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A few notes on ingredients and equipment

‘What people have in their cupboards depends, obviously, on what they like to cook and eat.’

Yotam Ottolenghi, Ottolenghi Simple

Oil

You can drive yourself crazy with the complexity of deciding which cooking oil is the ‘right’ one to use. But the answer is simple. Decide which oil you like best and use it up while it’s fresh. You don’t need dozens of different oils. For me, ‘cooking oil’ means a good – but not too expensive – extra virgin olive oil, which I use for almost all my cooking as well as raw in salads, because I like the taste more than any other oil, plus it’s healthy. This keeps life simple – I mostly like having just one bottle of olive oil on the go at any one time so that I can use it up quickly. As well as using it as a finishing oil – drizzled over food raw at the end to add flavour – I use it for everything from sautéing to roasting to stir-frying. I got the idea of using olive oil to stir-fry from my friend Ping, who is from China. In her UK kitchen, Ping uses olive oil in all her Chinese wok cooking, partly because her husband, Rafa, is from Spain and olive oil is the taste of home to him.

For years, cookbooks warned us that olive oil must never be heated. The thinking was that it had a relatively low ‘smoke point’, meaning the temperature at which the fats start to smoke and break down and produce unhealthy chemicals. But actually, the smoke point of good quality extra virgin olive oil is easily high enough for most cooking needs, though it partly depends on the age of the oil (a bottle that has been open a long time will have a lower smoke point). Overall, the smoke point of extra virgin olive oil ranges from around 165°C to 215°C. If you bear in mind that sautéing happens at around 120°C and even deep-frying only requires oil to be around 180°C, you see that – as Italian cooks have long known – extra virgin olive oil is perfectly fine for most cooking needs, including frying.

In this book, when I say olive oil, I mean extra virgin olive oil. But if your oil and fat preferences are different, for goodness sake, ignore me. Perhaps you love the rich taste of coconut oil or the spicy tang of mustard oil. Lots of people I know in the UK are switching to unrefined rapeseed oil because it’s more sustainable and local than olive oil. Cold-pressed sunflower oil can also be delicious (and is completely different in flavour from the refined kind).

I will also sometimes refer to ‘neutral oil’ or ‘light oil’. By this, I mean a refined or blended oil such as light olive oil, sunflower oil, rapeseed or grapeseed oil. These oils are cheaper and blander with a slightly higher smoke point than extra virgin olive oil and they are what I tend to use for deep-frying and occasionally for making mayonnaise. I would ideally only ever have one of them open at a time, again for reasons of freshness. Nothing is nastier than rancid oil. I go to and fro in whether sunflower is better than grapeseed or vice versa but in the end, I think what matters most with these oils is that the bottle is relatively fresh (an old bottle of sunflower oil tastes far from neutral). My current favourite is light olive oil, but ask me again in a year’s time and I will probably give you a different answer.

Is all butter unsalted?

There is almost always a section in modern cookbooks that says something like: ‘all butter is unsalted, all eggs are large, all parsley is flat-leaf’ and I think: ‘speak for yourself’. It’s all very well saying that ‘all eggs are large’, but what if you went to a shop that only sold medium? And what if you prefer your butter on the salty side?

All I can tell you is how things usually were in my kitchen when I tested the recipes, but please know that if you use different ingredients or experiment with what you have to hand, I will be cheering you on.

I try to buy only eggs that are free-range and preferably organic, and the same goes for meat. I used to buy large eggs, but since reading a few things suggesting that laying larger eggs is not good for chickens’ welfare, I have switched to buying packs of mixed-weight eggs. I originally tested the recipes with large eggs but they will still work with medium. If you think your eggs are very small, add an extra one. The tinned tomatoes I buy are always whole plum tomatoes: to me, the ready-chopped kind taste thin and metallic. I’d always rather buy tinned tomatoes whole and then blend or chop them as needed. If you don’t have a blender, you can turn a tin of whole tomatoes into chopped ones simply by squeezing the whole tomatoes with your hands (satisfyingly squelchy) or chopping them still in the tin with a table knife. Salt is fine sea salt unless I’m adding it right at the end of a dish to adjust the seasoning, in which case it is flaky sea salt (Maldon for preference). And when I run out of salt half an hour before dinner, it’s any tub of table salt I can find at the corner shop. I always try to get good bronze-die dried pasta – it makes a huge difference. Tinned chickpeas are the cheap but delicious ones that I can buy from my local Turkish food shop. Lemons are unwaxed if I can get them, or waxed and scrubbed under a hot tap if not. Brown sugar can be light or dark, it really doesn’t matter.

And yes, I do use mostly unsalted butter because I like it on my toast. If you buy salted butter, you might want to reduce the salt levels in the recipes a bit.

Oven temperatures

My oven is an electric oven with a fan setting. All the temperatures given are for electric fan. If you have a non-fan oven, increase the temperatures by 20°C or so. And check your oven with an oven thermometer, as – fan or not – ovens vary in how hot they run.

My tastes and my pantry

We each have certain flavours and ingredients we gravitate towards more than others, which partly depend on the food shops we have access to. Just so you know, here are some of my current favourites. I love rice vinegar for its mildness and now use it in almost every recipe requiring vinegar. I buy it in big bottles from a Korean food shop where I also buy big jars of pickled sushi ginger – another ingredient I use constantly. And from the same shop, I buy big bags of short-grain sushi rice and noodles. You can buy any of these online if you have trouble finding them in your local shops. You should also know that I am slightly obsessed with Dijon mustard and with lemons, so you may find they feature in a lot of the recipes. I’ve included quantities for salt in most of the recipes because I like being told how much salt to add. As mentioned above, when I say ‘salt’, I mean fine sea salt. If you are using a flaky salt such as Maldon, you might want to add a bit more by volume. Or just leave it out, if you are like my friend Sarah, who somehow – I don’t understand how – makes delicious meals without a speck of salt.
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Introduction

‘To comfort the heart and take away melancholy.

