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INTRODUCTION


This book is all about being organised. It’s about preparing and cooking ahead, whether you are feeding the family casually in the kitchen or friends more formally in the dining room. We all love entertaining, but sometimes the reality of the many separate parts involved in a meal can seem daunting. How long will the pudding take to set? When can I prepare the vegetables? Will the potatoes be ready at the same time as the meat? Will the whole house smell of fish when I sear the sea bass skin? When can I talk to my friends if I’m stuck in the kitchen? Panic can set in, but that’s where I will come to your rescue.

In a book such as this, where the concept is ‘cook now, eat later’, it would be easy to give you recipes that could all be cooked completely in advance and that merely needed reheating. Easy, yes, but a bit boring. What I have done is gather together my very latest, up-to-the-minute recipes, many of which, I will happily admit, need some last-minute attention. But various stages of them can be prepared and/or cooked in advance, which means that on the day itself, you will have much less to do, and will not feel too much immediate pressure. The recipes themselves are divided into easy-to-follow numbered steps, and that’s essentially what I want to do here: help you to be one step ahead of the game.

Being organised, so far as food and entertaining are concerned, is not just to do with the actual cooking. For instance, if you order the fish or meat you want well in advance from fishmonger, butcher or supermarket, that’s one aspect of the meal taken care of. We all think freshly prepared is best, but many vegetables can be peeled, trimmed and cut at least the day before, which means one less chore on the day. And don’t ever be ashamed of cutting corners to enable you to be organised and ahead. Buy ready-prepared vegetables or salad leaves in packets if you think you won’t have time: they’re more expensive, but your peace of mind might be more important than cost. Even counting out the napkins, and checking on candles and cutlery a couple of days in advance, puts you a step or so ahead.

But the majority of the information here does actually concern some degree of cooking, and when you are doing this in advance, there are certain stages which must be followed. The refrigerator is intimately involved in this, and the ‘rules’ concerning cooling and chilling are particularly important. Make sure your fridge is working properly. The ideal temperature for the short-term storage of perishable foods is just above freezing point. Individual makes of fridges vary, but the temperature range should be between 1°C and 7°C (34°–44°F).



Preparing and Cooking Ahead

I won’t detail every single way in which you can prepare and cook ahead, but just give you a few general ideas.

Firstly preparation, which does not require cooking. Many non-cooked cold starters and desserts can be completely prepared ahead and stored in the fridge to set and/or chill. Meats, fish and vegetables can be marinated overnight in the fridge, ready for cooking the next day. Many vegetables can be prepared in advance and kept raw in the fridge. Savoury butters – handy for so many uses – last well in the fridge, and some uncooked stuffings can be assembled with meats or fish and carefully chilled until it’s time to cook. Raw pastry, bought or home-made, positively benefits from being kept in the fridge, after rolling and cutting into the desired shapes.

Everything must be carefully covered to prevent smells permeating where they shouldn’t or surfaces drying. Clingfilm and foil are invaluable tools for those who want to get ahead. Some foods need to breathe when stored, like cheese, which is best wrapped in greaseproof or wax paper.

Cooking ahead lies at the heart of the book. Many dishes require part-cooking a day or hours before, and then finishing off at the last minute. Some fish, for instance, can be seared briefly to brown the day before, then chilled and baked or grilled for a few minutes before serving. The same can apply to some poultry and game dishes, especially prime cuts such as breasts. Many stew­-type dishes and soups can be completely cooked ahead and kept in the fridge for a couple of days – and most of these can be frozen (see overleaf). Root vegetables can be char-grilled ahead then blasted with heat at the last minute.

In general, try to slightly undercook things if cooking completely ahead. You will have to reheat until piping hot and you don’t want things to overcook and disintegrate. Even if the main ingredient in a meal cannot be cooked in advance – like roast lamb, for instance – you can pre- or part-cook its accompaniments.

Suggested cooking times and cooking techniques are given for the Aga alongside each recipe. When the top of the oven is used, obviously cooking on the Aga hotplates is very similar and so I haven’t gone into too much detail there. But occasionally, instead of cooking on the Simmering Plate and losing heat by keeping the lid up for a long time, you can cover and cook something like onions in the Simmering Oven. Bring a sauce, stew or casserole to the boil on the Boiling Plate then cover, transfer to the Simmering Oven and cook until tender. This means that, although they take longer to cook, they will not boil over, they don’t need to be watched, and they will be beautifully tender. And, most importantly, the Aga will not lose too much heat through the open lids.

[image: image]

Cooling and Chilling

These are vital elements of preparing and cooking ahead. When you have partially or completely cooked something, you want it to cool as quickly as possible before chilling. The first thing to do is simple: take off the lid! One option with a casserole-type dish is to decant it from its hot cooking pot into two smaller, cold dishes, or a shallow roasting tray. This means that more surface area is exposed to cool air, but also means extra washing-up, so I’m not too keen. And I don’t think you need to use cold water baths or ice. A cool ambient temperature, such as a larder or pantry, should be sufficient.

Once a dish is cool, it must then be covered with a lid, clingfilm or foil, and stored in the fridge for the recommended time. And if you haven’t room enough in your own fridge, ask your friends and neighbours to lend theirs. It’s the least they can do if they’re coming to eat your delicious food!

Never add a garnish to a cooked dish before chilling and/or freezing. Do so when it is reheated, immediately before serving.
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Freezing and Thawing

The freezer can be used very creatively when you are planning, preparing and cooking ahead. Even if you just use it to freeze basics such as butter or bread, you can be one step ahead in that you don’t have to rush to the shops at the last minute. And blanched home-grown green vegetables can be happily frozen. If you like to cook things fresh at the last moment, there are a number of dishes here that can be prepared – the Chilean Chicken on here, for example – and frozen raw. Sauces, stocks and soups can be made and frozen well in advance, as can dishes in sauces, such as casseroles or curries. Baked goods can also be frozen very successfully – a huge advantage when someone phones up to invite themselves to tea!

