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COOK CLEVER


COOK: To prepare a meal, by mixing, combining and/or heating ingredients.

CLEVER: Showing inventiveness or originality; ingenious.


Anyone who knows me knows that I love dedicating a whole day to lovingly recreating authentic recipes. I can spend hours poring over feasts and menus from one of those absolutely stunning books, one that is filled to the brim with rich history, touching family anecdotes and new (well, new to me) ingredients and methods that are well worth the time often spent on them. So, this book is not one of those.

This book is all about the day-to-day. It’s about delicious simplicity, but the point is that simplicity does not have to mean boring. My hope is that this book will bring you out of the food rut that you can often find yourself in when you’re stuck in a routine of cooking the same meals day-in day-out. Think exciting, but also easy. So how will this book make you cook clever?
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My aim with this book is to remove the difficulty and effort often associated with cooking by using simple, but nonetheless ‘ingenious’ shortcuts, ingredients and techniques. Isn’t that something we are all after, in every aspect of life? While I may not be able to make your job, your love life or learning to the play the piano easier, what I can offer you with Cook Clever is this: recipes, tips and tricks that effortlessly pave the way to creating easy, exciting home-cooked meals. This is the way I truly cook when I am at home.

Let’s look at what we’re trying to avoid:


	Slaving over a chopping board, finely dicing piles of veg while the kids (or significant other) are stocking up on snacks behind me because whatever I’m cooking is taking too long to prepare.

	Finding leftover ingredients that have been forgotten at the back of the fridge that ultimately end up in the bin. The main culprits are lone courgettes, handfuls of mushrooms, half bags of spinach and herbs, and half tins of sweetcorn or beans.

	Having to weigh everything out to the gram, then screaming to the high heavens when my scales run out of battery in the middle of a recipe. (Tell me that this happens to you too?!).

	Complex cooking methods to frown over and demystify and a host of UFOs (unidentifiable food objects) – ingredients that you’ve never heard of or can’t find at your local supermarket.

	Endless prep that uses every bowl, pan and utensil in your kitchen, ultimately leading to towering piles of washing-up.



Alright, enough of the dreary scenarios; let me tell you how I set about answering these common complaints. I’ve done all the thinking, testing, tasting and honing for you and created a collection of Cook Clever recipes with this format:

[image: MINIMUM INPUT (ingredients, prep time, mess and waste) MAXIMUM OUTPUT (delicious, colourful, wholesome, world-flavoured)]

This is how I truly cook at home in those mundane or mad moments of life. This book encompasses a lot of the ideas I set out in The Ice Kitchen: maximising on convenience, cutting down on waste and saving money and time. I’ve noted which recipes are freezer-friendly, so that you can use The Ice Kitchen method of making double – one for now and (freezing) one for later.

The ingredients in my kitchen are carefully and cleverly chosen to ensure that chopping is kept to an absolute minimum: think spring onions snipped with scissors, mini shallots you can fling in whole rather than dicing onions for days, using whole baby button mushrooms or grating carrots rather than finely chopping them. I love wielding a good kitchen knife and my job means I have to most days. But what I am getting at here is that in the rush and whirlwind of life, when I get home and want an effortlessly delicious meal, snipping, tearing or grating straight into the pan is far less time- and mind-consuming than getting out a chopping board and knife. It also means you can more easily multitask or chat with a loved one while you’re prepping.

You’ll find me using pastes and spice mixes and other clever time-saving ingredients, like ginger purée, ready-grated cheese and the like, all of which can be easily found at your local supermarket. Another bonus is that you’ll often be asked to just ‘bung it all in’ with minimal additional prepping. And you’ll rarely need to get the scales out as I’ve deliberately listed ingredients that come in commonly found packets or sizes – without compromising on quality or flavour. Failing that you’ll usually be able to use my ‘one mug to rule them all’ method of measuring (see A Few Notes About the Recipes).

However, these kinds of clever shortcuts are often where food snobbery can start to sneak in. Which shortcuts are acceptable and which aren’t, and where do you draw the line? What may have been fashionable or ‘acceptable’ does change over time. For example, there was a time when dried mixed herb packets were all the rage, but now they are barely ever called for in recipes. Do you remember the days of powdered mashed potato, the first microwave meals and Sunday Roasts in a tin? Some of you may have cringed at the memory of these; others of you may recall them fondly.

THERE IS NO WRONG OR RIGHT ANSWER – IT’S WHATEVER WORKS FOR YOU.