Take the juice of borage four pounds, the flowers of borage half a pound: let these stand infused in hot embers fourteen hours, then being strained and clarified, put to good sugar two pounds and boil it to a syrup.’

The Treasurie of Commodious Conceits and Hidden Secrets, 1591

The secret of better home cooking is not to be found in fancy gadgets, chefs’ tricks or hidden ingredients. The secret of cooking is the person who cooks, whoever that person may be. It is the human standing at the stove who brings the words of a recipe to life (or who summons up a meal without any recipe at all, drawing on memories so deep they seem to be instincts). Each of us carries into the kitchen our own particular tastes and values, our passions and blind spots, and our motivations for cooking – or not cooking. Whatever the meal or the occasion, the person who cooks is by far the most important element. Recipes are just ‘notes on a page, waiting for you to bring them to life’, as the Italian food writer Marcella Hazan wrote in one of her cookbooks. If we want to eat a more delicious dinner, we need to look after the cook. That means finding the ways of cooking that work for you, no matter how anyone else does things.

Before there were cookbooks, there were things called Books of Secrets. From late medieval times onwards, these esoteric volumes became widespread across Europe. Many of these books of secrets presented themselves as works of science, promising to reveal the mysteries of nature, such as the healing powers of herbs or ways to mix up different colours of paint. They were collections of remedies, as much as recipes. In these books, cooking is treated as a kind of everyday magic. By the sixteenth century, a typical book of secrets might offer the reader a mix of practical cooking tips and weird potions with impossible claims. There might be recipes for candied walnuts and melon jam alongside more wishful ‘remedies’ for anything from curing a child’s cough to saving someone from the plague or healing the passions of the heart (a recipe involving roses and oil of mace). ‘To make a tart that is courage to man or woman’ is a recipe title from 1591. In these books, cooking is seen as just one secret among many that a person would need to know in order to lead a happier and more comfortable life and to cheat death for as long as possible. To preserve pears. To poach eggs. To soothe sore feet. To provoke sleep. To stop the bleeding of a wound. To make fine cakes.

It’s easy to laugh at the absurdity of these ‘secrets’. You can’t actually cure the passions of the heart with roses (at least, it hasn’t worked for me). But is this really any crazier than the idea that if you follow the words of a chef, you can truly make the ‘world’s best chocolate cake’ or that if you drink a particular green juice created by an Instagram guru, you will somehow attain ‘wellness’?

The secret of cooking is still a prize that plenty of us wish for. Making meals from scratch, we are told, is the antidote to much that is wrong with modern life. If only we could make fresh home-cooked dishes every day, we would lead healthier, happier and more sustainable lives. We would support farmers, save money, lose weight and have better relationships. Cooking is also said to be a salve for anxiety and a way to keep ourselves in the moment. It all sounds amazing. But how on earth do we actually find time to do it?

When I talk about the secret of cooking, I don’t mean the secret ingredients that top chefs once guarded so jealously for their signature sauces – an extra pinch of saffron or an undetectable hint of anchovy. The hard part of cooking is almost never the cooking itself (which is one of many reasons why being a home cook is so far removed from being a chef). The truth is, the hard part is all the other stuff that has to happen before you can find your way to the stove ready and able to cook. It’s those things that the TV chefs don’t talk about as they stand in their pristine kitchens wielding shiny appliances that cost more than a winter coat. It’s one thing having the skills to rustle up a perfect plate of lemon linguini. It’s another thing deciding what to do when one person at the table thinks lemon zest is too bitter and another won’t eat linguini because it is ‘carbs’.

For many of us, everyday cooking has become an annoying chore that we feel we should do more of, like flossing our teeth. What makes cooking hard is not so much technique as all those other things, large and small, that get in the way. I’m not saying that everyone knows how to butterfly a fish or arrange the rhubarb for a pie in a perfect diamond formation. But if you truly wanted to acquire those skills, you could, thanks to the miracle of YouTube (though you should know that rhubarb pie still tastes great without any diamond formations). In this age of online cooking videos, the greatest stumbling block to cooking is seldom the food preparation itself. What trips us up on the way to the kitchen is time, money, guilt, brain space and other people, and yet, for some reason, most cookbooks don’t say anything about how to handle these vital ingredients.

‘Cooking will be much easier if you have the right tools for the right job,’ writes Jane Todd in Cooking is Easy, a 1978 cookbook aimed at children. Well, yes. But the tools of cooking are not just items such as balloon whisks and high-speed blenders. You also need a generous supply of confidence, and ideas, and a sense of the seasons and of which flavours go best with which: tools that are more powerful than any gadget. There was a time when this store of cooking knowledge was inherited almost automatically in families, passed on from parent to child. Recipes were once like collective memories that kept a culture alive. That time has gone, hence that slightly lost feeling we now have in the kitchen.

What does it take for cooking to be less of a drag and more of a joy? The answer will be different for each of us, depending on our life circumstances. A ‘quick’ recipe may not be quick if you are disabled. Or maybe you are just slower at peeling vegetables than the chef who wrote the recipe. Before you can cook more, you need to figure out what it is that holds you back from enjoying cooking more right now.

For most of us, the biggest obstacle to cooking is the fact that our poor, overloaded brains seem to lack the headspace required to plan a meal. There is also the cost and complication of buying the exact ingredients a recipe says we require, not to mention the working hours and long commute or overflowing email inbox which may keep you away from your kitchen at the critical moment.

Put someone in a clean kitchen with a wooden spoon, a free day, no pressure and a fully stocked fridge and most of us become like children again, mixing potions. What could be easier than stirring delicious ingredients in a pan or putting them into an oven and waiting until they smell so good that you can’t resist eating them? Imagine how simple cooking could be if you had someone sitting on a kitchen stool by your side handing you each piece of equipment and ingredient one by one, already prepped?

When you are right in the midst of it, cooking is a joyous kind of game, a game you play with all your senses, a game where no one loses. I recently got talking with a man who told me he had taken up cooking in middle age when he realised he was too old for Lego. I liked his thinking and wondered why I didn’t fully share it. For many of us, the daily grind of cooking can often feel as frustrating as being asked to construct a Lego house when half the bricks are missing.

