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    REVIEWS OF PULSE:


    “The future is all about pulses. They are delicious, nutritious and frugal and they represent an important, healthy and sustainable approach to cookery and well-being. Jenny Chandler brings her customary level of research, flair and knowledge to bear on this important subject, to create a work that is comprehensive and compelling.”


    Silvana de Soissons, The Foodie Bugle


    “Truly beautiful, both visually and in its writing style, there is so much to learn from this treasure of a book, through simple instructions and marvellously clear pictures that make everything look so lovely and fresh. Quite simply, a must-have book.”


    Valentina Harris


    


    NOTES


    1 teaspoon = 5ml; 1 tablespoon = 15ml.


    All spoon measurements are level.


    Both metric and imperial measures are given for the recipes. Follow either set of measures, not a mixture of both, as they are not interchangeable.


    Medium eggs should be used, except where otherwise specified. Note that some recipes contain raw or lightly cooked eggs. The young, elderly, pregnant women and anyone with an immune-deficiency disease should avoid these, because of the slight risk of salmonella.


    To sterilize jars for pickles, sauces and jams, put the jars in a preheated oven at 150°C/300°F/ Gas mark 2 for 20 minutes.
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    INTRODUCTION


    Pulses, or legumes, are some of my favourite things to eat, and that’s after a year and a half of cooking and consuming them almost every day. Yes, you would hope that I’d be passionate about my subject, but my family had no choice in the matter as they became my guinea pigs. So you just can’t imagine how thrilled I was when, after months of legume exposure, my six-year-old daughter opted for the Syrian lentils on a restaurant menu. The exciting thing is that beans, chickpeas and lentils offer such incredible scope, from the comforting creaminess of Italian chickpea soup to the zippy freshness of edamame, crab and noodle salad. You need never tire of them. Legumes are some of the most versatile, delicious and rewarding ingredients in the kitchen. I want to eat pulses firstly because they taste fabulous; all the other plus points, and there are so many of them, come as a bonus.


    I discovered legumes in Spain as a teenager. My only previous experiences were tinned baked beans and the ubiquitous 1970s’ kidney bean, green pepper and sweetcorn salad. Spanish dishes such as nutty brown lentils stewed with smoked chorizo and melt-in-the-mouth haricot beans with Catalan butifarra sausage were a revelation, a million miles away from the hemp-shirted hippy image that pulses still suffered back home. Where the British saw legumes as a vegetarian domain, the Europeans bathed them in pig or duck fat in celebrated meat fests such as Spain’s fabada and France’s cassoulet.


    Today the pulse is emerging from its tie-dye teepee. Beans, chickpeas and lentils are still the mainstay of many vegan and vegetarian diets, but attitudes and styles have changed. Legumes can be stars in their own right and not just a meat substitute. Why stuff beans in a moussaka when you could be eating a classic Greek vegetarian dish, gigantes plaki? Vegetarian food has become so varied and exciting with all the Mediterranean, Middle Eastern and Asian influences we enjoy today, it’s worlds apart from the bean flan of old, encased in hefty wholemeal pastry.


    Nowadays many great restaurants, such as London’s Ottolenghi, Moro, Petersham Nurseries, Polpo, St John and Leon, serve up wonderful legumes. Who would have believed that the humble lentil could become trendy? But then camping has dumped its nylon-cagoule image and reinvented itself as glamping, and even that swirly kaftan of your mother’s has become boho-chic. I believe our passion for pulses is much more than a fashion. The pulse is real food, it’s here to stay, and here’s why.


    Most of us are reassessing what we eat for a number of reasons, the first being money. Reducing what you spend on food needn’t mean buying cheap junk food, it just requires some planning and good recipes that you actually use. Pulses are remarkably cheap, especially if you buy them dried – but if you’re short of time, even canned pulses are very economical. Gingery dal with a spiced tarka tipped over the top, served with some rice or flatbread, is one of my favourite suppers ever and it costs a matter of pence.


