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Introduction

As a home cook, I understand the challenges that can come with preparing delicious meals day after day, especially when juggling a busy schedule. In our frantic modern lives, we have many things that take up time and cause us stress, and I believe that cooking and preparing food for friends and family shouldn’t be one of them. Over the years I have learnt many tips and tricks to make cooking at home as easy as possible, and I am delighted to share these with you now.

The key to making cooking easy is being prepared. Before starting to cook, make sure that you have read the recipe thoroughly and checked your cupboards to see what you already have, before making a list of what you need to buy. By getting everything prepared beforehand – all the ingredients out and measured, the oven heating and the right pans or trays out – you’ll find it much easier when it comes to working through the steps of the recipe. I tend to write the measurements on the bottom of trays and tins with a marker pen to see their size and capacity at a glance, making sure I always have the right sized tin for the job. I don’t bother with lots of fancy tins that you don’t use, but rather have a small selection of regular-sized trays and cookware that I like to use again and again.

Throughout this book you will find small icons indicating some ‘easy’ qualities a recipe has – for instance whether it can be prepared in advance, cooked in just one pot or roasting tin or frozen easily. You can see at a glance how to fit the recipes into your busy lives and plan your meals accordingly – whether you are cooking for one or many!

I find the freezer can be a wonderful asset in the kitchen, so we have created a Grown-up Chocolate Birthday Cake (p214) that can be baked in a rectangular roasting tray and freezes excellently. A little goes a long way – I have one in my freezer now, which we take slices off with a hot knife whenever we need a treat. Just make sure when cooking from the freezer that you leave enough time for things to defrost.

Whilst making everything from scratch is ideal, when you’re busy you sometimes need to take a few shortcuts here and there. In the recipes that follow you will find pre-bought jars of hollandaise or lemon curd. I always buy pre-made puff pastry as I find I never have the time to make it from scratch at home, and bought puff pastry is first class. Equally, preparing things in advance will always save you time when you are in a rush. I have a tin of the Somerset Cheddar Cheese Straws (p31) on the side of my kitchen, ready to enjoy with a bowl of soup for a quick lunch or alongside a drink with friends.

I have also tried to include recipes within this book to make hosting as simple as possible, to give you more time to enjoy with your guests. We have included lots of simple canapés to prepare ahead of time, instead of a traditional first course, so that all you need to do on the day is prepare a main meal. You could host an easy, but impressive, dinner party by having the light, summery Gazpacho (p25) or the elegant Sweet Chilli Prawn Canapés (p21), followed by the Easy Peasy One-pot Chicken (p79) or the Lemon and Caper Salmon Linguine (p56). For an incredibly easy dessert I would choose the Express Apple and Pear Open Pie (p275) with its glorious lemon curd centre, and you can never go wrong with a pavlova (p251).

Do make sure that you are tasting as you go along, and if you feel you need to add or remove anything from the recipes to suit your taste – make sure you do! There is nothing worse than sitting down to a meal and having your first mouthful, only to find it needs some more pepper or sweetening with redcurrant jelly, so taste, test and add along the way.

Making mistakes is part of cooking. I find I make mistakes all the time, so be kind to yourself and use the tips and tricks throughout this book to help make things run as smoothly as possible. From quick and easy weeknight dinners to showstopping desserts, each recipe in this book has been carefully tested, with fewer ingredients and more detailed explanations, to ensure stress-free home cooking.

Whether you’re looking to impress with a special dinner or simply want to put a comforting meal on the table after a long day, this book will make it easier for you to get into the kitchen and create something delicious for yourself as well as your family and friends.
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Cook’s Notes to Make Life Easy in the Kitchen

Here are a few notes to help you in the kitchen for a stress-free life. With a few basic steps and tips, cooking can be easy and simple to do.

Before you start

Read the recipe all the way through before cooking. That way, you’ll have a clear idea of the steps you need to take. Check that you have all the correct equipment – the right sized tin, for example – and that your oven is set to the right temperature and all the ingredients are weighed accurately. This is so important. I suggest using digital scales for accuracy. Now, you are set to go!

Oven temperatures

As ovens vary in the amount of heat they produce, you may need to cook a dish for slightly longer or shorter than the recipe stipulates, depending on your oven. It can be helpful to use an oven thermometer to find out how accurate your oven is.

Metric and imperial

I have provided both metric and imperial measurements. When you are following a recipe, it’s best to stick to one or the other – particularly if you are baking. (See also the Conversion Chart on pages 280–1.) Spoon measurements are level measuring spoons, unless otherwise stated.