When freezing, always clearly label the dish with a permanent marker pen – the date, the amount it serves and what it is. There is nothing more annoying than finding food in the freezer you have no idea about! You could also add any useful comment you have room for on the label, such as ‘specially good’, or ‘serve with mash’ etc. Freeze soup in meal-sized containers – this avoids having to defrost the whole lot for one person. (Don’t add the cream to a soup if you are freezing it: do that when you are reheating.) Freeze stock in old cream or yoghurt pots – 300–600ml (½–1 pint) plastic pots – then when the recipe states 600ml (1 pint) it is easy to take out just the required amount from the freezer.

When making a complete dish – lasagne or moussaka, say – freeze raw in the dish you are going to cook it in. If you need the dish while it is in the freezer, thaw it for about an hour, loosen the edges, turn out in one solid lump and put in a bag back in the freezer. The dish can then be used and the frozen lasagne can be put back into the dish when it is free again.

Always thaw in the fridge overnight before cooking, and do not cook something in a dish straight from the freezer or the heat of the oven is likely to crack the dish. Do remember, though, that some things are just not suitable for the freezer. In each of the recipes throughout the book, I give detailed timing instructions, or warn you against.

Reheating and Refreshing

When a dish is taken straight from the fridge, whether it is fully cooked or partially cooked, it will be cold, and therefore could take slightly longer to cook to piping hot – the desired temperature. Use your judgement and, where useful, I have mentioned this in the recipe notes. (Incidentally, a thick dish will need its cooking time extended as well.)

If taking an ovenproof porcelain dish straight from the fridge, remember to let it come to room temperature for a little while before cooking, so that the dish doesn’t crack from the shock in the oven.

‘Refreshing’ is the term used for bringing back to life baked goods in general after they have been chilled or defrosted. Breads always taste better when they are warm, but some muffins and scones can taste like new when reheated. It must not be an extreme heat – you don’t want to make many things crisp and dry – but just enough to warm the food through thoroughly.

I’ve suggested a few pasta recipes here and, perhaps surprisingly, the pasta can be cooked up to 6 hours in advance. I always use dried pasta when I plan to do this. What you do is cook the pasta in plenty of boiling salted water until al dente, still with a slight bite in the centre. Refresh in plenty of cold running water. Leave the cold pasta in the colander, and cover with clingfilm. To reheat, either tip the pasta into the hot sauce if the pasta has a sauce with it, or plunge into boiling salted water for a few moments, stirring until the pasta is piping hot. Drain and serve at once.

A good number of people these days prefer to eat in the kitchen with friends rather than give more formal dinner parties. And of course, when people are milling around you in the kitchen – chatting, laughing, perhaps even trying to help (or interfering!) – you want to be as well organised and as well ahead as possible. You don’t want your knife technique to come under criticism, or any unwashed pots to be too much in evidence.

I have aimed for as many recipes as possible to be prepared and cooked at least a day before, and then reheated, which allows you to mingle happily with your guests, share a drink with them, and enjoy the evening without any hassle in the kitchen.

Those, then, are the ‘rules’! Now I hope you will enjoy cooking these recipes as much as we have enjoyed testing them. Remember always that cooking should be fun. If you follow my advice about preparing and cooking ahead, I think you will recognise that that is true. Cooking is a true pleasure (so long as you are well organised!) and you will be able to relax and enjoy eating with your friends and family.
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Starters and Nibbles

CHAPTER ONE
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The starter is the first thing your guests will see and sample, so it must look and taste good. I like to arrange my cold starters on the table ready for when we go into the kitchen or dining room. I think it looks so welcoming – and so organised! This is practical as well, because if the starters have been in the fridge, they always need a little time at room temperature: if food is too cold, you can’t taste anything. Cold starters are commonly considered to be the most useful for the cook. They need very little last-minute attention, certainly in the way of cooking, and if the dessert is cold as well, it allows you to spend more time and energy on the main course (usually the high point of any meal) and, most important of all, more time with your guests.

However, hot starters should never be ignored, because if you are organised and prepare the basics well in advance, a final quick heat through in the oven or under the grill – which is all most of them need – is easy. And a hot starter, particularly on a cold winter’s day, is always welcome. Soups are perhaps the easiest of the lot, as most can be made at least 1 month in advance and frozen. All you need to do is remember to defrost them overnight, or, at a pinch, melt the frozen block gently in a saucepan. (And I think hot plates for soup are vital: warm soup is not the same as hot soup.)

Preparing what I call ‘bits and bobs’ for drinks parties is generally considered to be very labour-intensive. And so it is: everything is smaller, so shaping, cutting and putting toppings and garnishes on bases is much more intricate and detailed. All the recipes here can be prepared in advance, though, so the bulk of the work is out of the way. All you will have to do on the day is make things look pretty on platters. Dips are very useful, and the two here can be made in advance, and used with crudités or spread on crostini or pitta breads. The crostini themselves are a huge life-saver: store them in the freezer in plastic boxes with kitchen paper in between the layers. They’re immediately to hand, take no time to defrost, and are great for any topping.

Most of the recipes here are simple to make, though some might seem a little more complicated. But as the method is divided up into separate stages, you should never find it too much of a chore. Soufflés, for instance, are said to be the bane of most cooks’ lives, but mine can be cooked up to 2 days in advance (actually they can even be frozen), and then given a quick blast in a hot oven to puff them up. And don’t forget to serve hot bread or rolls with the first course. You can buy some lovely
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