    I’m not vegetarian but, like so many people I know, I am eating less meat. I did not make a conscious decision to cut down, it’s just that, among other things, I am more cautious nowadays about where my meat comes from. Instead of having cheap meat every day, I’d much rather eat more expensive but better-tasting meat once a week, or in smaller quantities alongside my pulses, knowing that the animal it came from was healthy and well-treated, and the meat well-hung and butchered with care. Fish is a treat, but there are sustainability issues and it can be very pricey. However, you can savour a small but exquisite, carefully sourced bit of seafood with some filling legumes and feel perfectly satisfied. By cutting down on the meat and fish you eat, you are doing your bit for the planet too.


    Pulses are, without a doubt, wonderfully good for you and, with cases of obesity reaching record levels, we really do need to rethink what we’re consuming. I love food and I love cooking, so I quite naturally gravitate towards simple unadulterated ingredients. Legumes, whether dried, canned or frozen, are just that; you know what you are getting. It’s up to you whether you prepare them as an indulgent feast or as a healthy salad.


    Millions of legume dishes are cooked every day. Pulses are a staple in much of the developing world and they have played a vital role in the Western diet for centuries too, so every continent, country and region has its own classic ways. This book is not a collection of the most traditional or even the most famous recipes (I know that I will have offended many a bean enthusiast by omitting their local dish), but an eclectic mix of dishes using accessible ingredients that I love to cook, share and eat.


    Many of my friends, and the students on my cooking courses, seem rather lost when it comes to pulses. They have only a few ideas up their sleeve when it comes to preparing them at home. This book should help you decide what to buy from the ever-increasing selection of pulses on offer in health food shops, delis and supermarkets. More and more households have mixed eating habits too, so it’s useful to have dishes in your repertoire to keep the vegetarians and, with some minor tweaking, the carnivores happy too. I aim to demystify all the soaking and cooking conundrums – legumes really are a cinch to cook. Above all, I hope these recipes will inspire, get you cooking and leave you, quite literally, full of beans.
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    THE POWER OF THE PULSE


    One of the great things about eating legumes is that you can feel good about yourself in body, mind and spirit. It’s not just that these little wonder seeds are fantastically nutritious and packed with healthy fibre, they could help us save the planet too. While I’m determined not to leap on my soapbox, it is really important to realize just what valuable and under-exploited ingredients pulses are.


    WHAT’S IN IT FOR ME?


    Nutritionists are increasingly seeing pulses as one of the great weapons against obesity, diabetes, heart disease and cancer. Pulses have plenty of good complex carbohydrates loaded with fibre. They are relatively high in protein, low in fat and packed with nutrients, especially iron, calcium, zinc, potassium, and B vitamins.


    Carbs and fibre


    Starchy carbs (as opposed to the sugary ones) are the body’s healthiest source of energy and should ideally supply about half of our daily calories.


    Foods with high levels of fibre are not just filling at meal times but also make you feel full for much longer, so that you’re unlikely to dive into the biscuit tin within a few hours of eating. This satiated feeling is closely linked to the speed at which our blood sugar levels rise and fall after eating certain foods, which are measured on the glycaemic index (GI). Pulses have a low GI, meaning that they produce a steady rise and equally steady fall of blood glucose levels instead of the peaks and troughs that have you snacking. So, eating plenty of pulses is incredibly helpful if you want to lose weight or simply maintain a healthy diet. Pulses can also be significant in preventing or managing type 2 diabetes.


    While the fibre slows down the absorption of sugars, it also speeds up the passage of food through your body, accelerating the removal of toxins and excess cholesterol and keeping you regular, reducing the risk of colon and bowel cancer.


    High protein


    We all need protein in our diet: it’s one of the building blocks of the human body, in our nerves, tissues and bones. It’s necessary for growth and repair and the production of hormones, enzymes and even the antibodies that fight off viruses, bacteria and toxins. Pulses can provide the highest levels of protein in the plant world.


    Proteins are made up of amino acids, some of which our bodies are able to make themselves and eight of which we need to absorb from our food. Whereas meat, fish, dairy and eggs can provide all eight of these amino acids, pulses lack one of them, methionine. Soya beans are the only exception: they are a source of ‘complete protein’. However, in one of those miracles of nature, grains can provide the last piece of the jigsaw. In many vegetarian cultures, pulses eaten with bread or rice supply all the protein required. Sesame seeds are also high in methionine, making them a useful addition to the pulses (particularly for some coeliacs who are tired of rice).