Tins and equipment

Try to use the size of tins and dishes I suggest, otherwise the food can cook differently. If your roasting tin, for example, is slightly larger than I recommend, the liquid may evaporate more quickly and the sauce may be too thick. Similarly, if your tin is smaller, it will cook more slowly and the sauce may be too runny.

Ovenproof frying pans and flameproof casseroles

A number of the savoury stews and one-pan dishes I have included in this book begin on the hob and end up in the oven. I tend to use large, deep frying pans, as the ones I have at home are ovenproof, but it would be just as good to use a flameproof casserole dish. So long as it has a lid that fits and is suitable to use on the hob and in the oven, it will do the job.

Eggs

Use large eggs, unless otherwise stated – free-range, if possible.

Seasoning

Adding salt and pepper is a very important part of cooking. Seasoning brings out the flavour of the ingredients and I season each part of the recipe as I go along. Taste before serving, to check.

Sustainable fish

We must protect our oceans so buy fish that is sustainably sourced – this means it has been fished in such a way that doesn’t damage fish stocks by over-fishing and protects the habitat. It will advertise itself as such on the packet, or ask your fishmonger or at the fish counter in your local supermarket. The levels of fish stocks do change, so while I have tried to include fish that are on the sustainability list, do swap one for another if necessary.

Vegetarian and vegan recipes

More and more often, I will choose to cook without meat when I’m at home. I have included a wide variety of vegetarian dishes here – starters, main courses and even a vegan dessert, the Sunset Fruit Platter (p257).

Melting chocolate

Melting chocolate in a microwave can be a quick and convenient way to do it, but be careful not to overheat. Just make sure you heat the chocolate in 20–30 second bursts and take it out of the microwave to stir regularly. I also like to melt chocolate in a small heatproof bowl over a pan of just simmering water, as it gives a lovely shiny finish. White chocolate only needs to be warm (not hot) to melt. If it gets too hot it will not set again when cold or chilled.


Recipe icons

In our hope to make these recipes as easy to follow as possible, we’ve added an icon to show you at a glance which of these six ‘easy’ qualities each recipe has. Often a recipe will have more than one easy feature, but we’ve picked the quality we think is most helpful.

[image: ] ONE POT

[image: ] 5 INGREDIENTS OR FEWER

[image: ] PREP AHEAD

[image: ] QUICK COOK

[image: ] FREEZES WELL

[image: ] FOR A CROWD





[image: Light Bites and Canapés]
[image: ]



Light Bites and Canapés

Cucumber and Crab Bites

Smoked Salmon Canapé Sandwiches

Sweet Chilli Prawn Canapés

Grilled Lemon Edamame Beans

Gazpacho

Smart Chestnut Mushroom Soup

Thai Green Chicken Noodle Soup

Somerset Cheddar Cheese Straws

Dolcelatte and Sage Scone Canapés

Classic Basil Pesto Dip

Soured Cream and Chive Dip

Hummus Dip

Guacamole

Sausage Nuggets with Red Pepper Sauce

Watermelon, Feta and Parma Ham

Three Flavoured Butters

Crayfish and Avocado Cocktail

Fabulous Fish Sharing Platter




Cucumber and Crab Bites

These little bites are great at a party – they’re simple and look impressive. Make and serve on the same day.
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Makes about 20


	2 tbsp full-fat cream cheese

	3 tbsp small capers from a jar, drained

	1 tsp lemon juice

	¼ red chilli, finely diced

	1 tbsp chopped chives

	115g (4oz) fresh white crabmeat, drained of excess liquid

	A few drops of Tabasco

	1 thin cucumber, peeled and sliced into 1–1.5cm (½in) rounds

	Freshly chopped parsley, to serve





1. Measure the cream cheese into a bowl. Add half the capers, the lemon juice, half the chilli and all the chives and mix well.

2. Stir the crabmeat and Tabasco into the mixture and season well with salt and freshly ground black pepper.

3. Stamp out the seeds of each slice of cucumber using a small piping nozzle or small cutter to make a ring, or carefully run a small pointed knife around the seeds and lift out.

4. Spoon some of the topping into each ring. Arrange a few of the remaining capers, some diced chilli and a little parsley on each bite and place on a long platter to serve.

Mary’s Tips

Can be assembled up to 6 hours ahead.

Not suitable for freezing.