There is no wrong or right answer – it’s whatever works for you. For some of you baked beans, jars of ready-made pesto and tins of soup are perfectly acceptable, while others of you will think nothing of putting the time and effort into making your own from scratch. Do you see where I am heading with this? There’s no judgement here! Personally I do always make sure that I have some of these in my kitchen, just for those moments where convenience is key. I guess if I have to draw the line on convenience, it is where the shortcut ingredient contains unnecessary additives and chemicals and starts to taste less and less like the original ingredient. So do I go down the powdered mash route? Probably not. But oven fries? Sign me up!
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And what about kitchen basics? Frozen chopped onion? YES! Garlic purée? For me, given how quick and convenient it is to squash a clove in a garlic crusher for that unadulterated pungent aromatic of the real deal, I’d say, nope. However, when it comes to ginger, the effort it takes to peel and grate ginger weighed up against the convenience of the ready-to-go puréed version and the difference in flavour, I’ll opt for the supermarket convenience version most times. I say most, because if I am recreating a dish from a recipe that calls for a host of particular ingredients, or where ginger takes the starring role, or perhaps where it’s used in a more raw state, then grating ginger would certainly be worth the effort here. I am talking mostly about everyday cooking and the everyday convenience items that would go hand in hand without really compromising flavour.

THE DISHES I’VE DEVELOPED HAVE REVOLUTIONISED HOW I COOK FOR MY OWN FAMILY, AND HAVE SAVED ME SO MUCH TIME.

Yes, I know minimal or no-chop prep sounds like an impossible home cooking challenge but the dishes I’ve developed have revolutionised how I cook for my own family, and have saved me so much time in an otherwise crazy-busy day. I promise I’m not being reckless here: I have extensively tested out alternative ingredients and found clever substitutions, designing the recipes in such a way that the end result is delightful and doesn’t at all sacrifice on flavour, yet is effortless – whatever your level of skill in the kitchen.

You’ll notice a lot of -ish recipes or versions of complicated classics – think Aubergine Parmigiana or Chicken Kyiv – that I have simplified while still offering a loving nod to their traditional original. Embrace these wholeheartedly as I promise you they will more than scratch that itch, and I don’t need to remind you they’ll be as simple as apple pie to make (although probably easier).

For the vegans, vegetarians or flexitarians in your life, you will notice that many of my recipes are meat-free, or give you the option to swap out the meat, reflecting my approach to eating: lots of veg, meat a little less often and when I do eat it the best quality I can afford. Of course, it’s not for me to preach to you about your approach to eating, but what I can tell you is that you’ll find lots of substitutions and simple swaps to twist the recipes into ones that fit your way of life, and to cater for the preferences and tastes of your loved ones. Whether you want to make more of the recipes veggie, or even add meat to veggie recipes, the substitutions are endless.

Make my meals work for you with whatever you have at hand, using my fridge forage tips as inspiration for what to use in a particular recipe.

There is a big nod to waste-free cooking in this collection, with listed ingredients that take into account typical supermarket-bought amounts, so you won’t have to worry about half a tin of chopped tomatoes, or half a carrot here or there. I have also created two useful appendices of Love Your Leftovers, which you can easily refer to when you need to use up commonplace leftover ingredients like roast chicken, or sad fridge foraged salad leaves that more often than not end up hitting the bin, as well as a What to Do With Leftover Ingredients from Cook Clever Recipes where you can see how to elongate the shelf life of the ingredients where the recipe actually does call for a portion or fraction of an ingredient. There are also a few recipes where you can pick and choose ingredients from a list, depending on what you have available, to create quick, nutritious and exciting meals in moments – see Wrapper’s Delight, Fried Rice Mathematics, Curry in a Hurry and Make a Pie of It, to name a few. These recipes came about during peak lockdown when we were all working from home; my aim was to create simple step-by-step recipes with a clear end result that could be made using any number of ingredients that needed using up or that you just fancied having. I’ve listed the possible substitutions, but never feel like you can’t go off-piste and wing it with what you have – that’s when the magic truly happens and you really Cook Clever.
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IF YOU ARE CLEVER WITH YOUR COOKING, YOU CAN MAKE YOUR INGREDIENTS GO FURTHER AND SAVE MONEY.

