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How to use this Ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.



Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.



Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.



You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top right-hand corner of the screen.


Introduction

The pan, in most kitchens, is an auspicious symbol – an emblem of culinary opportunity for every home cook. We rack our brains at lunchtime to invoke ideas for the evening’s dinner. The image of a hot, smoking pan serves as a life raft to carry us through the working day. A dear friend admitted that on returning home from work, the pan will go onto the hob before she’s even foraged the fridge or rustled through her cupboards to concoct supper. While that isn’t an action I’d recommend – unless you want a roomful of smoke by the time you’ve peeled your first onion – for her, merely heating a pan signals safety and homeliness. The sentimental value of that piece of formed metal balances with, if not outweighs, its basic function. Whether it’s an heirloom cast-iron skillet, scrubbed clean and oiled by generations of a devoted dynasty, or the pan that fills an empty new house with the inaugural scent of home, the raw concept of the pan – metal on heat – has evolved alongside us into an indispensable part of modern day life. That story began a million years ago.

In the depths of the Wonderwerk Cave in South Africa, scientists discovered charred bone fragments and ash – evidence, some say, that our forefathers started to cook food on fire a million years ago. All it may have taken is for one member of an earlier clan, while ravaging a piece of meat, to have dropped a morsel into the fire. In the shadows that danced across the cave walls, this famished prehistoric being plucked the meat from the fire, sacrificing not a bite of the precious meal, and was enlightened by the improved flavour and texture. It’s not hard to believe, is it, that the discovery of cooked meat could supersede the lustre that raw meat once had? Other scientific theories contest that timeframe of ancient cookery, and suggest a more recent use of fire for food from evidence of human-controlled fires in Israel – still a good 250,000–400,000 years ago.

It may take just one fleeting glance at a frenzy of lager louts in the local pub to question the modern-day human’s anatomical advances over prehistoric man, but it has nonetheless been argued that our anatomy began its evolution to the current advanced state at the advent of cookery. No longer were we forced to spend most of the day eating raw foods. We were able to more quickly derive nutrition from cooked foods. As a result, our guts shrunk and our brains grew (until the advent of draft lager, that is).

It was only hundreds of thousands of years later that the human race began to cook with pots. As far as we currently know, pottery was first used for cooking in East Asia between 10,000 and 20,000 years ago. Tests carried out on pots found in Japan suggested that these ancient vessels were used to cook aquatic creatures. Imagine the first sip of a fish chowder – albeit of rudimentary preparation – after a lifetime of charred meat. What an awakening!

With the passage of time, more cookware emerged from human invention, with copper pans appearing around 5000 years ago in ancient Mesapotamia – and they’re still very much in fashion today. In the late 19th century, cast-iron skillets arrived in America and, somewhere between then and now, a more diverse range of cookware was born. A range that we idolise and collect, as new trends oscillate in and out of life.

You might expect a bigger brain and a more advanced body to be a good thing, but as a result of these steps forward, we now have much more to do other than hunt, gather, and cook. We leave our caves for most of the day to fulfil roles, to earn a crust. The curse of our modern-day anatomies means we have to cram more into our lives, and cookery, for many, is sacrificed. But it does not have to be. In the Western world, so much emphasis is put onto a hearty meal slow cooked in the oven – it often forms the paradigm of a healthy, happy family. That’s no longer a reality, and as much as I lament the lack of long, laid back family dinners, I equally rejoice the opportunities to be found in a more fast-paced kitchen environment, where delicious meals can be rustled up without an oven; just pans and a hob are all that you need to feed your tribe. You only need to look at some East Asian cultures where woks and pots replace oven cookery to be filled with confidence that you can create superb foods with just a pan and heat – convenience food, with class.

The problem with convenience food, or at least our view of it, is that it has grown to mean something very different from the contents of this book. We call junk food convenient; packet sandwiches and microwave meals are convenient; expensive salads, for which, if you ate daily, you’d need to remortgage your home, are convenient. But are they fulfilling? Occasionally, yes, they can be. I don’t know about you, but I for one would much rather cook something myself for my little family (just two hairy blokes and a scruffy hound).

Of course, speedy cookbooks have been done before, but most of them require so much bloody equipment. Not all of us has a blender, a food processor, and a gang of home economists to wash up behind the scenes. Speedy food doesn’t need to be complicated. It mustn’t be - just a flash in the pan, and no real trickery. Knife skills help, of course; though there really is no expectation on you to chop like Gordon Ramsay on a sugar high. Home cookery shouldn’t command expertise or razor-sharp agility. Just enjoy these recipes in full confidence that they can be cooked in under 45 minutes.