As a child, the kitchen was the place I went to cure my worries. From a young age, I spent hours at the kitchen table, reading cookbooks and experimenting with food, whenever my parents would let me. Cooking was almost a compulsion to me. I will never forget the heady moment, as a teenager, that I taught myself to make gougères – cheesy French morsels made from choux pastry. I couldn’t see how anything could be more fun. First, there was the mysterious satisfaction of making choux pastry: cracking golden-yolked eggs into the flour and butter mixture and stirring like mad. Then there was the magic of taking the gougères out of the oven and seeing that each flat mound of dough had expanded and crisped into a golden cheese-cloud. At the time, I thought the kitchen would always feel like my own secret hideaway, full of delicious transformations, a place that could soothe me after the worst school day.

So years later, as a middle-aged parent of three children, I was slightly astonished to realise that cooking itself had become a source of daily anxiety. I still loved cooking at the weekends but was finding it harder to feel the same excitement in the kitchen day in and day out. There was a mismatch between the meals I felt I should make (a leisurely feast assembled from in-season farmers’ market produce) and the meals I actually did make (a hurried collation made from the disappointing offerings at the only supermarket I could get to on the way home). Many of the meals I produced tasted – to me, anyway – like compromise and disappointment. I almost never felt that I was on top of the stores in my fridge. Why did I possess three jars of preserved lemons and no olives? And why – despite claiming to hate food waste – did I throw away so many vegetables every week? I still cooked, almost every day, but it was no longer the unalloyed pleasure it had once been. Family dinner often felt like a race against the clock at the wrong time with the wrong ingredients.

The more I asked around, the more I realised how many others were experiencing similar levels of cooking anxiety. I spoke to people who said they hated the shopping part more than the cooking. Others said that cooking would be OK, if only there were time. I kept meeting people who complained of the amount of mental space they devoted to planning their meals, without much reward. They spoke of cooking as an annoyance, an interruption, a series of daily hurdles to overcome. Some said that they wished they could cook more, but life got in the way and they ended up relying on takeaways or ready meals. Some said how hard it was to cook when different people in the family were on different diets or had radically different tastes. I got chatting one evening to a woman who said she would have enjoyed cooking, if only it weren’t for her children. They were picky about lots of things, including onions, and this put her off trying new recipes because ‘what recipe doesn’t start with an onion?’

I love cookbooks, but I found that the cookbooks on my shelves only took me so far. If you came to my house you would see that some of the rooms are more cookbook than room. I have books that promise to teach me how to make a flakier pie crust or how to have friends over for dinner without too much fuss. I have cookbooks full of delicious Indian spices and cookbooks that celebrate the authentic cuisines of Spain or Italy. What I don’t have is a cookbook that helps me decide which of the many cookbooks to use on a rainy Tuesday evening when my spirits are flagging and various family members are saying they are hungry right now this second.

Most recipes – though fine and delightful if you happen to have all the ingre­dients to hand – do not solve the problem of cooking because they start too late in the game. They assume that you are already there in the kitchen with a perfectly sharpened knife in one hand and a gleaming-fresh set of ingredients in the other. A so-called thirty-minute recipe might realistically take three hours by the time you have done all the shopping for it, not to mention the extra time you need to spend on washing up afterwards.

This book sprang from personal experience. I wanted to crack the code of how to fit cooking into the everyday mess and imperfection of all our lives without it seeming like yet another undoable thing on the to-do list or yet another reason to berate ourselves for falling short.

My own relationship with cooking changed, suddenly, about a year into this project. In June 2020, in the middle of the pandemic, my husband of twenty-three years, the father of my three children, left me for another woman. For much of that year, I resembled Munch’s painting The Scream (or at least, that is how I felt). I tried anything I could think of to take my mind off the grief of it – watching box sets, yoga, reading novels, vodka – but almost everything reminded me of him (especially the vodka). With social distancing in place, I couldn’t hug friends. My mother, who has dementia, was in a care home where I wasn’t allowed to visit. To cap it all, I suddenly had to do all the laundry and all the cooking. This wasn’t such a shift; we never divided the cooking 50–50. But there is still a difference between being the person who does the vast majority of the cooking for a household and being the person in charge of all of it.

Yet to my surprise, I found that my new enforced role as sole cook came with benefits. In my lonely state, the kitchen was one of the few places I felt better rather than worse. Cooking anchored me to the person I had been before I met my husband. I could make myself a chicken stew with the sweet scent of parsley and white wine which reminded me of the stews my mother used to make. No matter how tearful I had been the night before, I still had to get up in the morning and cook breakfast for my son, who was then eleven. The act of cracking eggs into a jug to make my son’s favourite pancakes or waffles felt steadying and gave me back my appetite. I started to take pride in the way I could make a perfectly lacey crêpe almost every time. I was suddenly reminded of a passage in the novel Heartburn, by Nora Ephron, in which the main character takes comfort in cooking after discovering her husband is having an affair. Ephron writes that the act of melting butter and adding flour and hot stock and watching it get thick is ‘a sure thing in a world where nothing is sure’. This was how I felt. My legs were like jelly but I found that holding on to the friendly handle of a wooden spoon could keep me upright.

We spend so long in the modern world talking about the stress of cooking that we can miss the ways in which cooking itself can be the greatest of all remedies for stress. Cooking brought me out of my thought loops and back into my senses and into a world of good smells and sounds. If I could pay enough attention to the sizzle of garlic in a pan or the squeaky sound of mushrooms frying, I could forget the darker thoughts.

