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Introduction

We lead such busy lives these days that it’s all too easy to become reliant on convenience foods. Finding time to cook a meal yourself can seem daunting – so much easier to pop something in the microwave or buy a takeaway. But making a dish from scratch doesn’t have to be time-consuming and nothing beats good home cooking in terms of flavour or nutritional value. For this book, I’ve assembled a range of delicious, easy dishes that can be put together as quickly as possible using a mixture of fresh ingredients and store-cupboard staples.

You’ll find weeknight dishes that can be on the table in under 30 minutes; recipes that can be made ahead of time and then cooked or assembled when you’re ready; wonderful quick roasts and satisfying stews that can be on the table much faster than traditional options but without any loss of flavour; simple fresh salads and vegetable dishes; and easy-to-prepare meals that cook while you do something else.


Foolproof Quick Cooking

To achieve great flavour with no fuss, first and foremost you need quality ingredients. Try to buy the best that you can afford, as this will actually save you time. When something is fresh and in season, it will be full of flavour and will need only a few other ingredients to set it off, making it quicker to prepare. Think of tender asparagus or pink-stemmed rhubarb in early spring or locally grown strawberries and raspberries in the summer. Buy local if you can – if you know where your food comes from, it tastes even better! Fresh ingredients don’t have to be costly – go to your local market or farm shop to hunt out bargains and buy whatever is in season. If a particular ingredient isn’t available, you can easily swap it for another one, as I suggest in many of my recipes. And always check in your fridge, to see what you have already and might be able to use. This can help save you time as well as money. Leftover mashed potato can be made into potato cakes in a variety of flavours (see page 200), for example, while roast chicken can be sliced up for a nourishing bowl of Chicken Noodle Soup (see page 68).

Salads are perfect for putting together a range of complementary flavours, textures and colours and are so quick to make. You’ll find a lovely selection to choose from here, from delicious crunchy slaws to more sustaining dishes using grains such as bulgur wheat or quinoa. On cooler days, soups always go down well and I’ve included a good selection here, from the easy, no-blend Everyday Vegetable Soup on page 58, for which you could use any root vegetables you have to hand, to the wonderfully warming Smoky Red Pepper and Bean Soup on page 63 – so simple to knock up with a tin of cannellini beans.

People are often wary about cooking fish, yet it’s one of the quickest foods to prepare. One of the simplest ways is to oven-bake it in a foil parcel with a few flavourings – see my Sea Bass en Papillote with Courgette Ribbons on page 108. Scallops, a real treat for a special occasion, take next to no time to cook on the hob (see page 117). Or you could just take advantage of ready-cooked seafood, such as the prawns and crayfish tails in my version of the Indonesian classic, Nasi Goreng, on page 171.



Quick Techniques

When it comes to cooking, bear in mind that the size of the ingredients makes a difference to how long it will take. A smaller cut of meat will cook in a fraction of the time of a large joint, for example, but is just as tasty. Take the Marinated Rosemary Lamb Steaks with Red Peppers on page 160, or the roast loin of venison on page 143 – rolled in crushed peppercorns for extra flavour, this is roasted in the oven very briefly (only 12 minutes) and served with a creamy peppercorn sauce. Like venison, beef and lamb both benefit from being served pink, with the added bonus of taking less time to cook. Pork and chicken need to be cooked through, but if you cut them into strips or flatten them into thinner pieces, they will cook much more quickly. The Marinated Mango Pork Medallions on page 149 are brimming with tangy flavour and take only 5–10 minutes to cook. Here, as in other dishes in the book, the meat is marinated quickly first, which is such an effective way to add instant flavour to a dish.