    Low fat, no cholesterol


    As most of us are aware, pulses can be a very important source of protein – but many of us eat plenty of protein anyway. However, increasingly, we’re all being encouraged to substitute some of our meat and dairy intake with legumes. Dairy and meat products contain varying levels of saturated fat and cholesterol while most pulses are low in fat (and most of that’s unsaturated) and are cholesterol free. Soya beans and peanuts are the exceptions, being higher in fat, but that’s predominantly unsaturated ‘good’ fats. Our bodies need cholesterol but, to put it simply, there’s good and bad cholesterol; saturated fats are loaded with bad cholesterol that can clog up your blood vessels. By cutting back on saturated fats, you can reduce the risk of strokes, heart attacks and all the other forms of cardiovascular disease.


    The other fats to avoid are the trans fats found in much processed, and commercially fried, food. These hydrogenated fats play havoc with cholesterol levels, so go for natural oils and fats with your beans and eliminate trans fats altogether.


    The low-fat/high-fibre credentials of the legume make it a good contender for a weight-loss diet: filling and low fat, what could be better? Just remember to watch what you eat your pulses with and maybe halve the number of sausages in the casserole!
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    Minerals, vitamins and the rest of the good news


    Legumes are good sources of calcium, magnesium and phosphorous, which are all vital in the formation and health of bones and teeth, especially critical during childhood and adolescence. These minerals are also required for muscle function, blood clotting, nerve reactions, normalizing blood sugar levels, lowering blood pressure and maintaining a healthy immune system.


    Pulses have healthy levels of potassium, which is particularly helpful in lowering blood pressure, balancing out the negative effects of too much salt, and helping the kidneys work more efficiently.


    Legumes are high in zinc, crucial for a healthy immune system and healing wounds; it’s also said to improve fertility and libido. Many of us absorb a large proportion of our zinc from meat, so if you are vegetarian, do make sure that you eat plenty of pulses, nuts and seeds.


    Pulses do contain plenty of iron, a particularly important consideration for vegetarians. However, unlike the more accessible iron found in meat, this ‘non-haem’ iron is more difficult for the body to assimilate, so you will need to combine your legumes with foods rich in vitamin C in order to absorb it effectively. No problem, as long as you are eating some fresh vegetables or salad alongside your pulses – and don’t underestimate the power of a good squeeze of lemon juice or a generous sprinkling of fresh parsley.


    Pulses are good sources of many B vitamins, which help convert carbohydrates into energy. Folic acid, or folate as it is also known, is essential for healthy red blood cells; it is probably best known for reducing the risk of central nervous system defects (notably spina bifida) in unborn babies. Niacin is another important B vitamin that helps the body produce hormones and is also believed to lower bad cholesterol.


    Fresh peas and beans are high in vitamin C, which protects the body against respiratory infections, skin diseases and cardiovascular problems.


    Pulses are now recognized to have many other health benefits too. They contain antioxidants that help to neutralize free radicals (chemicals that damage cells in the body and lead to ageing and disease). The saponins found in pulses may reduce your risk of cancer and are also thought to prevent cancer cells from multiplying if you are already suffering from the disease. Saponins are also believed to stimulate the immune system and reduce high cholesterol levels.


    So, in a nutshell (or pod)


    Legumes are fabulously healthy things to eat. We are constantly being advised to eat more food from plant rather than animal sources. A helping of pulses counts as one of the recommended five-a-day fruits and vegetables we should all be consuming. They’re filling, will stop you snacking, and can help to prevent obesity, diabetes, heart disease and cancer.

  


  
    SAVING THE PLANET


    Eating less meat


    Pulses have an indispensable role to play in replacing meat as the primary protein source in the developed world. We simply can’t continue, with a rapidly rising world population, to consume as much meat as we do. Meat and poultry production is having a devastating effect on the planet. This isn’t some hairy-hippy theory: the facts were laid bare in a report named ‘Livestock’s Long Shadow’ by the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) in 2006.


