nuts and pine nuts – that I use to garnish so many different dishes. I buy them toasted where I can but if not, dry-fry them in a frying pan (skillet), shaking regularly for a few minutes over a lowish heat until golden. 

			

		

		
			
				Pomegranate molasses

				Made by cooking and reducing pomegranate juice, this sweet-sour sticky molasses is an instant win for salads and great as an alternative to lemon juice in stews and soups. Make sure you find one with a high percentage of pomegranate in the ingredients. 

			

		

		
			
				Pesto

				The green kind with its sweet basil fragrance and the red kind with an umami hit from the sun-dried tomatoes, flavour anything from plain pasta to a cheese toasty or even a bowl of soup. Find a brand you like and make sure you always have them in the cupboard.

			

		

		
			
				Preserved lemons

				A staple of Moroccan cooking, these are fresh lemons that have been preserved in salt. Over time, this mellows the tart tang into something wonderfully fragrant. You can add them to tagines for a subtle note or chop them into salad dressings for a more intense experience. 

			

		

		
			
				Rose harissa

				Made from dried chillies, caraway and rose water, this North African spice paste is incredible to add a hit of heat to anything you fancy. You can use it as a condiment or bung it into a soup or stew during the cooking process. It also pairs unbelievably well with hummus. 

			

		

		
			
				STORECUPBOARD STAPLES
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				Storecupboard Staples

			

		

		
			
				Rose water

				This incredible perfumed water is so evocative of the Middle East, where it’s a key component in many sweet dishes. The clear liquid adds a subtle floral tone that you can add to bakes and cheesecakes. 

			

		

		
			
				Salt & pepper

				It may look bizarre referencing these guys but they are key ingredients in most things. For salt, I always use Maldon salt flakes. I love the texture and taste – it brings out the flavour of whatever you are cooking. I tend to use freshly ground black pepper as a spice and less of a seasoning, although a pinch of pepper is an easy win to anything savoury. 

			

		

		
			
				Smoked paprika

				This little spice really packs a punch, with its bright red colour and wonderfully smoky flavour. You can find different varieties, sweet or spicy. It’s great if you want a barbecue vibe when you’re cooking inside. 

			

		

		
			
				Spices 

				I have kept the list of spices to a minimum for this book, choosing key spices that add masses of flavour: cumin, coriander, fenugreek, ground ginger, chilli flakes, allspice, turmeric and sumac. 

			

		

		
			
				Sriracha

				The ultimate chilli sauce, with a lovely sharp heat and full-on fruity tang. It’s a South-East Asian condiment but frankly works magically on everything. 

			

		

		
			
				Turkish pepper flakes

				Also known as Aleppo pepper flakes or pul biber, these are beautifully smoked vibrant red pepper flakes. They impart a mild heat and smokiness to anything. If you swirl them into melted butter, they glow like the sunset and you can drizzle this over pasta, kebabs or stews to add bucketloads of flavour. 

			

		

		
			
				Tahini

				This glossy paste is made from ground sesame seeds and has an intense nutty flavour. The natural oils make it very rich and feel really indulgent. It’s the key ingredient in hummus but you can use it in so many different ways, from drizzling over salads to swirling on top of brownies. 

			

		

		
			
				Za’atar

				One of the main flavours of Lebanon, this spice mix is made from dried herbs – normally oregano or thyme – as well as sumac (a tart red berry that’s ground to a powder) and toasted sesame seeds. It’s sour, aromatic and nutty. You can rain za'atar down onto most things, from salads to roast lamb, or try pairing it with creamy sauces or melted cheese. ♦
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				Steak Tagliata with Zhoug [16]

				the Ultimate Fish Finger Sarnie [18]

				Afghan Chicken Curry [21]

				Creamy Chicken Pasta [23]

				Pork Chops and Butter Bean Mash [24]

				Veggie Shakshuka [27]

				Coconut Harissa Meatballs [28]

				Salmon TrayBake with Pea and Feta Mash [31]

				Creamy Harissa Gnocchi [33]

				Prawns with Orzo Tabbouleh [35]

				Charred Dukkah Lamb Cutlets [36]

				Cauliflower Rice Pilaf [38]

				5 ways to dress your salad [40]
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				Some of my best-kept secrets are in this chapter – well, the culinary ones anyway. These are the recipes that I make time and time again during the week when I get in late and don’t feel like cooking anything. I’m talking quick-prep, speedy mid-week lifesavers. 