How you cook is as important as what you cook when it comes to speed. Cooking on the hob or under the grill generally takes less time than cooking in the oven – stir-frying in particular. You’ll see that I’ve included a number of delicious stir-fry dishes, taking inspiration from Chinese and Thai cooking. For the TV series that accompanies this book, I visited London’s Chinatown and watched chefs at work as they chopped up vegetables at lightning speed and stir-fried them in huge woks over a fiery heat. While I wouldn’t advise cooking in this way at home (even if you are in a hurry!), chopping vegetables into small pieces and stir-frying them over a high heat in a non-stick pan does help them to cook more quickly and ensures they stay crisp and full of flavour.
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When it comes to quick cooking, Italy is hard to beat. I visited Rome for the TV programme and have included a number of Italian-inspired recipes in this book. Pasta is such a great store-cupboard stand-by – it’s so fast to cook and can be paired with a whole range of delicious sauces. It goes beautifully with seafood and fish or with vegetables of different kinds. You could try the Spaghetti with Salmon, Chilli and White Wine on page 180 or the Tagliatelle with Mushrooms and Stilton on page 183 – an ideal dish for vegetarians. With their layers of delicious toppings, Italian-style bruschetta make the perfect lunch (see page 34). You’ll find them in a chapter devoted to quick bites that could be used as snacks, nibbles, starters or light lunches, or presented as part of a larger spread. The Three Tapas on pages 45–6, for example, can be enjoyed on their own or served together Spanish-style for a casual meal with friends.

While stews generally rely on slow cooking, I’ve included a few speedier versions here, such as the Burgundy Chicken on page 132 and the Lamb Tagine on page 158. They still take some time to cook, but they are worth the effort. For Quick Cooking, I visited Marrakech, where I watched a family prepare a tagine in the traditional time-honoured way, each ingredient added to the dish in exactly the same order as it had been done for generations. Full of flavour from all the spices and other ingredients, my version can be cooked in much less time and still tastes delicious.

Classic dishes from around the world tend to incorporate lots of different spices, but I’ve discovered that you really don’t need them all. Just buy a few key spices and stick to them – you’ll find you use them again and again. That goes for other store-cupboard basics, too. There are certain items that are ideal for adding flavour quickly, such as roasted red peppers in oil, which provide a tasty alternative to roasting red peppers from scratch, or richly savoury miso paste – perfect for Asian-style soups and glazes.



A Little Bit of Planning

When it comes to making tarts and pies, shop-bought filo and puff pastry are so convenient and simple to use. Among the sweet dishes here, I’ve used filo for the Blackberry and Custard Money Bags on page 238 – something a bit different to serve your guests. If you’re too busy to make your own lemon or orange curd, a good-quality shop-bought jar can be a real time-saver. Be sure to read the label so you know they are made of pure ingredients – avoid additives. I’ve used one in the Limoncello Trifle on page 243, for example – a spectacular dish that takes only 15 minutes to assemble – as well as the moist and creamy Apple and Lemon Sandwich Cake on page 273. The Passion Fruit and Orange Cheesecake on page 233 is made without gelatine and also takes only 15 minutes to prepare.

As with savoury dishes, splitting things up into smaller quantities helps if you’re in a hurry. The no-churn Rum and Raisin Ice Cream on page 234 is even quicker to prepare if you freeze it in ramekins rather than a large container, while the Piccoli Tiramisù on page 249 consist of individual small puddings that are quicker to set than the larger Italian classic on which they are based. For a teatime treat, you could try the Orange, Lemon and Lime Cupcakes on page 263 – speedier to bake than a full-sized cake but just as delicious – or the Scone Fruit Crown on page 270, which looks impressive but is so quick to cook (10–12 minutes in the oven) and perfect to serve a crowd.

Throughout the recipes, I’ve given tips on how to save time or make the preparation of a recipe more straightforward. I’ve also included advice on preparing ahead and freezing dishes where possible. For the TV series I visited a wide range of restaurants and eating places, but what struck me about all of them was how well organised they were. Thinking ahead is something of a mantra of mine as I strongly believe that it can really help, especially when you’re busy. A little bit of forward planning makes all the difference.

Researching and putting together the dishes for this book has been a great pleasure. I do hope you enjoy making them and that you discover in the process that one is never too busy to knock up a nourishing and delicious meal. Once you get into the swing of it, you won’t look back – I guarantee it. You’ll soon be rustling up your own flatbreads, dips and speedy curries – much tastier and more satisfying than any convenience foods or takeaways!
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Light Bites and Tapas