I also felt good about the fact that I was keeping myself and the children nourished. We seemed to connect more deeply over meals than we had before. My teenage daughter and I have always shared a love of eggs, but in the past we tended to eat them for lunch in a very limited range of ways (boiled, scrambled, shakshuka). Together, we branched out with eggs, taking it in turns to cook them and discovering two new methods for making an omelette especially tender and delicious (see page 178). Even my youngest child started cooking more. He was the first person in the house to test the recipes for the chocolate and hazelnut macaroons (page 350) and for Raymond’s butter-poached carrots (page 37), and I have never seen anyone so proud as he was when he lifted the lid and saw that the carrots were perfectly cooked, despite his erratic knife-work. I started to see that the secret kitchen of my childhood still existed.

I am not pretending that cooking mended my broken heart. When life sucks, it doesn’t stop sucking just because you have cooked the best pavlova of your life (with raspberries and little fragments of toasty hazelnuts, page 389) or finally figured out how to make a vinaigrette that works every time (page 114). But these things also don’t hurt.

My rekindled love of cooking made me all the more determined to find ways to make it much easier, both for myself and others. Almost all of us have at least one cooking secret up our sleeve, shortcuts or flourishes that we get so used to doing that we forget how special or unusual they are. I bought a large green notebook with a soft cover and started collecting kitchen tips from friends and books. For a while, every time I met someone new, I pestered them for their cooking secrets and scribbled them down. I’ve learned ways to speed cooking up and ways to slow it down, depending on the demands of that particular week. I’ve unearthed tricks that mean I can get dinner on the table even on those days when the spirits are flagging and stocks are low. I’ve discovered ways to make family meals less of a strain when you are feeding a group of people with radically different tastes. I’ve found that a meal that is cooked virtually hands-free – on a baking tray in the oven – can taste more lovingly seasoned than one that has been stirred resentfully on the hob by an exhausted person.

I learned so many shortcuts that I wish I had known years ago. I found that, contrary to what almost every recipe says, it is not essential to sauté the vege­tables for a soup or stew or sauce – you can just simmer it all together in the pan, which makes the whole process so much less effort on days when you are exhausted. Another discovery was that I could make the most delicious buttery tomato pasta sauce in almost no time at all using a box grater. I started to reprogramme many of my assumptions about how to get food on the table (or into a lunchbox, as the case may be). One of the most mindblowing discoveries of all was that it is often not necessary to preheat the oven, even when making a cake or roasting a chicken. Oh, and you really don’t have to start every recipe with an onion (unless you want to).

Some of these ‘secrets’ may not be news to you at all. Behind closed doors, home cooks around the world have always been quietly inventing ways to make their lives easier and dinner more delicious, but most of them have not found their way on to the pages of cookbooks.

Making cooking more enjoyable is largely a question of timing. We are often told that we don’t have time to cook but the part we miss is that time is not a single thing. Time is not just about how much or how little we have; it’s about the quality of those minutes and when in the day they fall. The real secret is that we need the cooking that suits the particular time we have. Sometimes you have acres of headspace to plan a meal but little time for cooking and sometimes it is the other way round. I found that one way to save huge amounts of time during the week without any compromise on taste was to make universal cooking sauces in advance and store them in my freezer, so that I could have the makings of a delicious red or green or yellow curry at short notice without ordering delivery food. Even if you make no other recipes from this book, I promise that these universal sauces are a way of cooking that can help you to eat more deliciously on those rainy Tuesday evenings.

But beyond all these tricks and tips, the secret we all need the most is how to get the spark of cooking back into our lives so that the kitchen becomes a place we actually want to be.

Delicious is not just about the way food tastes; it is a mindset. More than anything, the secret ingredient that makes the difference in the kitchen is enjoyment. And what this means is that we have to learn ways to make food that delights us, because no cook enjoys making a dish when the end results are disappointing. One of the secrets I discovered was that cooking can be a series of remedies which made me feel strangely calmer and more equipped to deal with the rest of what life had to throw at me.

One proviso. I have mentioned that one of the biggest obstacles to cooking is money. This is a tricky subject. Even by the standards of these fractious times, asking a roomful of people – or the online equivalent – whether home cooking can save a person money is one of the quickest ways to ignite a row and it can never end well. Will home cooking save you money? This depends on what you cook, and how much money you spend on food right now. To put it even more bluntly, it depends on how rich you are, which is one of the unsayable truths that modern cookbooks seldom address. I will also share the things I’ve learned about how to stop throwing perfectly good food away. But someone who is already eating on a bare-bones budget does not need to be told that homemade minestrone will make all the difference. They need more money, and to live in a world in which people can earn enough to feed themselves. There are huge, and growing, social inequalities around food that are beyond the realm of any food book to address (though a great place to start with truly money-saving cookery is the superb books of Jack Monroe).

A second proviso. This book contains recipes with many origins and many different people behind them. Some of the flavours I’ve used were inspired by dishes created by cooks from India and Malaysia and Indonesia and South Korea; others by cooks from Argentina, Turkey, France, Italy and Spain, among others. I did not grow up in any of these cultures and you might say that these are not my secrets to tell. I would agree. We are in the middle of a long overdue conversation about who gets the credit for traditional dishes. I have tried to acknowledge, with gratitude, where my ideas come from, but I know I won’t always have got it right because sometimes a single dish has many sources.

I can’t promise you that following the ideas in this book will change your life, because I have no idea what your life is like at the moment. But I do want to assure you that if, like me, you wish you could cook more and also enjoy it more, it is possible, even when the rest of life is as sad or difficult as the rest of life usually is. If there is something that is stopping you cooking, I hope this book can give you some ways in or ways back. We all need to find pragmatic ways to cook that work for our own lives and our own tastes, not for anyone else’s. When you think you are too busy to cook, those are sometimes the very times that we need cooking the most. There is still magic in the kitchen, if you know where to look.
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Cut yourself some slack

‘No ingredient was spectacular all the time,

and no dish was appealing every day.’