    The FAO estimates that world livestock production is directly responsible for about 18% of the global greenhouse gas emissions contributing to global warming. World meat consumption quadrupled in the last 50 years and is set to soar with both the increased global population and China’s newly awakened appetite for meat. Mark Bittman, a New York Times journalist, cites that ‘it takes 2.2 calories of fossil fuel to grow 1 calorie of corn, but it takes 40 calories of fossil fuel – in the form of land use, chemical fertilizers (largely petroleum-based), pesticides, machinery, transport, drugs, water, and so on – to produce 1 calorie of beef’. It’s just not sustainable.


    There’s the deforestation factor too, as vast swathes of rainforest are being cleared to make way for grazing land and crops to feed farmed animals. When do we stop? At current rates, there just won’t be any forest left for future generations.


    As animals are packed into factory farms to feed the growing demand for meat, the crowded conditions can propagate disease, which in turn leads to the greater use of antibiotics, vast amounts of which are excreted into our land and water. Not only the animals themselves but we too are developing increased antibiotic resistance. So, even ignoring the monstrous immorality of this type of farming, we have to recognize the negative impact.


    As the Meat Free Monday Campaign set up by Paul McCartney and his daughters points out, each of us really can make a difference to the future of the planet by changing the way we eat, even if it’s just cutting out meat for one day a week. So, although I’m not about to become a vegetarian, I am eating much less meat and more pulses. I’m not interested in meat analogues: they’re highly processed, and why would I want a fake beef burger when I could be eating a fabulous homemade bean burger? Another area of research and a possible food of the future is ‘in vitro’ meat, understandably described by some as ‘Frankenfood’. This ‘shmeat’ is actually muscle flesh that’s grown in a lab and has never been near a complete living animal. I’ll stick to my beans, thanks!


    Enriching the land


    As well as being high in protein, pulses have yet another string to their bow. Our ancestors realized their miraculous powers. Not only can one little bean spring into life and provide you with a bountiful harvest, but the plant will actually enrich the soil – legumes have been used in crop rotation for thousands of years.


    Leguminous plants are nitrogen fixers, which means that they can, with the help of soil bacteria called rhizobia, convert nitrogen gas from the atmosphere into the nitrogenous compounds required for their growth. So, no need for expensive or environmentally damaging fertilizers and, left to mulch back into the land as ‘green manure’, better nitrate-rich soil for next year’s crop too.

  


  
    THE WIND FACTOR


    ‘Gli amici sono come i fagioli. Parlano di dietro.’ ‘Friends are like beans. They talk behind your back’, goes the Italian proverb. I’m not sure about the ‘friends’, but as the saying shows it’s widely accepted that pulses give you wind. Well, there had to be a downside and as far as I’m concerned a bit of flatulence is a small price to pay for all of legumes’ plusses.


    Legumes contain certain indigestible carbohydrates, the most troublesome being the oligosaccharides, that can’t be dealt with by the digestive enzymes in the stomach. So these carbohydrates pass through the upper intestine largely unchanged and are finally fermented and broken down by harmless bacteria in the lower intestine. This rise in bacterial activity results in gas. There’s also the high-fibre factor: if your normal diet is low in fibre then a sudden rise will cause gas too.


    There are many ways of reducing the flatulent effects of pulses, the simplest being allowing your body to adapt gradually. The idea is to begin eating small quantities of legumes regularly rather than suddenly having a bean feast. I do feel a bit guilty about this, as we recently had a party when I decided to try out not one, but five bean dishes and even finished off with some black bean brownies. A great friend, who’ll remain nameless, did call the next day and comment that the meal hadn’t been an ideal precursor to a first date.


    Some beans result in more gases than others, with soya beans, butter beans and haricots being the worst offenders (in that order). The Old World lentils, split peas and smaller beans such as mung, moth, adzuki, have the least repercussions, with chickpeas, favas and the rest somewhere in the middle. So maybe start off with the gentler pulses if wind is really a problem.


    When I cook pulses from scratch, I throw away the soaking water but am not prepared to change the water during the cooking process as some cooks recommend. You do wash away some of the oligosaccharides but you also lose many nutrients, antioxidants and flavour. I’d rather have a bit of gas.


