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1 tablespoon = one 15ml spoon

I teaspoon = one 5ml spoon

Ovens should be preheated to the specified temperature – if using a fan-assisted oven, follow the manufacturer’s instructions for adjusting the time and temperature.

Fresh herbs should be used unless otherwise stated.

Medium eggs should be used unless otherwise stated.

The Department of Health advises that eggs should not be consumed raw. This book contains some dishes made with raw or lightly cooked eggs. It is prudent for vulnerable people such as pregnant and nursing mothers, invalids, the elderly, babies and young children to avoid uncooked or lightly cooked dishes made with eggs. Once prepared, these dishes should be kept refrigerated and used promptly.

This book includes dishes made with nuts and nut derivatives. It is advisable for those with known allergic reactions to nuts and nut derivatives and those who may be potentially vulnerable to these allergies to avoid dishes made with nuts and nut oils. It is also prudent to check the labels of pre- prepared ingredients for the possible inclusion of nut derivatives.
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      introduction

      
      It is 7.30 pm, your train was delayed because it had no driver, it is getting dark outside, the washing still needs hanging
         up from this morning, the dishwasher needs emptying and you are starving. These are not the best circumstances in which to
         start cooking a meal, but let’s face it, it is the reality of most Mondays, Tuesdays, Wednesdays and Thursdays. In fact, if
         we had the space on the cover, we might well have called this book, ‘The Monday-to-Thursday Meal Book’ because it is on those
         days that we tend to find ourselves throwing together meals in a matter of minutes. If we can’t cook something tasty in 20
         minutes or less, the majority of us end up pulling a ready-meal from the freezer and introducing it guiltily to the microwave,
         or shutting the cupboards, reaching for the phone and dialling for a takeaway meal.
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      In this small but useful book, we have a clear message for you. Save your money! Don’t order that takeaway – in the time it
         would take you to heat up a ready-meal in the oven, you can make a delicious, nutritious, home-cooked supper and, more often
         than not, for less than it would have cost you for that ready-meal. All you need are some key store-cupboard ingredients,
         some vital pieces of kitchen equipment and a little bit of meal planning.
      

      
      the art of meal planning

      
      For those of us who are working all day, either looking after children in the home or in paid work out of the home, finding
         the time to sit down and plan our meals is difficult, to say the least. But by doing so, the next time you find yourself with
         a rumbling stomach, standing by an open fridge door at 7.30 pm, all you have to do is look at your meal list and find the
         ingredients and we promise you that 20 minutes or so later you will be sitting down and eating a tasty home-cooked supper.
         It couldn’t be simpler. So after you have eaten tonight, instead of switching on the TV or turning on the computer, spend
         a few minutes going through this book. Pick out four or five meals you fancy and then turn on the computer and use it to place
         your internet shopping order. Keep your meal list on the fridge door and tick off the meals as you cook them. It sounds obvious,
         but such a small, simple task means that you or your partner will know what food has been bought for what meal; it means less wastage of food; time is saved
         shopping for extra ingredients (which have been used up unknowingly on another meal); and you do not have to spend time deciding
         what to cook.
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      So which meals should you choose when planning your suppers? Firstly, be aware of your and your family’s tastes and, where
         possible, mix up your and their favourites with some new foods. Secondly, factor in your budget. Thirdly, remember nutrition.
      

      
      busy people need good nutrition

      
      When it comes to making sure that you are getting a balanced, nutritious diet, our suggestion is that you mix up as many different
         types of food across the course of the week as is economical and practicable. This ensures you are getting a whole host of
         nutrients and it means you won’t get bored cooking the same meals all the time. It also means that, if you’re cooking for
         a family, everyone gets to have their favourite food at least once a week.
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      Fruit and vegetables are hugely important to your overall health and vitality and should take up at least a third of your
         dinner plate. They are packed with important vitamins and minerals, such as iron, potassium, zinc and calcium, which help
         your mind and body to function well. When your life is busy and stressful, fruits and vegetables are especially important
         in your diet as they are brimming with antioxidants that help ward off illness. Remembering all the nutritional benefits of
         long lists of foods is practically impossible, so try and follow the simple rule that you should eat some orange and red fruits
         and vegetables, such as red peppers, tomatoes, radishes, apricots, carrots, oranges and squashes, and some dark green vegetables, and herbs such as broccoli, greens, parsley
         and spinach, every day to benefit from their high levels of vitamins and antioxidants. Also, remember that the fresher your
         fruit and vegetables are, the better they are for you.
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      You will notice as you look through this book that many of the recipes involve steaming or stir-frying vegetables. We have
         included these recipes not only because these methods are time-saving and efficient, but also because heat destroys the vitamins,
         so keeping the cooking time to a minimum improves the levels of nutrition in your meals.
      