Judy Rodgers, The Zuni Café Cookbook

If I could beg you to do one thing and one thing only to improve your cooking life, it would be to cut yourself some slack. If you want to make cooking a regular and enjoyable part of your life – and I’m assuming that you do, or else you wouldn’t be reading this – you need to give yourself as much leeway as you can in how you get there. Drown out the voices that say you can’t be a good cook if you ever use stock cubes or buy frozen vegetables or if you never make your own oat milk or if your knife skills are not up to scratch. Never feel the need to apologise – to yourself or others – for serving an imperfect meal. The only way to cook, or to live, is imperfectly. It’s far better to cook and be prepared to compromise than never to cook at all because you are trying to live up to impossible standards.

Perfection is a terrible idea because it makes us feel bad and stops us doing so many things that would make our lives better. This is as true in the kitchen as it is anywhere else.

Cooking is so much more fun – both for the eaters and for the cook – when you allow it to be the messy, experimental thing that it really is and give yourself credit just for creating something tasty and hot – even if it’s a grilled cheese sandwich – at the end of a long day. If you lower your expectations in the kitchen, there’s a good chance you will exceed them, which feels so much better than the nagging sense that you are falling short of something flawless. ‘Good enough’ is a much kinder mantra to live by than perfection, but it is also a more effective one. The less you expect your cooking to be perfect, the more you create an atmosphere in which you can practise it and so become more confident in doing it. The times when cooking counts the most are not in the big production dinner you make for Christmas or Thanksgiving but in the bowl of soup you rustle up on a rainy Tuesday for no particular reason except to satisfy yourself.

I’m not saying that perfect moments or perfect flavours never happen when cooking. In fact, they happen surprisingly often and when they come along, we should celebrate them. Sometimes, miraculously, the cookie doesn’t crumble and the pie crust doesn’t collapse. It’s easy to lament the sauce that doesn’t emulsify and the pine nuts that scorch in the pan and to miss the frequent and happy occasions when the nuts don’t burn and the hollandaise sauce doesn’t split. There are evenings when the stars align and you take a bite of omelette and realise that you have finally achieved a perfect one: not too rubbery, not too wet, a tender oval of just-set egg. But the next time you try to make exactly the same omelette recipe with the same pan, it just doesn’t work quite as well. Maybe the eggs were different, or maybe you missed the timing by a few seconds or maybe your mood was off. It happens. What I’m saying is that you can’t fully plan for perfection. Yes, you can seek out great recipes and take pride in the craft of what you are doing, but the truth is that no one is ever fully in control of ingredients and how they behave because they change in characteristics from day to day and so do we as cooks.

We don’t talk anything like enough about how stressful cooking can sometimes be, even for those of us who love it. In September 2020, I put out a request on Twitter for people to tell me what, if anything, they were scared of when they cooked, and received dozens of heartfelt replies. Again and again, the theme of perfection came up as something that terrified people or held them back from cooking. It seems that many of us have an idea of what a good cook should be and that we feel we can’t live up to it. In contrast to the cooks we see on Instagram or YouTube, we feel we are not skilled enough or authentic enough; our ingredients are not as pristine or organic as they should be and our knife skills are rubbish. Food photographer Del Sneddon said that for years he was terrified of failure in the kitchen because he was so ‘mesmerised and in awe’ of his grandmother’s excellent cooking.

TV cooking shows have a lot to answer for in having planted the notion in our heads that getting dinner on the table is somehow a vicious dog-eat-dog competition in which someone must lose. My respondents on Twitter spoke of their ‘shame’ at getting things wrong, the fear that dishes would ‘turn out horrible’, the terror of disappointing others and the daunting sense that cooking was a performance, something at which you could easily fail and be judged for. One person remarked that he hated cooking until he lived alone: ‘I think what scared me was feeling like if it wasn’t perfect I’d be messing up a shared kitchen and feeding people something gross.’ Another common theme was that cooking felt so laborious and time-consuming to so many people. People described being terrified of the work involved in prepping vegetables. ‘I honestly felt like cooking anything without a jar would be SO HARD,’ said one person.

Before it is anything else, cooking needs to be doable and that means it needs to be tailored to the life of the person who is doing it. What is doable for any of us will vary from day to day or week to week. There have been times – after my children were born, after my husband left – when I wasn’t able to do much more than shove a tray of something in the oven and hope for the best. Sometimes, that something was fish fingers. That isn’t culinary failure; it’s life.

There’s a curious idea afoot that anything other than cooking from scratch is somehow ‘cheating’. As food writer Ella Risbridger writes in Midnight Chicken (& Other Recipes Worth Living For), ‘cooking is not a contest or a virtue test, and it is not only for those with plenty of time’. If there are easier or quicker ways to do something – and there usually are – we should not berate ourselves for choosing them over lengthier or more traditional techniques, assuming you like the end results. A jar of ready-puréed garlic; a packet of puff pastry; a tin of cooked beans; a tub of curry paste; any or all of these may be the shortcut that makes you feel able to cook tonight without tearing your hair out. Such items are sanity-giving and there is no shame in using them.

What does ‘from scratch’ really mean, anyway? It is all relative. We do not tell ourselves we are cheating when we buy packs of ready-churned butter and bags of ready-ground sugar and flour, even though to cooks of earlier generations these would have seemed like unimaginable luxuries. If a Victorian cook wished to make a dish involving sugar, he or she would first have to chisel off a lump of hard sugar from a larger loaf and then grind this into a powder before finally pushing it through a series of sieves until it was fine enough to use.

Any time you come across an ingredient or tool that makes it easier for you to fit cooking into your life, welcome it as you would a lucky penny by the side of the road. Take frozen peas. In the West, these have been in our lives for so long that we can be almost blasé about what an astonishing boon they are. When chef Asma Khan arrived in Britain from India in 1991, she had only ever known peas as a fresh and very laborious vegetable eaten in winter. Khan recalled that before a feast, all the children in the house would ‘be rounded up to pop the pea pods to make the pulao’. The first time she saw her husband pouring frozen peas from a bag, she was surprised: ‘I was imagining an army of children popping pea pods to fill those bags.’