    How to reduce the gas


    There are a number of herbs and spices that are added to the pot with supposedly carminative properties, but the main thing is to make sure that your pulses are well cooked: intact, but soft and creamy within; undercooked pulses can unleash a whirlwind.


    A piece of dried kombu seaweed (available among the Japanese ingredients in many supermarkets and health food shops) is placed with the beans as they soak and cook. The seaweed provides some seasoning too, and a packet will last for months.


    A few leaves of fresh epazote or a teaspoon of dried (which I’ve found in my local Mexican shop and can be tracked down by mail order) are added to Mexican beans. Wind aside, the epazote adds a wonderful herbaceous flavour to the pot.


    Asafoetida, also known rather ominously as devil’s dung or stinking gum, is the Indian solution. Just don’t stick your nose into a bag of the raw spice: flatulence will undoubtedly seem a better option. How anyone decided to put asafoetida near their food in the first place is baffling, but it miraculously transforms to a mellow garlicky flavour as it cooks.


    Other herbs and spices that are said to reduce wind are turmeric, cumin, ginger, fennel and sage.


    And if all else fails, there are certain over-the-counter remedies available from health food shops and pharmacists that can be taken with your beans. The most widely available is called (and it has nothing to do with Dennis the Menace) Beano.
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    ALL YOU NEED TO KNOW


    HOW TO BUY: FRESH, CANNED OR DRIED?


    The great thing with legumes is that you have a tremendous amount of choice, not just in the varieties available but also in the time and energy that you’re prepared to spend on them. Fresh green peas and beans can mean a satisfying podding session while watching the tennis, or alternatively a quick dip into the freezer; dried pulses can entail hours of soaking and slow glub-glubbing over a low heat – or may be simply a matter of opening the can. Dried and canned pulses are fabulous storecupboard options as they keep for months and are among the most versatile ingredients in the kitchen.


    Fresh and semi-dried


    Peas and beans fresh from the pod are best eaten within hours rather than days of picking; they’re an absolute treat but are not available very often, so I’m happy to opt for frozen most of the time.


    Meanwhile fresh mangetout and sugarsnap peas are available year round and add a bit of welcome green crunch to a salad or stir-fry. Edamame (soya beans) are increasingly popular; you can find the frozen, slightly larger beans in most supermarkets while you may have to go to an Asian store for the immature fresh, or frozen, pod-on beans.


    Italian borlotti and cannellini beans are the most famous of the mature, semi-dried beans that are sold in their pods, but there are others too, such as the pochas of Spain’s Rioja region and the coco blanc of France. Seek out firm, full-looking pods where the beans inside will be large and mature. Pod and cook them as soon as possible.


    Canned


    My cupboard is always stocked with a selection of canned beans and chickpeas. They really are the ultimate convenience food. We’re not talking baked beans (although I do have a few of those too); I mean the unadulterated cooked pulses. Before you buy, check that there’s no added salt or sugar; there really doesn’t need to be anything but pulse and water. Some cans may contain antioxidants such as metabisulphite or firming agents like calcium chloride; avoid these if possible. You will need to rinse the beans thoroughly to get rid of the rather claggy water, which does smell rather unappetizing.


    Canned pulses taste great, are highly nutritious and will undoubtedly save you time and energy. The downside is that a good-quality canned pulse will cost up to four times the equivalent home-cooked dried pulse by weight. But if you’re catering for one, you could argue that all the power used during the prolonged cooking will offset the saving in any case.
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    While I’ll happily buy canned chickpeas and beans, lentils are another story. Dried lentils require no soaking, cook in about half an hour, have a much better texture and flavour when home-cooked and cost half the price. Need I say more? For similar reasons, I rarely buy canned mung, adzuki or black-eyed peas, but they do take longer to cook than lentils, so I’ll excuse you once in a while.


    It’s worth remembering that a 400 g/14 oz can of beans contains, on average, about 250 g/9 oz of drained beans.