[image: ]
Cucumber and Crab Bites

Smoked Salmon Canapé Sandwiches

A favourite sandwich, now bite-size. Simple to make and they look particularly lovely when presented on their sides, as they are here.
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Makes 24


	1 small loaf brown bread, unsliced

	175g (6oz) full-fat cream cheese

	200g (7oz) smoked salmon slices

	A few sprigs of fresh dill, chopped

	Juice of ½ lemon





1. Remove the crusts from the loaf and cut the loaf into 12 very thin slices (you may not need the whole loaf). If the bread is very fresh, wrap it in foil and freeze until firm before slicing – about 2 hours.

2. Place 4 slices of bread on a board. Spread one side of each slice with cream cheese. Top with half the smoked salmon slices and sprinkle with some of the dill.

3. Place another 4 slices of bread on the board. Spread cream cheese on both sides of these slices, then rest them on top of the salmon. Top with the remaining salmon slices, then sprinkle with some more dill.

4. Take the final 4 slices of bread and spread cream cheese on one side. Place the bread cream-cheese-side down on top of the salmon and press firmly. You will have 4 sandwiches with 3 layers of bread and 2 layers of salmon.

5. Slice 6 small rectangles out of each sandwich, then turn them on their sides, so the filling is visible on top. Arrange the 24 little sandwiches on a platter.

6. Squeeze a little lemon juice over the top before serving.

Mary’s Tips

Can be made up to 8 hours ahead; cover in lightly damp kitchen towel and cling film or eco wrap to keep fresh.

Not suitable for freezing.
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Smoked Salmon Canapé Sandwiches

Sweet Chilli Prawn Canapés

With a crispy base and a Japanese-inspired filling, these are an easy and impressive canapé, perfect to go with drinks at a party.
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Makes 12


	3 slices white bread from a large tin loaf

	30g (1oz) butter, melted

	1 garlic clove, finely grated



Prawn Filling


	½ tsp white miso paste

	1 tbsp sweet chilli sauce

	1 tsp rice wine vinegar

	1 tsp soy sauce

	½ tsp finely grated fresh root ginger

	1 tbsp sunflower or sesame oil

	2 spring onions, trimmed and finely sliced

	2 tbsp freshly chopped parsley

	175g (6oz) small cooked North Atlantic prawns





1. Preheat the oven to 200°C/Fan 180°C/Gas 6. You will need a 12-hole mini-muffin tin.

2. Place the bread on a work surface. Roll the slices out very thinly, using a rolling pin, until they are each about 12.5cm (5in) square. Use a bread knife to remove the crusts and cut each slice into 4 squares.

3. Mix the melted butter and garlic together in a small bowl. Brush both sides of the bread squares, then use them to line the holes of the mini muffin tin. Press down firmly into the holes. Bake in the preheated oven for about 8–10 minutes, until golden and crisp. Keep an eye on them, as they darken quickly. Set aside to cool in the tin.

4. Meanwhile, make the prawn filling. Mix the miso, sweet chilli sauce, rice wine vinegar, soy, ginger and oil together in a small bowl. Add the spring onions and parsley and mix well.

5. Drain the prawns of any water and dry very well on kitchen paper. Add them to the bowl, season with freshly ground black pepper and stir well.

6. Spoon the filling into the cases to serve.

Mary’s Tips

The cases can be cooked up to a day ahead. Fill with prawns up to 2 hours ahead.

Not suitable for freezing.
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Sweet Chilli Prawn Canapés

Grilled Lemon Edamame Beans

Sometimes the simplest of recipes are the tastiest. These are perfect as a snack instead of processed crisps. If you cannot buy fresh beans, the frozen ones are good, too. These are best eaten with fingers, so you may wish to serve finger-washing bowls, too!
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Makes a large bowlful


	500g (1lb 2oz) edamame beans in their pods

	3 tbsp olive oil

	Juice of ½ lemon





1. Preheat the grill to high.

2. Bring a large pan of water to the boil. Once boiling, add the beans and cook for 3 minutes. (If using frozen beans, wait until the water has come back to the boil before timing 3 minutes.) Drain and refresh in cold water. Set aside to dry.

3. Tip the dry beans into a large shallow roasting tin. Drizzle over the oil and toss to coat. Arrange the beans in a single layer in the tin and place under the preheated grill for 5 minutes, turning over after the pods are tinged brown.

4. Remove the beans from the grill, drizzle with the lemon juice and season well with sea salt.

5. Pile into a bowl and serve hot.

Mary’s Tips

Best made and served.