There are no prizes for making cooking harder than it needs to be. Sometimes, you may feel like luxuriating in a satisfyingly slow cooking project. But, for most of us, daily cooking needs to be much, much easier and more streamlined or it won’t happen at all. One of the biggest secrets of cooking is that it doesn’t have to be as complicated as we often make it.

Take the easy way out

Learning how to cut corners can make the difference between feeling willing and able to cook, and wanting to curl up on the sofa with a takeaway (fun as that can be). The key is knowing which corners you can cut and which will ruin the dish. ‘A pot-saver is a self-hampering cook,’ writes the great Julia Child. Loath as I am to contradict Julia, I can’t say I agree. A pot-saver is often a smart cook who understands that sometimes you need to cook dinner fast and in a single pan or not at all. We speak of ‘taking the easy way out’ as if it were a bad thing, but the real question is why anyone would take the difficult way when an easier and equally delicious option presents itself. I think of this as win-win cookery. Here are a few examples straight off the bat.

— Rice noodles are quicker to cook than any other kind of noodle and as an added bonus you can serve them to your gluten-free friends.

— Fresh ginger doesn’t need to be peeled before it is grated. I spent ages searching for the best method of peeling these knobbly rhizomes – a teaspoon, a swivel peeler, a tiny knife – only to discover that it doesn’t need to be peeled at all. Just rinse and grate.

— Instead of topping a fish pie with mashed potato (which takes ages to make) you can just cube some bread, toss it in melted butter and possibly some finely chopped rosemary and top with that instead. Whoever you serve this to will think this is an original new take on fish pie rather than any kind of compromise.

— You don’t need to pre-salt aubergine slices before you cook them. Old cookbooks tell you to do this because aubergines used to be more bitter than they are now, but with modern varieties there is no need.

— Don’t fret if you don’t have any stock for a soup. Many excellent chefs, including Rowley Leigh, prefer the clean, clear flavour given to a soup by water and salt alone.

— When you want vegetables but you are tired, there are always frozen peas. Also frozen spinach, frozen corn, frozen artichokes and frozen baby okra (so good in stews).

It’s also important to recognise that not all forms of cookery lend themselves to the easy midweek dinner. There are a few kitchen tasks which can’t easily be simplified, especially in the realm of pâtisserie. If you set out to make a Gâteau St Honoré, an amazing French dessert that calls for four different kinds of pastry plus caramelised sugar and pastry cream, you know you are in for the long haul. But when it comes to everyday meals, there are usually far more workarounds than we realise. If you can find a way to make something wonderful in a much easier way, that means you will get to eat wonderful stuff more often.

One of the ways we torment ourselves in the kitchen is with the idea that ‘traditional’ or ‘authentic’ cooks would never take shortcuts. This is nonsense. Traditional cooks didn’t suffer for their art because they thought it was noble but because they had no choice.

All over the world, traditional cooks are embracing electrical devices which help them to make the same delicious food in a fraction of the time. It would be unusual now to meet a South Korean cook who didn’t use an electric rice cooker, and electric blenders have been adopted everywhere from India to Lebanon.

Long before the advent of electric gadgetry, cooks were inventing ways to make food prep simpler because – contrary to popular opinion – people (people here usually means: women) have always been busy with plenty of tasks around the house other than cooking. These shortcuts have not often been recorded in cookbooks, which have tended to be written by elite male chefs. They are not recipes so much as ways of life. I have a friend who speaks of ‘survivalist cooking’: the kind you need when just getting something on the table is an achievement. When my children were small, almost all my cooking fell into this survivalist category.

When I am feeling truly low but need to cook, one of the things that suddenly seems too effortful is the instruction to chop and sauté the vegetables for the soffritto that seems to form the start of almost every soup, stew or sauce. Sautéing vegetables is enjoyable when you are in a leisurely mood; not so much when you feel rushed. So I was elated to discover from Lynne Rossetto Kasper (in The Italian Country Table) that there is a whole category of Italian vegetable soups involving no sauté at all. As Kasper instructs, ‘You put everything in the pot and simmer until the flavours melt into each other. Do this in water or broth.’ It sounds too easy to be true but trust me, it works. The first time I did this, I thought that somehow the soup would be flavourless or thin, but actually, all the vegetables seem to end up tasting deliciously of each other. You don’t even have to chop them small if you are planning to blitz the soup at the end, which is what I usually do (although another option if you are not a fan of smooth soup is to chop the vegetables smaller and leave the soup untouched and chunky at the end).

Mellow soup for frayed nerves

It’s one of the small disappointments of life that the times when you most need and crave a wholesome bowl of homemade vegetable soup tend to be when you feel too wiped out to make it for yourself. I remember the bone-crushing loneliness I felt during my first term as a university student, away from home for the first time, when I came down with flu and realised in a self-pitying way that no one would feed me a nourishing soup to hasten my recovery unless I did it myself.

This is the answer: a no-sauté (and virtually no-chop) soup that contains medi­cinal quantities of vegetables yet is so easy-going that you can spend most of the cooking time lying in bed. Don’t worry too much about the particular mix of vegetables. The whole point of this soup is that it should be adaptable to anything you have or can easily obtain. The main proviso is not to use too many bitter-tasting roots such as swede or turnip because they will bully the other flavours into submission. I also wouldn’t add spices because they end up tasting a bit flat when you haven’t sautéd them. If you want it spicy, fry spices in butter and add them at the end. Kasper recommends a fifty-fifty split of mild vegetables or legumes such as squashes, potatoes and beans and aromatic ingredients such as tomatoes, onions, carrot and celery. The basic formula I’ve come up with is 800g prepared weight of vegetables to 800ml of water or stock (you can always add more water at the end if it’s too thick), but this is almost infinitely adaptable. Sometimes I add a tin of beans or chickpeas, sometimes not. I used to make this with stock cubes but now I find that the vegetables themselves impart plenty of flavour after simmering for 45 minutes.

This green version overleaf – my favourite – reminds me of my mother’s watercress soup. My friend Deirdre, who tested it for me, said ‘it has some of the richness of leek and potato but is much more interesting and balanced’. The quantities and ratios of vegetables can all be adjusted, so long as you keep the water, the salt and the butter the same. If your spring greens come in a 300g bunch rather than 200g, that’s perfectly fine.