    Dried


    There’s something rather meditative about dipping your hand into a sack of dried beans and letting them cascade through your fingers. It’s a common sight in markets in the traditional bean-eating nations, where discerning customers are literally weighing up the value and quality of the pulses before they buy. Pulses should feel relatively heavy (a light bean could be last year’s or, worse still, a weevil-infested hollow shell). Uniform size and colour are sought out too. The skins should be taut with no sign of a wrinkle. When inspecting a bean, the hilum (in effect its little navel but often referred to as an eye) should be bright and never show any brown or yellow discoloration.


    For most of us, this careful selection process is irrelevant; we simply pick up a bag from the local supermarket. Recently supermarkets have given much more thought, time and shelf space to legumes, in response to more widely recognized need for healthier eating, and I’m pleased to say that the quality and range of beans on offer has generally improved too. I no longer seem to come across beans that take a lifetime to cook (a sure sign of a ‘has been’ that’s spent too long in a warehouse). The other advantage of supermarket pulses is that they have been well cleaned and sorted, so you’re less likely to come across an unwelcome pebble. My local health food shop has a fabulous range of organic legumes and advice on sprouting, cooking and combining.


    A trip to a specialist Spanish, Italian, Middle Eastern, Indian or other ethnic store is a great way to source exciting and very good-quality legumes. Once you’ve tasted a blanco lechoso chickpea from Spain or an Italian Castelluccio lentil, you’ll realize that there are some real treats to be had, a little more extravagant than your average pulse but a snip compared to a good cheese, fillet of fish or meat.


    Dried pulses can be incredibly good value: a bag of beans doubles in weight, at the very least, once cooked. But you do need a plan: legumes really only work for the budget-conscious cook if you prepare larger quantities. The idea is to get in the habit of boiling up a decent-sized pot of beans and using them over a few days in various different recipes or even bunging a few in the freezer.


    Cleaning and sorting dried pulses used to be a time-consuming ritual, and still is in some countries. Nowadays most of the pulses we buy have been shaken and stirred, through a thorough cleaning process, to get rid of tiny bits of gravel, sticks and insect. I’m still slightly neurotic about checking through my legumes after a rather disastrous dal experience back in my yacht-cheffing days. A rogue ‘rock’, as the irate Aussie engineer put it, was responsible for some serious molar damage, which in the dentist-free waters of the Indian Ocean led to a rather tense atmosphere onboard. So I usually take the precaution of tipping out my beans onto a white tray and shuffling them, a few at a time, up to the opposite end of the tray. It’s a good idea to give your pulses a good rinse before soaking or cooking to get rid of any dust or dirt: many are low-growing plants, so the odd bit of soil is often inevitable.


    TO SOAK OR NOT TO SOAK?


    It is entirely possible to cook pulses without any soaking at all. In Mexico, arguably the epicentre of world bean appreciation, there’s no tradition of soaking the beans. Pulses just go in the pot with, or without, a few aromatics and perhaps a bit of fat and there they bubble away until tender and toothsome. So why not do the same?


    Well, for one thing, dried pulses can take hours and hours to cook – depending on both their age and variety. The Mexican market does a brisk trade in beans, so while their beans are probably in their prime many of ours are likely to be distinctly older and will take an absolute age to cook if they’re not soaked first.


    While legumes require no attention at all during their overnight soak, a bubbling pot does demand a bit of hovering about. I want to keep the cooking to a minimum to save both energy and my time. A soaked bean cooks through more evenly, allowing the centre to become creamy and soft before the skin and outer flesh begin to collapse.


    Finally, there’s the flatulence factor (which we look into further here). Many would argue that some of the wind-inducing oligosaccharides are washed away in the soaking water, resulting in a more digestible bean.


    There are two main ways to soak your beans:


    The overnight soak


    This is the way to get the most smooth-textured, evenly cooked beans. Place your beans in a large bowl, with about double their volume of water. Leave to soak overnight at room temperature (unless it’s very warm, in which case they’ll need to go into the fridge or another cool place, otherwise they can ferment and become rather whiffy). Drain before cooking.


    The quick soak


    I think of this as the ‘resort to’ option when you’ve forgotten to get ahead or you’ve just decided what to cook. It seems to me to require a bit more faff. Place the beans in a large pan and cover with plenty of water. Bring the water up to the boil and then remove from the heat and leave the beans soaking in the hot water for an hour. Drain the beans and start cooking.