Recipe List

Breakfast on the Go

All-in-One Sausage and Egg Breakfast

Gruyère and Chive Omelette

Smoked Mackerel Pâté

Hot-Smoked Salmon and Avocado

Pan-Fried Halloumi with Quick, Fresh Tomato Chutney

Tomato and Avocado Bruschetta with Olive Tapenade

Pan-Fried Spiced Falafel

Garlic Herb Flatbreads

Spiced Carrot Hummus

Three Tapas

Roasted Cauliflower

Garlic Mushroom Tapas

Patatas Bravas


Artichoke-Stuffed Button Mushrooms

New Potatoes with Blue Cheese and Chives

Red Pepper and Goat’s Cheese Tapas

Roasted Pepper and Ricotta Rolls

Mini Sausage Rolls with Thyme

Brie, Chutney and Tomato Toasties



Breakfast on the Go

Perfect to make the day before and leave in the fridge overnight ready to grab in the morning. Add 1 tablespoon of chopped hazelnuts to the oat mix, if you like. You can use any dried fruit that’s in the store cupboard – dried cranberries would add a lovely colour, but raisins or chopped figs (left over from the Figgy Oat Squares on page 266) would be nice too.



SERVES 4 • PREP TIME: 10 minutes • COOK TIME: 5 minutes, plus cooling


a knob of butter

50g (2oz) porridge oats

1 tbsp sunflower seeds

1 tbsp pumpkin seeds

5 ready-to-eat dried apricots, chopped into tiny pieces

1–2 tbsp runny honey (to taste)

50g (2oz) blueberries

75g (3oz) raspberries

200g (7oz) Greek-style natural yoghurt (see note)



You will need clean, lidded jars, such as Kilner or jam jars.

Melt the butter in a small frying pan over a medium–high heat. Add the oats and seeds, stir together and fry for 2–3 minutes, until starting to toast. Remove from the heat, and add the apricots and honey, stirring well.

Set aside on a flat plate to cool down.

Divide the fresh fruit between the jars and press down slightly. Spoon the yoghurt on top and sprinkle with the cooled oat mixture (see note) in a deep layer. Cover with the lids and chill in the fridge until needed.




COOK’S NOTES

•Give the yoghurt a good stir before spooning out of its pot, as it can separate a little. Using a thick yoghurt means it will not become runny overnight.

•If the cooled oats have stuck together in large clumps on the plate, break them up into bite-sized pieces before adding to the yoghurt.



PREPARE AHEAD

Can be made the day before and kept in the fridge overnight.



FREEZE

Not suitable for freezing.
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Breakfast on the Go


All-in-One Sausage and Egg Breakfast

An all-in-one breakfast dish to serve four hungry teenagers or indeed anyone with a hearty appetite! It’s also a great way to cook breakfast in a hurry – with much less washing-up too. Perfect hangover food, or so I am told!



SERVES 4 • PREP TIME: 10 minutes • COOK TIME: 30 minutes


8 good-quality pork sausages (see note)

1 tbsp sunflower oil

2 large just-ripe tomatoes, quartered

250g (9oz) large field mushrooms, thickly sliced

4 large eggs

2 tbsp finely snipped chives



Preheat the oven to 200°C/180°C Fan/Gas 6.

Place the sausages in a large roasting tin, add the oil and toss together, then roast in the oven for about 15 minutes until the sausages are golden underneath.

Turn the sausages over, scatter with the tomatoes and mushrooms and season with salt and pepper. Return to the oven to cook for another 10 minutes.

Crack the eggs into the roasting tin and return to the oven for a further 4–5 minutes or until just set. Sprinkle with the chives and serve with buttered toast.




COOK’S NOTE

If you use chipolata or cocktail sausages, this dish will take even less time to cook – about 20 minutes in total.



PREPARE AHEAD

Best made and served at once.



FREEZE

Not suitable for freezing.
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All-in-One Sausage and Egg Breakfast


Gruyère and Chive Omelette

Surely the quickest of all meals and so economical too. It only takes about 3 minutes to make and uses mostly store-cupboard ingredients. You can swap the chives for fresh parsley if you prefer. Water is added to the beaten egg to make it a lighter omelette.



SERVES 1 • PREP TIME: 2 minutes • COOK TIME: 5 minutes


2 large eggs

a knob of butter

15g (½oz) Gruyère cheese, grated

2 tsp snipped chives



You will need a 20cm (8in) omelette pan (see note).

Break the eggs into a bowl. Add 2 teaspoons of water and some salt and pepper and beat together with a fork until well mixed.

Heat the omelette pan until extremely hot, add the butter and, when it is foaming, pour in the egg mixture and tilt the pan to swirl the mixture around the base.