Serves 4–6

350g potatoes, peeled and roughly chopped

1 large or 2 small courgettes, trimmed and roughly chopped

1 leek, trimmed and roughly chopped

A few fat spring onions, trimmed and roughly chopped

200g spring greens (or cavolo nero), roughly chopped

40g butter

At the end: a tablespoon of lemon juice or rice vinegar and a big handful of green herbs such as parsley, coriander or sorrel

Milk or cream to thin it out

Put all the vegetables into a large casserole dish. Add the butter, 1 teaspoon of salt and 800ml of water. Put the pan over a high heat, bring to the boil, then turn the heat down and simmer for 45 minutes with the lid on or until the vegetables are totally tender. You don’t have to watch it much or do anything for this 45 minutes – just rest your weary bones and notice as the kitchen starts to fill with a cosy steaminess. When it is done, add the handful of herbs and the lemon juice or vinegar, blitz with a hand-held blender and check the seasoning. Don’t overblitz or the potatoes will go gluey. Thin it to your desired consistency with milk or cream. Top with anything you like: a dollop of sour cream, a pinch of chilli flakes, a handful of chopped herbs or grated cheese. Eat with buttered toast and feel better.

Instant Pot version: since I have an Instant Pot, this is actually the way I most often make it. Put everything except for the lemon or vinegar and the final herbs into the Instant Pot and cook at high pressure for 8 minutes. Leave to slow-release. Add the lemon or vinegar and herbs, blitz (or not), adjust the seasoning and eat.
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variations

Cream of pumpkin soup (vegan)

This version has the sweet restorative comfort of tinned soup, only it tastes so much better. The squash or pumpkin makes it taste creamy, even though it contains no cream. I make this for myself when feeling under the weather and there’s a chill in the air.

500g of squash or pumpkin (peeled weight) cut into chunks, 2–3 carrots, peeled and cut into chunks, 100g of fennel (or celery), 1 onion, peeled and cut into chunks, 1 teaspoon of salt, 3 tablespoons of olive oil, 800ml of water. At the end, after blitzing, check for seasoning and add lemon juice to taste. As Ruth Reichl observes, this kind of smooth pumpkin soup is very good with a contrasting ‘crisp dice’ of either apple or pickled walnuts in the bowl.

Chickpea, tomato and bay soup (vegan)

I think of this one as a kind of all-purpose vegetable soup, but with a little added protein from the chickpeas. 2 large tomatoes, washed and quartered, 4 carrots, peeled and cut into large chunks, 2 stalks of celery, trimmed and cut into large chunks, 2 leeks, rinsed and cut into large chunks, 1 × 400g tin of chickpeas (drained), 2 cloves of garlic, peeled and grated, 2 fresh bay leaves (if you have them), 3 tablespoons of olive oil, 1 teaspoon of salt, 800ml of water. At the end, before you blitz it, remove the bay leaves, add the zest and juice of a lemon and check for seasoning.

Whole white bean broth

As mentioned above, if you feel energetic enough for some more knifework, you can chop all the vegetables and herbs finely at the start, which will mean that you don’t need to bother blitzing at the end. 2 teaspoons of lemon zest, 2 tablespoons of flat-leaf parsley, 4 carrots, peeled and diced, 1 fat bulb of fennel (or 2 stalks of celery), diced, 2 leeks (or 1 bunch of spring onions), rinsed and diced, 1 × 400g tin of white beans (liquid and all), 2 cloves of garlic, peeled and grated, 3 tablespoons of olive oil, 1 teaspoon of salt, 600ml of water. At the end, check the seasoning, add a squeeze of lemon and serve with torn basil or mint leaves or more chopped parsley. This version is more minestrone-like and benefits from lots of Parmesan added in the bowl.

All-in-one tomato sauce

The same all-in-one zero-effort method can be applied to tomato sauce for pasta. Lynne Rossetto Kasper calls this ‘Tomato Sauce Mellowed by Simmering’. She points out that it tastes ‘softer, more tomatoey and mellow’ than sauté-based tomato sauce. The best-known version of this sauce is Marcella Hazan’s tomato sauce with onion and butter, whose cult following is surely due as much to its incredible ease as to its rich buttery taste. To make a version of this, you simply simmer a 400g tin of whole plum tomatoes with 75g of unsalted butter, a medium onion, peeled and cut in half, and a pinch of salt for 45 minutes before discarding the onion and mashing the tomatoes with a wooden spoon. Much as I love this sauce, which I have made dozens of times, it always used to upset me to discard the onion, so I started blitzing the onion and tomato together at the end with a hand-held blender.

But then I wondered if the method wouldn’t work even better with garlic, olive oil and bay leaves and this is now my preferred way: 3 cloves of garlic, peeled and bashed with the flat of a knife, 2 tablespoons of your best olive oil, 2 × 400g tins of whole plum tomatoes, 2 fresh bay leaves (sometimes I leave these out or add a sprig of rosemary instead) and a pinch each of salt and sugar, simmer for 30 minutes, stirring every so often, remove the bay or rosemary and blitz. This is now my ‘house’ tomato sauce for anything from pizza to many variations of tomatoey pasta. It’s so easy that when you have made it once you will never again consider buying a ready-made jar of sauce. This makes 4–6 servings. And it’s adaptable – see below.

some ways to use tomato sauce

— Pour it over slices of roasted aubergine (roasted in a hot oven with olive oil for 20–25 minutes), top with panko breadcrumbs mixed with Parmesan, lemon zest and olive oil, and bake in a hot oven for 15 minutes to make a quick almost-Parmigiana.

— Add a glug of double cream to the sauce to soften the flavour before tossing with a rich egg pasta such as tagliatelle or pappardelle.