    Soaking and cooking times


    The table below suggests the optimum soaking times and approximate cooking times. These may vary in individual recipes. Broadly speaking, the smaller the pulse, the less time it takes to soak and cook. I do give smaller beans a short soak as it cuts down the cooking time and seems to result in fewer split skins and more evenly cooked results.
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    COOKING FROM SCRATCH


    Why bother cooking your own legumes rather than simply opening a can? It’s not just about saving money, or being able to track down some of the more highly prized and elusive varieties. When you prepare your own pulses, you can ensure they reach the perfect creamy texture, as well as enhancing their flavour with herbs, vegetables, bones and fats. There’s the added bonus of the cooking liquid, too; this wonderful stock provides the base of many soups and stews. So don’t tip your bean water down the sink – it’s full of nutrients and flavour.


    Cooking dried pulses requires nothing more than a bit of patience and a large pan. There are a few very general rules to follow.


    Cover the pulses (soaked if necessary) by just a few centimetres (an inch) of water, otherwise you will leach away much of the goodness. Colour, flavour and valuable nutrients are lost if you use too much cooking water. You will need to keep an eye on the beans as they cook and add a splash more water from time to time as required (just enough to keep the beans covered). Spanish cooks swear by adding chilled water to ‘shock’ the beans, helping them retain their skins, while in Mexico scalding hot water is the answer. My advice is not to get caught up in all the bean dogma. Cooking beans really isn’t rocket science.


    Begin by boiling your beans for about 5 minutes. Red kidney beans require 10 minutes of boiling, to ensure that their high levels of toxins are deactivated (see here).


    Reduce the heat to a very low simmer: too much turbulence and you’ll lose the skins and end up with a mushy mess. Cover the pan and check occasionally that you have enough water. The simmer can take anything from 30 minutes to 3 hours or more, depending on the size, variety and age of your pulses. In general, the no-soakers take about half an hour, the quick-soakers under an hour and many of the long-soakers under two. Your beans should, in true 007 style, be shaken but not stirred from time to time to ensure that they are not sticking (stirring will break them up).


    Salt Adding salt to the water is reputed to toughen the skins and lengthen the cooking time, although nowadays many scientists are making the opposite claim. I stick with tradition as I find that early salting can give a mealy texture to the pulses. So, season the beans once cooked; it’s easier to gauge how much salt to add at this stage. Pulses do cry out for seasoning otherwise they can seem bland, so I usually add at least 1 teaspoon of salt to 1 kg/about 2 lb of cooked beans.


    Bicarbonate of soda Many cooks suggest adding bicarbonate of soda to the cooking water, especially if you live in an area with particularly hard water (with high concentrations of minerals). There’s no doubt that the skins do soften more quickly and the whole cooking process is speeded up, but at what cost? You will reduce the nutritional value of the beans considerably and sometimes end up with a rather soapy flavour. I only resort to baking soda with marrowfat peas and fava beans, which can take a lifetime to cook otherwise.


    Acids and sugars These will stop the beans softening quickly, so tomatoes, molasses, wine and other sweet or sharp ingredients should usually be added only after the beans have cooked. This can be used to your advantage when you want to add cooked beans to casseroles and bakes without them collapsing. Such is the case for Boston baked beans (see here), which bake for 3–4 hours and still retain their shape and texture.


    Are they cooked?


    A cooked bean should remain intact but the flesh will collapse into a creamy pulp when you squash it in your fingers; if there is any slightly granular texture, it needs more cooking.


    Split lentils will collapse to a velvety purée, larger lentils will become soft and lack definition, while smaller lentils will hold their shape but should squash between your fingers or they will be mealy.


    Chickpeas will hold their shape even if they lose their skins, but do check that they are slightly creamy when squashed and have lost their starchy dry centre.


    Pressure cookers


    Pressure cookers can dramatically reduce cooking times, and I find them very useful for cooking chickpeas, whole fava beans and marrowfat peas.