Using a spatula or palette knife, push the nearest third of the egg mixture into the middle of the pan making ripples. Draw any uncooked egg towards you and repeat the ripples in the same direction. Once the base is just set but the top still slightly runny, sprinkle the cheese and chives over the half of the omelette furthest away from you and the handle.

When almost set, loosen the omelette around the edges with the spatula and fold the plain half over the portion with the cheese and chives, then flip over, away from you, on to a warmed plate. (If you find this tricky with the hot pan, just slide the folded omelette out of the pan on to a small plate and invert a plate over the top to turn it out more easily.)

Serve immediately with green leaves or a tomato salad.




COOK’S NOTE

Make sure your pan has a solid, flat base. Invest in a good-quality non-stick pan, if you can, as the cheaper ones can be thin and buckle quickly, meaning the omelette will not cook evenly.



PREPARE AHEAD

Best made and served at once.



FREEZE

Not suitable for freezing.
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Gruyère and Chive Omelette


Smoked Mackerel Pâté

Quick, easy and perfect as a starter or a light lunch. You could switch the smoked mackerel for smoked salmon trimmings, if you prefer.



SERVES 4–6 • PREP TIME: 15–20 minutes, plus 1 hour chilling


6 sprigs of flat-leaf parsley

1 bunch of spring onions, roughly chopped

45g (1½oz) butter, softened

180g (6oz) full-fat cream cheese

225g (8oz) smoked mackerel fillets, skinned (see note)

juice of 1 small lemon



You will need 4–6 small jars or ramekins or a small serving dish.

Place the parsley and spring onions in a food processor. Whizz until roughly chopped, then use a spatula to transfer to a mixing bowl. Add the butter to the processor and whizz for a minute until soft and fluffy, then add the cream cheese and briefly mix until well blended. Add the fish, lemon juice and plenty of freshly ground black pepper. Whizz until smooth, then spoon into the bowl with the parsley and spring onions. Mix well and check the seasoning, adding salt and more pepper if needed.

Spoon the pâté into the jars/ramekins or a serving dish and place in the fridge to chill for a minimum of 1 hour. Bring to room temperature for about 10 minutes before serving with griddled bread or Melba Toasts (see page 71).




COOK’S NOTE

Smoked mackerel fillets come in sealed packs, either plain or sprinkled with crushed peppercorns. For this recipe, it is best to use the plain variety.



PREPARE AHEAD

The pâté can be made up to a day ahead and kept in the fridge.



FREEZE

Not suitable for freezing.
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Smoked Mackerel Pâté


Hot-Smoked Salmon and Avocado

Served on individual plates, this makes a speedy, smart first course that can be prepared ahead. Chargrilled artichoke hearts in oil are available from the supermarket in jars.



SERVES 6 • PREP TIME: 20 minutes • COOK TIME: 30 minutes


flesh of 2 ripe avocados, sliced into thin strips

juice of 1 lemon

1 × 60g bag of lamb’s lettuce

4 chargrilled artichoke hearts in oil (from a jar), drained and halved

200g (7oz) hot-smoked salmon flakes (see note)

25g (7oz) mixed seeds (such as sunflower and pumpkin), toasted (see note)

fresh dill to garnish

FOR THE DRESSING

4 tbsp mayonnaise

100g (4oz) crème fraîche

1 tbsp tomato purée

1 tbsp hot horseradish sauce

2 tsp fresh lemon juice

2 tbsp chopped dill



Carefully toss the avocado in the lemon juice to prevent it from discolouring.

Mix together the ingredients for the dressing and season with salt and pepper. Set aside.

Divide the lamb’s lettuce between six plates. Sit the artichoke halves and avocado slices on top of the lettuce and scatter over the flaked pieces of salmon. Sprinkle with the toasted seeds and add a little blob of the dressing. Top with the dill and serve the remaining dressing in tiny bowls alongside the salad plates.




COOK’S NOTES

•Hot-smoked salmon flakes are easy to buy and have a woody, earthy flavour that’s very different from that of standard cold-smoked salmon.

•To toast seeds or pine nuts, heat a frying pan until hot and toast them for a couple of minutes. Shake the pan to toast evenly, and watch them like a hawk so they don’t burn!