From our ancestors who might have spent 6–9 hours a day chewing raw food to sustain their bodies (though some days I’d love nothing more than a 6-hour feast),

we have domesticated the flames and tamed the wildness of fire, enabling a delicious dinner in 30-45 minutes.

But we owe that, really, to our ancestors; although that image of a naked, bristly crowd huddled around a cave fire seems a far cry from the convenience of our domestic cookery today, the two are inextricably moored. The simplicity of our modern-day cooking has taken millions of years of development, and we can rejoice that now with a quick flash in the pan.
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Sugar High Note

We’ve come a long way. Meals are no longer solely a means for survival, but are now tailored to our pleasure receptors. The basic order in which a meal is eaten is a method of preordaining happy memories. Whether at home or in the swankiest of restaurants we follow a template procedure of starter, main and dessert. You might think this is just because we need order and organisation: patterns of regularity upon which we can rail the fickle carriage of life. But you’d be wrong. It’s all about navigating toward a happy ending. And happy endings make happy memories. As Shakespeare wrote, ‘All’s well that ends well’.

I write this chapter introduction the day after a friend’s wedding. When I recall the meal, I first smile with glee at the dessert: a trio of sorbet, brownie and steamed pudding. It was a great meal. But on deeper pondering, I then remember the pork: dry. I recall the starter being okay, maybe, definitely too small. I cringe at the forced and awkward conversation with strangers who were so inconveniently plonked behind the centrepieces. But that doesn’t matter, because the meal ended on a high. The seconds it took me to snaffle the sweet far outweighed, in retrospect, the hours of waiting around and forced conversation. The day itself ended with such a fun moment with my friends that all the mundanities you’d expect of a wedding were obliterated. In psychology, it’s referred to as ‘duration neglect’ – the idea that it doesn’t matter for how long pain is suffered, so long as the pain ends on a happier note.

But can we say that in prefabricating memories from a particularly tailored order of service, we are truly living in the moment? Aren’t we just worrying, unnecessarily, about the future reflections of a moment, rather than just living in it?

Putting all of the psychology aside, quite simply, I’m opening this book with dessert not to be flippant, but because of something a friend said to me in the canteen of our primary school when we were just six years old. As I drove my fork into the crispy, nature-defying golden potato croquette, I noticed my friend Kay was starting with her rice pudding and jam. I didn’t need to ask; my glance was enough to draw her answer. ‘Why save the best till last? Someone may steal it, or it might go cold.’ Wise words from a six-year-old.

I start this meal with dessert.
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Rhubarb and Matcha Eton Mess

Matcha, green tea in its powder form, is delicious in baking. Its slightly ferric, vegetal flavour, when sweetened, reminds me of rich tea biscuits dunked into very strong tea – a morning treat with which my grandma would awaken me when I was a lad. Surprisingly, it couples beautifully with stewed rhubarb. Make sure you get pure matcha powder – some supermarkets do sell it, but it’ll be a darn sight cheaper online.

Serves 4

400g (14oz) rhubarb, cut into

1cm (½in) slices

100g (3½oz) caster sugar

300ml (10fl oz) double cream

½ tsp matcha powder, plus extra to sprinkle

6 meringue nests

200g (7oz) Greek yogurt

Put the rhubarb and caster sugar into a medium saucepan with a splash of water – no more than a couple of tablespoons. Set over a medium-high heat and allow the rhubarb to release its juices and cook down until just softened – don’t let it get too mushy. Remove from the heat, transfer to a bowl and pop into the fridge to cool down quickly.

Put the cream and matcha powder into a mixing bowl. Whip the cream to soft, floppy peaks which reluctantly hold their shape but do so on the promise that they’ll disappear if you so much as look at them in the wrong way. Crush three of the meringue nests and fold them into the cream, along with the yogurt.

When the rhubarb mixture is cool, fold it into the whipped cream, being careful not to allow the streaks of pinkish green to disappear – this is merely marbling, not combining. If you’re using individual bowls rather than a huge trifle bowl, divide the mixture among them. Otherwise, scoop it into the trifle bowl. Coarsely crush the remaining three meringue nests and scatter them over the top of the Eton mess. Finish with a light dusting of matcha powder.
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