There are some convenience foods, such as jarred peppers or mixed bags of salad and veg, that are more cost-effective to buy (when you factor in the peppers and oil and seasoning to slow roast them, or all the different salad ingredients and the time needed to chop and prepare them), whereas products like pouches of microwave rice or straight-to-wok noodles are often a little more expensive than the less convenient raw ingredient. Remember that you can sometimes save money by buying in bulk or looking for 3 for 2 deals, freezing the unused amount for future meals. But regardless of cost, using ready-to-go options will mean less cooking time (saving on your energy bills), will cut down your time and mean less to wash up. It really is up to you to decide whether the convenient option is more important, at that moment in time (and of course this can change from midweek to weekend, for example) or whether cost is more important. If you would rather cook the noodles from scratch and roast your own peppers, by all means, do so.

Right, I have set out what I’m trying to achieve in creating these recipes, so let’s get down to some practical basics. Here are my top tips to Cook Clever.








COOK CLEVER IN / 10




	1

	PEEL THE ONION

Let’s get straight to the nitty-gritty of it. The culprit that often requires the most (sweat and) tears is our dear friend, the onion. Don’t get me wrong, there are certain occasions that this layered hero can’t be substituted, for example where a recipe calls for caramelisation of onions, or in many Indian dishes where the deep colouring of the onion is key to the flavour profile. But did you know that you can buy ready-chopped onion (fresh or frozen) at the supermarket? If you are happy to throw caution to the wind, another option is to swap your alliums around. I love to substitute spring onions (bulb and all) where a recipe calls for white onion. Instead of dicing, I just use scissors to snip the whole thing straight into the pan – it’s less mess and is ready in a snip of the time. If you are happy chopping, but have the ‘wrong’ onion at home, don’t worry about interchanging red for white, or vice versa. (Although, if a recipe calls for raw red onion, note that using raw white will give a harsher flavour, but soaking in iced water can help to remove a little of that acridity.) I also have invested in a mini food chopper, which is just ideal for chopping onions – definitely worthwhile!
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	2

	THE GREATER GRATER

Before you reach for the knife, when called to ‘finely dice’, think whether you can grate, tear or even use a vegetable peeler to peel the ingredient into slivers instead. Carrots, courgettes, cabbage, garlic and ginger are all perfectly suited to grating. Mushrooms can also be grated, or even torn. For coleslaws and salads I always reach for my vegetable peeler to ensure I get thin strips of salad or veg – it’s a perfect method for carrots, cucumber and cabbage, although a mini food chopper can come to the rescue here too!









	3

	BOUQUET YOUR HERBS

Fresh herbs can really elevate basic dishes to another level of oomph. Taking care with how you store herbs can elongate their life, meaning you always have a meal ‘elevator’ right at your fingertips – it will also save you money and avoids waste. Fresh soft herbs like coriander, parsley, mint, basil, tarragon and dill should be treated like cut flowers: trim the ends of their stems, remove any brown leaves, pop them in a glass with an inch of water and store in the fridge. For hardier herbs like woody thyme, rosemary and sage, wrap them up like a burrito in a piece of damp kitchen paper then store in the fridge in a resealable freezer bag.
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	4

	EASY FREEZY

I may have mentioned this somewhere before (check out The Ice Kitchen!) but the freezer is a fantastic resource we should make the most of. Any leftover sauces, lemon juice, stock, wine, pesto can be frozen in ice-cube trays and kept for those times that you need to add a little extra (and quick) oomph and flavour to a dish. Sometimes, I siphon off a couple of tablespoons of sauce from a chilli, curry, pasta sauce or stew just so that I can use those as a flavour base in midweek meals needed in a jiffy. And don’t forget that those half-tins of chopped tomatoes, chickpeas and tomato pastes can all be frozen. Use ice-cube trays (to freeze tablespoon amounts) or muffin tins for larger portions. Remember that it’s more energy efficient to keep your freezer fully stocked, rather than chilling an empty space!









	5

	HASTY, PASTE(Y) AND TASTY

It is worth keeping a stash of different flavoured pastes that you can easily find in the supermarket: think chipotle, jerk, curry, harissa, gochujang and the like. These can be used very quickly in pasta dishes, fried rice and noodle dishes, and to add flavour to grilled meat and fish with ease. Quick and easy doesn’t have to mean boring.









	6

	THE EXPEDIENT INGREDIENT

Don’t be ashamed to make the most of supermarket jars of convenience, like grated ginger, garlic or chilli purées. This can be a point of contention, but comes down to personal priorities and preference. In all honesty, I never use garlic purée (see above) and the same applies to garlic granules or powder as the flavour is quite different to raw garlic and lacks that pungent pow; however, garlic granules are absolutely made for convenient flavour-boosting in other ways, particularly when mixed with other spices and herbs. Conversely
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