    However, with most pulses I’d only bother with the pressure cooker if I was really pressed for time. Beans do have the propensity to collapse if they are a little overcooked and it’s impossible to gauge what’s going on inside the pot. If I do use the pressure cooker for my precious beans, I reduce the recommended cooking time considerably, using the pressure cooker as a kick-start and finishing off the cooking with the lid off. Lentils and split peas are ready so quickly that they’re better just simmered in a saucepan.


    Timings will vary according to the model of your pressure cooker. Nowadays they come with extremely comprehensive instructions, but if yours is an ancient family hand-me-down that looks like something from the Ark, then you’ll have to take some ancestral advice.


    Only half-fill the pressure cooker, as beans do expand and froth up; adding a tablespoon of oil to the cooking water will reduce the foaming.


    Slow cookers and crock-pots


    Cooking your beans long and slow can give delicious results, but there are a couple of things to keep in mind before you begin. Smaller beans (short-soak varieties), lentils and split peas are ready so quickly that you might as well cook them conventionally in a pot on the hob. Chickpeas, marrowfat peas and the bigger beans are better suited to the crock-pot.


    It’s wise to boil beans for a few minutes before putting them in the slow cooker. This is an absolutely vital step in the case of red kidney beans (see here) otherwise toxin levels can increase during the cooking.


    Gauging cooking times is tricky – there is no way of telling how old your beans are. Check bigger beans after about 4 hours (even on the lowest heat setting) and then at 30-minute intervals thereafter.


    This method is ideal for Aga owners too. Start your beans off on the top, cover the pan and place in a low oven. Begin checking after about 4 hours.


    Things to add to the pot


    Herbs It is often an idea to cook up a plain batch of pulses that can sit in the fridge and be used as a starting point for all sorts of different dishes. I can’t resist adding a few herbs to the pot, though, and find that a small muslin bag, rather like a lavender bag that I’ve stitched up rather crudely, is ideal and can be used again and again. I slip in a few sprigs of thyme, rosemary, sage leaves, parsley or whatever takes my fancy, tie it up with some string and leave it in to simmer along with the beans. You could gather up a little Dick Whittington-style bundle out of some muslin if you don’t own a needle and thread (Nigella suggests a pop sock, but I’m not sure I can face that). Once the beans are done, you hoick out the bag and don’t have to faff about picking out little twigs or shards of rosemary. Empty, rinse and hang up your little bag (or pop sock!) and you’re ready for next time.


    Vegetables Many recipes call for a base of chopped, lightly cooked vegetables (known as a mirepoix in France or a soffritto in Italy) to set the beans on their way. Dice equal quantities of onion, carrot and celery and fry them in a little olive oil until beginning to soften before adding the beans and water. And you can never go wrong with a few peeled and bruised cloves of garlic thrown into the pot. I use this method for all sorts of beans, with the herb bag (see above) thrown in too, but do keep in mind that – because of the onion – they will sour after a couple of days, so not ideal if you’re cooking the weekly pot.


    Stocks, bones and fats Many bean dishes call for some pork fat or ham bones to be thrown in with the beans. You can fry off your vegetables with chopped bacon or good-quality lard (see here) to add flavour. In some recipes, you can use chicken stock to cook the pulses if you require more depth of flavour. I tend to prepare pulses this way only when I’m cooking a particular dish for a crowd. It gives the beans a distinctive character but they will not keep as long as plainly cooked beans and are not quite so versatile.


    To reduce gas Pulses can cause flatulence, there’s no doubt about it. In the big bean-eating cultures, certain herbs and spices that are meant to reduce wind are added to the pot (see here). It’s rather a tricky thing to gauge but I like to think I’m doing some good.


    MAKING YOUR PULSES SING


    This book is packed with recipes from all over the world, from chefs and home kitchens. There are many combinations that I’ve put together over the years and I do hope that you will feel inspired to throw together your own creations too. There are a few general points to keep in mind.


    Pulses are wonderfully versatile because they provide a subtle base where other flavours shine, so you must add plenty of seasoning. I add salt to legumes once they’re cooked. Even if you’re trying to reduce your salt intake, you’ll be consuming considerably less salt in your diet if you’re cooking your own food rather than eating processed food.


    As well as salt, I like a bit of pizzazz, be it black pepper or chilli heat, the kick of mustard or wasabi or the zippy ting of
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