				When I need something from fridge to fork fast, I still want flavours that excite me, and big flavours are the key to success here. I have gone easy on ingredients, choosing only the loudest ones, so you can rustle up any of these recipes in under 30 minutes. 
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				For the zhoug

				1 garlic clove

				1 green chilli, deseeded if you like, roughly chopped

				2 tsp ground cumin

				a large handful of roughly chopped parsley leaves

				a large handful of roughly chopped coriander (cilantro) leaves and stalks

				2 tbsp white wine vinegar

				1 tbsp olive oil

				1 tbsp water

				sea salt

				For the salad

				1 tsp olive oil

				2 sirloin steaks (about 200g/7oz each), at room temperature

				70g (2¼oz) rocket (arugula)

				Parmesan shavings, to serve

			

		

		
			
				Method 

				1. Start by making the zhoug. Chuck all the zhoug ingredients into a mini chopper with a good pinch of salt and blitz to a smooth dressing. If it looks too thick, add another tablespoon of water and blitz again.

				2. Heat a non-stick frying pan (skillet) or griddle pan over a high heat. Brush the oil over both sides of the steaks and season with plenty of salt. Cook for 2 minutes on each side until golden. I love rare steak, so I take them out here. If you want medium rare, reduce the heat to low and cook for another 1 minute on each side. Either way, rest the steaks on a plate, covered with kitchen foil, for 5 minutes.

				3. Tip the rocket into a mixing bowl, add 2 tablespoons of the zhoug and toss together. Divide between two serving plates.

				4. Slice up the steaks, removing the fat, and place over the salad. Top each plate with the remaining zhoug and the resting juices. Serve immediately with the Parmesan scattered over the top.

			

		

		
			
				You really don’t get a speedier supper than steak tagliata, an iconic Italian salad of thinly sliced steak, peppery rocket and shaved Parmesan. My version sticks to the original but with the addition of a tangy zhoug dressing. Zhoug is a Yemenite salsa made with herbs, chillies and spices. I like mine sharp, but if you want it sweeter, add a teaspoon of caster sugar.

			

		

		
			
				Steak Tagliata with Zhoug
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				Everyday Easy

			

		

		
			
				Ingredients 

				2 tbsp olive oil

				16 fish fingers

				50g (1¾oz) sun-dried tomatoes in oil, drained

				2 tsp Turkish pepper flakes

				1 tsp pomegranate molasses

				100g (3½oz/scant ½ cup) mayonnaise

				8 slices of bread of your choice

				1 baby gem (bibb) lettuce, picked

				sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

				hot sauce, to serve (I love Franks)

			

		

		
			
				Method 

				1. Heat the oil in a large non-stick frying pan (skillet) over a medium heat and cook the fish fingers for 8–10 minutes, turning every 2–3 minutes until cooked through and golden.

				2. Meanwhile, chuck the sun-dried tomatoes, Turkish pepper flakes and pomegranate molasses into a mini chopper and blitz until smooth. Tip into a bowl and add the mayonnaise. Mix well then season to taste. 

				3. Slather the mayonnaise onto four slices of the bread and top each with four fish fingers. Place the lettuce and then the remaining bread on top and serve immediately with hot sauce at the table.

			

		

		
			
				One of my best friends always laughs at me for making fish finger sandwiches. He feels that they are not worthy of a recipe. Boo to that, I say – they are one of the most delicious things to eat. My mayonnaise is incredibly savoury with sun-dried tomatoes and pomegranate molasses and, you know what, together they make the most divine dinner when you can’t be bothered to cook.
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				the Ultimate Fish Finger Sarnie
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