      
      Protein should make up another third of your dinner plate. Mixing up the protein sources in your diet will ensure you benefit
         from a wide range of nutrients. Gone are the days when meat was heralded as the first-class protein and all other forms of
         protein were considered second class. These days it is recommended that, as well as some red meat and poultry, we should include
         a range of omega-rich fish and seafood in our diets (ideally at least twice a week) as well as plenty of nuts and seeds, some
         low-fat dairy products, such as cheese, milk and yogurt, some eggs and, of course, plenty of pulses. When choosing your protein,
         remember that weight for weight, beans contain almost as much protein as fillet steak at a fraction of the cost and with many more health
         benefits. Beans are rich in various health-giving minerals, and they help protect against cardio-vascular diseases, osteoporosis
         and various cancers. Remember, too, that they also have a low GI, which means they provide slow-release energy, an important
         factor for diabetics. For the sake of speed, the recipes in this book use cans of beans as opposed to dried beans which need
         soaking.
      

      
      Complex carbohydrates should make up the remaining third of your plate and should form the basis of your diet. Complex carbohydrates
         are vital for fibre and to give our cells the energy they need; that’s why when we get in from work at seven o’clock and haven’t
         eaten since lunchtime, we often reach for the oat cakes or crackers for our first ‘food fix’ – our bodies (and brains!) know
         that we are lacking glucose and need immediate energy. Complex carbohydrates do not simply refer to wholegrains, such as oats,
         brown rice, bread and pasta, but also to potatoes and other starchy vegetables, such as sweet potatoes, sweetcorn, and even
         peppers and tomatoes. Many of the recipes in this book use lots of tasty vegetables that will give you a good helping of energy
         and fibre.
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      Once you have chosen your meals, shop for the fresh ingredients and any other specific ingredients that you don’t have, and
         why not take a look at our recommended store-cupboard ingredient list (see page 13). By keeping these foods in your kitchen
         all the time, you will be able to whip up an exciting meal even when you’re weren’t expecting to have to cook.
      

      
      what ingredients should you always have in stock?
      

      
      Most fresh produce, such as meat, poultry, fish, fruit and vegetables, should ideally be bought as fresh as possible and with
         specific meals in mind to reduce wastage. However, there are some fresh ingredients that you can always have in your fridge
         and freezer no matter what kind of meal you are planning to cook because they are always useful to have to hand for a wide
         variety of different recipes.
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      In the freezer, keep fresh ginger in sealed food bags and grate it straight into the pan from frozen. Fresh chillies can also
         be frozen in food bags and need only a few minutes on a plate defrosting before they are soft enough to chop. Fresh herbs
         can be stored in and frozen in case of emergencies, although be aware that they do lose some of their flavour and pungency
         when frozen. Most bread products, including shop-bought pizza bases, naans and pitta breads, can be kept in the freezer and
         cooked straight from frozen or defrosted in the microwave for a few seconds just before cooking.
      

      
      In the fridge we recommend keeping a tub of crème fraîche, a small pot of double cream, a carton of UHT milk, butter, eggs,
         Cheddar and Parmesan cheese and a carton of natural yogurt. All these foodstuffs can be used in various recipes in this book
         and are bound to come in useful before they come to the end of their use-by-date.
      

      
      For your kitchen cupboards, we would recommend you stock up on the following:
      

      
      [image: image] Tubes or cans of tomato purée and a jar of passata (sieved tomatoes)
      

      
      [image: image] Canned chopped tomatoes
      

      
      [image: image] A selection of canned pulses, including chickpeas
      

      
      [image: image] A selection of canned vegetables
      

      
      [image: image] A jar of pitted black olives in brine
      

      
      [image: image] Some canned fish – salmon or tuna
      

      
      [image: image] Stock cubes, including vegetable, chicken, fish and beef or lamb
      

      
      [image: image] Dried herbs, including ground cumin, ground coriander, cinnamon, Chinese five-spice powder, saffron, mixed herbs, mixed spice
         and ground nutmeg
      