Not suitable for freezing.
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Grilled Lemon Edamame Beans

Gazpacho

A classic cold soup made from raw summer vegetables. This traditional dish originates from the Andalusian region of Spain where it is served cold due to the hot summer climate. To skin the tomatoes, make a cross with a small knife on the stalk end, then plunge into boiling water for about 50 seconds to loosen the skin. Transfer them to cold water and the skin should come away easily.
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Serves 6


	55g (2oz) white sourdough bread, crusts removed

	1kg (2lb 4oz) medium very ripe tomatoes, skinned

	½ large cucumber, peeled, deseeded and roughly chopped

	1 small garlic clove, finely grated

	1 red pepper, deseeded and roughly chopped

	1 medium banana shallot, roughly chopped

	4 tbsp extra-virgin olive oil, plus extra for drizzling

	2 tbsp white wine vinegar

	1 tbsp tomato purée

	½ tsp sugar



To Garnish


	1 tomato, deseeded and very finely chopped

	¼ cucumber, peeled, deseeded and very finely chopped

	¼ red pepper, deseeded and very finely chopped





1. Tear the bread into pieces and place in a bowl. Add 150ml (¼ pint) water and leave to soak for 10 minutes.

2. Cut each tomato in half, discard the hard central stem, keeping the seeds, and slice the tomatoes into quarters.

3. Place the tomatoes, cucumber, garlic, pepper, shallot, oil, vinegar, tomato purée and sugar into the bowl with the bread. Season well with salt and freshly ground black pepper. Whiz with an electric hand blender or food processor until smooth.

4. Pour the soup into a jug and chill in the fridge for 1 hour.

5. Spoon the gazpacho into bowls, drizzle with olive oil and garnish with the chopped vegetables. Serve well chilled.

Mary’s Tips

Can be made up to 2 days ahead.
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Gazpacho

Smart Chestnut Mushroom Soup

This soup is fairly rich and feels quite extravagant. Chestnut mushrooms, also known as brown mushrooms, have a firm texture and earthy flavour. They are my favourite for a soup or



Serves 4–6


	55g (2oz) butter

	1 tbsp sunflower oil

	2 onions, finely chopped

	2 celery sticks, diced

	1 garlic clove, finely grated

	1kg (2lb 4oz) chestnut mushrooms, sliced

	700ml (1¼ pints) chicken or vegetable stock

	2 tbsp soy sauce

	150ml (¼ pint) pouring double cream

	3 tbsp freshly chopped parsley










Mary’s Tips
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Smart Chestnut Mushroom Soup

Thai Green Chicken Noodle Soup




Serves 6


	2 litres (3½ pints) good chicken stock

	250g (9oz) skinless boneless chicken breasts

	2 large banana shallots, thinly sliced

	2 garlic cloves, finely grated

	1 tbsp finely grated fresh root ginger

	½ red chilli, deseeded and finely chopped

	1–2 tbsp Thai green curry paste

	2 tsp fish sauce

	1 tsp light muscovado sugar

	115g (4oz) button mushrooms, sliced

	2 small pak choi, sliced into large pieces

	½ bunch of coriander, leaves chopped

	Juice of 1 lime

	2 nests 100g (3½oz) fine egg noodles









Mary’s Tips




[image: ]
Thai Green Chicken Noodle Soup

Somerset Cheddar Cheese Straws




Makes 50


	250g (9oz) cold butter, cubed

	55g (2oz) semolina

	400g (14oz) plain flour

	1 tsp mustard powder

	¼ tsp cayenne pepper

	150g (5oz) mature Somerset Cheddar, coarsely grated

	150g (5oz) Parmesan, coarsely grated, plus about 4 tbsp finely grated, to garnish

	1 egg, beaten

	A little milk












Mary’s Tips
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Somerset Cheddar Cheese Straws

Dolcelatte and Sage Scone Canapés




Makes about 70


	125g (4½oz) self-raising flour

	½ tsp baking powder

	30g (1oz) butter, softened and cubed

	55g (2oz) Parmesan, finely grated

	1 tsp mustard powder

	1 tbsp finely chopped fresh sage

	1 egg, beaten

	2 tbsp milk, plus extra to glaze

	150g (5oz) Dolcelatte cheese

	2 tsp cranberry sauce

	Small bunch of flat-leaf parsley, leaves picked, to garnish












Mary’s Tips
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Dolcelatte and Sage Scone Canapés

Classic Basil Pesto Dip




Makes 525g (1lb 3oz)