PREPARE AHEAD

The dressing can be made up to 3 days ahead and stored in the fridge. The salad, without the avocado, can be assembled up to 6 hours ahead and kept in the fridge too. Add the avocado just before serving.



FREEZE

Not suitable for freezing.
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Hot-Smoked Salmon and Avocado


Pan-Fried Halloumi with Quick, Fresh Tomato Chutney

I have never been that keen on halloumi; I’ve always found it a bit squeaky – which is what happens when it is overcooked! However, pan-fried in breadcrumbs and served with this delicious fresh tomato chutney, it is now one of my favourite light dishes.



SERVES 4 • PREP TIME: 15 minutes • COOK TIME: 20 minutes


1 × 250g block of halloumi cheese

25g (1oz) plain flour

1 large egg, beaten

2 tbsp milk

50g (2oz) panko breadcrumbs

about 2 tbsp sunflower oil

lamb’s lettuce leaves, to serve

FOR THE TOMATO CHUTNEY

1 tbsp olive oil

1 small red onion, finely chopped

1 garlic clove, crushed

350g (12oz) cherry tomatoes, cut into quarters

2 tbsp balsamic vinegar

2 tsp light muscovado sugar

6 mild piquant baby red peppers in oil (from a jar), drained and finely sliced

1 tbsp chopped basil



First make the chutney. Heat the oil in a small frying pan over a high heat. Add the onion and fry for 2–3 minutes until softened, then add the garlic and cook for a further minute. Tip in the tomatoes and stir over the heat, then add the vinegar, sugar and peppers and cook for 5–10 minutes, stirring occasionally, until the mixture has reduced and the tomatoes have softened but still retain their shape. Season with salt and pepper, add the basil and set aside to cool.

Cut the halloumi into eight thickish slices. Take three plates – add the flour to one and season with salt and pepper, add the beaten egg and milk to another and place the breadcrumbs in a third (see note). Toss the halloumi slices in the seasoned flour, then dip in the egg mixture and finally toss in the breadcrumbs until coated all over.

Heat the oil in a large frying pan over a high heat. Fry the breadcrumb-coated pieces of cheese for 2 minutes on each side until golden and crisp.

Serve with the chutney (see note) and a few lamb’s lettuce leaves.




COOK’S NOTES

•Putting the flour, breadcrumbs and egg on plates or in shallow bowls makes it much easier (and less messy!) to coat the cheese.

•Keep any leftover chutney to spread on ciabatta or to add to a sandwich for a tasty, quick lunch.



PREPARE AHEAD

The chutney can be made up to 2 days ahead and stored in the fridge. The halloumi can be coated up to 6 hours ahead and kept chilled.



FREEZE

Neither the pan-fried halloumi nor the chutney is suitable for freezing.
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Pan-Fried Halloumi with Quick, Fresh Tomato Chutney


Tomato and Avocado Bruschetta with Olive Tapenade

These are my new favourite lunch. If your ciabatta loaf is long and narrow, cut it on the diagonal to give a larger surface area to hold all the topping.



SERVES 6 • PREP TIME: 30 minutes • COOK TIME: 4 minutes


2 tbsp olive oil, plus extra for drizzling

1 garlic clove, crushed

6 thick slices of ciabatta loaf

flesh of 1 just ripe avocado, sliced widthways into strips

1 tbsp fresh lemon juice

2 ripe tomatoes, deseeded and sliced into strips

leaves of 1 small bunch of basil, some torn and some left whole to garnish

200g (7oz) buffalo mozzarella, torn into pieces

FOR THE TAPENADE (see note)

70g (2½oz) pitted black olives, drained if from a jar

3 tbsp sun-dried tomato paste

1 tsp runny honey

1½ tsp white wine vinegar



Measure all the tapenade ingredients into a mini food processor. Whizz until well chopped and the mixture forms a rough paste, then season with salt and pepper and set aside.

Heat a griddle pan or heavy-based frying pan until hot.

Mix the oil and garlic together in a bowl. Brush the ciabatta slices with the garlic oil and then chargrill or pan-fry the bread for 2 minutes on each side until brown and crispy.

Remove from the heat and spread the tapenade over the toasts.

Mix the avocado with the lemon juice, then arrange on the toasts, followed by the tomato strips, torn basil and mozzarella. Season well.