      
      [image: image] Jars of ginger, lemon grass and garlic paste (incredible time-savers with very little compromise in flavour)
      

      
      [image: image] Bottled oils, including olive, groundnut and sesame oils
      

      
      [image: image] Dark and light soy sauce
      

      
      [image: image] Sweet chilli sauce
      

      
      [image: image] Worcestershire sauce
      

      
      [image: image] Salt and pepper
      

      
      [image: image] Vinegar, including balsamic and white wine vinegar
      

      
      [image: image] Mustard seeds and a jar of French mustard
      

      
      [image: image] Dried chilli flakes
      

      
      [image: image] Dried pasta and noodles
      

      
      [image: image] Brown and white rice (brown rice is much healthier, but be aware that it does take an extra 10 minutes to cook)
      

      
      [image: image] Fish sauce
      

      
      [image: image] Some sealed bags of nuts – cashews, almonds and peanuts are especially useful
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      [image: image] Coconut milk
      

      
      [image: image] Plain and self-raising flour and cornflour
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      essential kitchen equipment
      

      
      Making good, fast food is something you will get better at with practice, but ultimately certain items of equipment are invaluable
         to help you create a really tasty meal in a matter of minutes. Essential items include a mix of different-sized, good-quality
         saucepans complete with lids, a good-sized colander and sieve and at least two good-sized baking trays. Standard kitchen utensils
         include a slotted spoon, a fish slice, a potato masher, tongs, spatulas and peelers, a balloon whisk, some mixing bowls and
         see-through measuring jugs, as well as some good-quality kitchen knives. You would also benefit from having:
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      [image: image] A food processor with various attachments, including a whisk and beater, slicer discs and a standard cutting blade. Although
         it is possible to chop, grate, slice, knead and mix everything by hand, a food processor does all these things very quickly
         and efficiently and saves you time and energy. It is a vital piece of equipment for the busy, time-pressed cook.
      

      
      [image: image] A blender (otherwise known as a liquidizer), which will pulverize the ingredients and is therefore excellent for soups.
      

      
      [image: image] A garlic crusher takes seconds to give a great garlic taste as opposed to minutes.
      

      
      [image: image] A two- or ideally three-level steamer pan.
      

      
      [image: image] A box grater is much easier and therefore quicker to use then a single-sided grater.
      

      
      [image: image] A microwave for defrosting and cooking certain foodstuffs while others are being cooked on the hob.
      

      
      make your kitchen space work for you

      
      You may have all the key ingredients in your cupboards and a whole host of lovely foods in the fridge, but when you get down
         to the nitty-gritty of actually cooking your meal, you need to have a workspace that works for you.
      

      
      Reclaim the space in your kitchen that is taken up with non-cooking items – you need every bit of space to house the equipment
         and utensils that you need to prepare a meal in the least amount of time possible. Look at your cutlery and utensils drawers and make them as easy as possible to use. Put large
         utensils like soup ladles, fish slices and large spoons in jugs or pots next to the cooker so you can get at them swiftly.
         Think about where you store your most-used kitchen equipment – ovenproof mixing dishes, graters, garlic crushers, food processors,
         measuring jugs and scales, not to mention your collection of sharpened knives, should be in easy-to-reach places, not stuck
         at the back of an over-stuffed drawer or behind a stack of heavy bowls. It may sound obvious, but you’d be surprised how habits
         lead us to put certain equipment in places they’ve been for years, but that cause us stress and waste our time when cooking.
         It may take an hour or so one weekend, but having a really good kitchen sort-out will really help you in your mission to make
         a quick, delicious meal regularly.
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      be ready to serve

      
      Finally, when you are ready to serve your meal, be aware that needing to clear and lay the table at the last minute only adds
         to tension and means your culinary efforts will be left on the side going cold while you sort out the mess in the dining area.
         If you are eating with the family or friends, ask them to clear and lay the table while you cook – it is a good habit for
         children to get into, and for friends it is a small gesture of thanks for the meal you have cooked for them.
      

      
      The table is set, the wine is flowing and the meal is served and sizzling on the plate. Now all there is to do is enjoy the
         meal you have created and revel in the fact that you have made this plate of magic in less time than it would have taken to
         walk to the takeaway and back. Some of the best things in life are the quickest and simplest. Savour and enjoy!
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