— Mix with a drained tin of borlotti beans, plus some chopped rosemary, a couple of teaspoons of black treacle or molasses, a diced courgette and a teaspoon of Dijon mustard, and simmer for 10–15 minutes to make homemade ‘baked beans’.

— Before tossing it with pasta, warm the base sauce through with a couple of tins of tuna, some capers and basil leaves.

Roasted vegetables every which way

I wish that all things in life were as forgiving as a tray of roast vegetables. Not a week goes by that I don’t put at least one tray of vegetables into the oven. Any time you have vegetables lying around and can’t think what to do with them, roast them, particularly if you already have the oven on for something else. I often roast a couple of trays of vegetables on a Sunday night, and keep them for a few days in bowls in the fridge ready to add to salads or rice bowls or risottos or to devour with green tahini sauce or turn into a meze plate with some houmous and chilli sauce and flatbreads. In the dry heat of the oven, everything from cabbage to pepper to broccoli seems to intensify in flavour and sweeten.

Try not to get too hung up on a recipe, and have faith that it’s very hard to make any roast vegetable taste bad. They can be happily slotted into an oven alongside pretty much anything else, from cake to lasagne. Whichever vegetable you pick – and you can pick anything except for very tender greens such as lettuce, spinach or pak choy – toss with a spoonful or two of oil and some salt and put on a baking tray or roasting tray. Other things you could add at this stage include a spoonful of miso, a spoonful of chopped thyme or rosemary and the juice and zest of a lemon. But the more often you roast vegetables, the more you start to notice that they don’t need much seasoning because they get their flavour from the heat of the oven plus their own sweetness. There is an Italian word, insaporire, which Anna Del Conte says means ‘to enhance the flavour of an ingredient during the preparation of a dish’. I think of this when I roast vegetables because it is the cooking itself which seasons them. If you roast vegetables with nothing but oil and salt (sometimes I even skip the salt), you can always add extra flavour at the end in the form of chopped herbs.

Here are some timings for various roasted vegetables, on the assumption that you have preheated the oven to 200°C. But actually, as with the slow-start roast chicken (see page 75), it’s perfectly possible to roast vegetables from a cold start and at lower temperatures. Just increase the cooking time accordingly and check the vegetables every 10 minutes or so until they are done the way you like them. It’s also lovely to roast a mixture of vegetables. Just use the timings on the next page and add the quicker-cooking vegetables such as tomatoes towards the end.

15 minutes

Whole asparagus, trimmed

Broccoli, cut into small florets

Strips of red or yellow peppers

Cherry tomatoes or sliced big tomatoes

20 minutes

Thin rounds of aubergine

Chunks of courgette

Whole or quartered portobello mushrooms

30 minutes

Slices of cabbage (this is unbelievably delicious and often overlooked)

Unpeeled cloves of garlic

Wedges of onion

New potatoes, halved

Pieces of butternut squash, either peeled or unpeeled

Fat slices of fennel

Small beetroots, peeled and quartered (large ones can take as much as an hour)

Have a backup plan

When cooking, it’s easy to get fixated on plan A: the perfect and elaborate versions of things that we make when time is no object and the fridge is well-stocked. But more often, the thing you need is a plan B: a form of standby cooking that will have your back when life is complicated (which it is, after all, most of the time). If plan A is quiche, plan B might be a frittata cooked in the oven. If plan A is apple pie, plan B is a berry cobbler or crumble made from berries stashed in the freezer (which take almost zero prep compared to apples). Plan C is berry croissant cobbler: take the best croissants you can buy, slice them, arrange them over the sugared frozen berries, sprinkle with more sugar and bake until crisp.

A backup plan in the kitchen can take many forms. It might mean keeping a few sauces in the freezer which you can turn into dinner at short notice by adding some vegetables, with or without meat. Or maybe it means memorising a few quick recipes you can make almost instantly using tins of beans (see page 262) or fish from the cupboard. Or it could be an even quicker way to make pasta which can be adapted to pretty much any ingredients you have to hand, assuming you have a packet or two of pasta in the cupboard.

Magic pasta

When I first saw references to this all-in-one method of making pasta, I was sceptical. Surely it couldn’t be possible to cook the sauce and the pasta all at once in the same pan? It seemed to violate every rule in Italian cooking. But then I realised that the method is not really so far from a risotto. The bonus of this technique – aside from incredible speed and ease and minimal washing up – is that the pasta is seasoned by the sauce as it cooks and becomes deeply flavoured with wine, aromatics, stock – whatever you choose to add. It works with any shape of pasta – but a good quality brand makes a big difference here – and almost any combination of vegetables and other flavourings such as anchovies or cured meats. You just have to be careful to measure the ratio of pasta to water accurately, use a wide shallow frying pan or sauté pan (it won’t work in a tall narrow saucepan) and be generous with your seasoning.

This will never be my first-choice way to cook pasta. On leisurely evenings, I still prefer the time-honoured process of cooking the noodles and the sauce separately (a method which my youngest son now calls ‘Muggle Pasta’ to distinguish it from ‘Magic Pasta’). And yet, I can’t urge you strongly enough to learn this technique and have it in your head for when you are in a pinch and you need a hot meal right now.

On those days when time and/or energy are scarce, you can rely on this formula to pull you through. It’s a dish that is very kind on the cook and you feel you are somehow pulling off a miracle. I made a version of it with cauliflower and chorizo for a late lunch the day of my father-in-law’s socially distanced funeral. Because of the pandemic, there was no food after the funeral. Family members



Magic pasta with mushrooms, garlic, cream and wine
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A more forgiving sweet tart:
Orange and cardamom shortbread squares
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Teach yourself to cook with a carrot












[image: Image]


Grated carrot salad (with variations)









carrot salad ideas (for 500g of grated carrot)
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Raymond’s butter-poached carrots









variations
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Carrot and panch pooran pickle
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Gochujang carrots with fried spring onions and silken tofu
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Seared carrots









variations
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Kerstin’s carrots baked like potatoes








[image: Image]


Garlicky carrot mash













Roasted carrots with lemon and coriander
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