Drizzle with extra oil before serving, and garnish with the whole basil leaves.




COOK’S NOTE

You can use shop-bought tapenade to speed things up, though I find my homemade one makes the recipe extra special. Make double the amount, so you’ve extra for another day – place in a sterilised jar (see page 282) and store for 3–4 days in the fridge.



PREPARE AHEAD

Can be assembled up to an hour ahead – but no longer as the toasts will start to become soggy.



FREEZE

Not suitable for freezing.
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Tomato and Avocado Bruschetta with Olive Tapenade


Pan-Fried Spiced Falafel

Easy to make, these falafels are savoury fried patties – a mixture of chickpeas, onions and spices. Quick to cook, these are great as a snack or for lunch with a salad. They are delicious wrapped in flatbreads with tzatziki or hummus – try the Garlic Herb Flatbreads and Spiced Carrot Hummus on pages 38 and 41. Harissa paste is a mixture of roasted red peppers, chillies and spices. You’ll find it in a jar in good supermarkets. Dried harissa seasoning is also available and can be found with the dried herbs and spices.



SERVES 4–6 • PREP TIME: 15 minutes • COOK TIME: 4–6 minutes per batch


plain flour, for coating

2 tbsp sunflower oil

FOR THE FALAFEL

1 bunch of coriander

1 bunch of spring onions

1 garlic clove, crushed

1 × 400g tin of chickpeas, drained and rinsed (see note)

finely grated zest of ½ lemon

1 tbsp harissa paste

2 heaped tsp ground cumin

1 tsp runny honey



Place the coriander, spring onions and garlic in a food processor and whizz until roughly chopped. Add the remaining falafel ingredients and whizz again until more finely chopped but still with a bit of texture. Season well with salt and pepper. If time allows, refrigerate for 15 minutes to firm.

Divide the mixture into ten pieces, then roll each piece into a ball and flatten slightly (see note). Scatter the flour on a plate and lightly roll each falafel in the flour to coat in a thin layer.

Heat the oil in a frying pan over a medium–high heat and fry the falafel in batches, adding more oil if needed, for 2–3 minutes on each side until golden and heated through. Transfer to a plate lined with kitchen paper and keep warm until ready to serve.

Serve warm with a dip or salad, such as the Beetroot, Red Onion and Feta Salad on page 88. The yoghurt sauce on page 152 would go nicely with this too.




COOK’S NOTES

•After rinsing, drain the chickpeas well and make sure they are not wet – dry them with kitchen paper, if necessary.

•Use some of the flour to dust your hands to stop the mixture sticking.



PREPARE AHEAD

Can be made up to 8 hours ahead and kept in the fridge.



FREEZE

Not suitable for freezing
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Pan-Fried Spiced Falafel


Garlic Herb Flatbreads

The quickest of flatbreads to make and so versatile too. Perfect for dipping, try them with the Spiced Carrot Hummus on 





















COOK’S NOTES





PREPARE AHEAD




FREEZE
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Garlic Herb Flatbreads


Spiced Carrot Hummus




















COOK’S NOTE




PREPARE AHEAD




FREEZE
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Spiced Carrot Hummus
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Three Tapas





Roasted Cauliflower















Garlic Mushroom Tapas


















Patatas Bravas






FOR THE SAUCE
















COOK’S NOTE




PREPARE AHEAD




FREEZE
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Three Tapas: Roasted Cauliflower, Garlic Mushroom Tapas and Patatas Bravas
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Artichoke-Stuffed Button Mushrooms























COOK’S NOTE




PREPARE AHEAD




FREEZE






New Potatoes with Blue Cheese and Chives






















COOK’S NOTE




PREPARE AHEAD




FREEZE






Red Pepper and Goat’s Cheese Tapas





















COOK’S NOTES





PREPARE AHEAD




FREEZE
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Red Pepper and Goat’s Cheese Tapas


Roasted Pepper and Ricotta Rolls























COOK’S NOTES





PREPARE AHEAD




FREEZE





[image: Roasted Pepper and Ricotta Rolls]
Roasted Pepper and Ricotta Rolls


Mini Sausage Rolls with Thyme























COOK’S NOTES





PREPARE AHEAD




FREEZE






Brie, Chutney and Tomato Toasties




















COOK’S NOTES





PREPARE AHEAD




FREEZE
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