	150g (5oz) fresh basil, including stalks

	115g (4oz) pine nuts

	115g (4oz) Parmesan, grated

	3 large garlic cloves, finely grated

	150ml (¼ pint) olive oil

	Juice of ½ lemon

	½ tsp caster sugar









Mary’s Tips




Soured Cream and Chive Dip




Makes 300g (10½oz)


	300g (10½oz) soured cream

	Small bunch of chives, snipped

	1 tsp lemon juice






Mary’s Tips
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Classic Basil Pesto Dip and Soured Cream and Chive Dip

Hummus Dip




Makes 400g (14oz)


	1 × 400g tin chickpeas, drained and rinsed

	1 garlic clove, finely grated

	Juice of 1 large lemon

	8 tbsp olive oil, plus extra for drizzling

	2 tbsp natural yoghurt

	1 tsp ground cumin







Mary’s Tips
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Hummus Dip and Guacamole

Guacamole




Serves 4–6


	2 small ripe avocados, peeled and diced

	1 medium tomato, deseeded and chopped

	½ garlic clove, finely grated

	½ small onion, finely chopped

	Juice of 1 large lime

	2 tbsp olive oil

	½ bunch of coriander, leaves roughly chopped

	A few drops of Tabasco







Mary’s Tips




Sausage Nuggets with Red Pepper Sauce




Makes 40


	6 good pork sausages

	½ small red onion, cut into wedges

	55g (2oz) cracker biscuits, crushed

	1 tbsp freshly chopped parsley

	2 tsp grainy mustard

	55g (2oz) roasted red peppers from a jar, diced

	55g (2oz) mature Cheddar, grated

	30g (1oz) plain flour

	2 tbsp sunflower oil



Red Pepper Sauce


	1 tbsp olive oil

	2 large shallots, finely sliced

	1 garlic clove, finely grated

	200g (7oz) roasted red peppers from a jar, roughly chopped

	½ x 400g tin chopped tomatoes

	1 tbsp tomato purée

	½ tsp caster sugar

	1 tbsp freshly chopped parsley









Mary’s Tips
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Sausage Nuggets with Red Pepper Sauce

Watermelon, Feta and Parma Ham




Makes 24


	6 slices Parma ham

	115g (4oz) feta cheese, cut into 24 cubes

	24 mint leaves

	150g (5oz) watermelon, cut into 24 cubes

	You will need 24 cocktail sticks.









Mary’s Tips
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Watermelon, Feta and Parma Ham

Three Flavoured Butters




Enough for 6 steaks or 4 baked potatoes

Black Olive Butter


	75g (3oz) butter, softened

	5 pitted black olives, finely chopped



Chilli and Garlic Butter


	75g (3oz) butter, softened

	½ red chilli, finely chopped

	1 large garlic clove, finely grated



Branston Pickle Butter


	75g (3oz) butter, softened

	1 tbsp Branston Pickle





Black Olive Butter




Chilli and Garlic Butter




Branston Pickle Butter




Mary’s Tips
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Three Flavoured Butters

Crayfish and Avocado Cocktail




Serves 4


	225g (8oz) cooked shelled crayfish tails

	1 large avocado, peeled and quartered

	2 Little Gem lettuces, shredded

	4 thin slices lemon, to garnish



Cocktail Sauce


	3 tbsp crème fraîche

	4 tbsp mayonnaise

	1 tbsp sun-dried tomato paste

	1 tbsp hot horseradish sauce

	A few drops of Worcestershire sauce

	A few drops of Tabasco

	Squeeze of fresh lemon juice

	2 tbsp tomato ketchup

	2 tbsp freshly chopped dill, plus 4 tiny sprigs, to garnish











Mary’s Tips
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Crayfish and Avocado Cocktail

Fabulous Fish Sharing Platter




Serves 6


	150g (5oz) cooked tiger or king prawns

	12 quail eggs, hard boiled and 6 peeled and 6 half-peeled

	1 tsp celery salt

	2 Little Gem lettuces, cut into wedges

	150g (5oz) hot-smoked salmon fillet, broken into pieces

	200g (7oz) smoked salmon slices

	1 jar dill pickle

	1 large lemon, sliced into 6 wedges

	1 tbsp freshly snipped chives

	4–6 slices rye bread, to serve



Lemon Chive Dressing


	6 tbsp mayonnaise

	4 tbsp crème fraîche

	Juice of ½ large lemon

	1 tbsp freshly snipped chives

	1 tbsp hot horseradish sauce









Mary’s Tips
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Fabulous Fish Sharing Platter
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