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Annie Bell trained as a chef before becoming the cookery writer for Vogue, and then food writer on the Independent. She has been principal cookery writer on the Mail on Sunday’s YOU Magazine for over 15 years. In this, her latest volume, she has gathered together her core repertoire of recipes to hand down to her children. Annie Bell’s previous cookbooks include the Gorgeous series, Soup Glorious Soup, The Camping Cookbook, The Picnic Cookbook, Annie Bell’s Baking Bible and Low Carb Revolution.


All the recipes have been tested in a fan oven.

All measurements given as spoons are rounded, which is how the ingredient is likely to naturally settle on the spoon. Level or heaped will be specified.

Salt means Maldon flakes, unless it says ‘fine’.

Pepper means freshly ground black peppercorns.

Start to Finish Times: These are designed to give you some idea of what time you need to start cooking. None of the recipes involve more than about 20 minutes preparation time.
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How to Use This Ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

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

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

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

—today a novice, tomorrow a cook

This book has been gently simmering away on the back burner for many years. Ever since I had children really. Knowing that the time would come when they took their first faltering steps into a kitchen, possibly on going to college, before becoming more engrossed in cooking for themselves and their families. That time has come, and so this book is a watershed for me. But it’s also a book for my generation.

The bookshelves in our house are positively groaning under the weight of the cookery books they hold, and yet I have lost count of the number of times that someone will have turned to them in need – for a recipe for spaghetti puttanesca, to check the cooking time for roast lamb, to find out the secret ingredients for a glaze for chicken teriyaki, or a sleepy early-morning reminder of a pancake batter – and suddenly felt let down. Plenty of recipes for asparagus bavarois with chanterelles and spit-roast suckling pig, but what about the essentials?

So to kick off this book, I make no apologies for the fact that I have filled it with simple recipes or ones that are familiar favourites. That is the aim. I feel passionately about the need for a cookbook such as this, at a time when, if statistics are to be believed, fewer and fewer people know how to cook. This book has to do with recipes that you are likely to cook day-in, day-out, and as such the real need is for the best possible version, one that has been thoroughly tested and pared down to those steps that are absolutely essential in order to get good results. There are suggestions for how to vary them, and with time you are bound to have your own ideas on this score. My hope is that you will take the recipes and make them your own.

The kind of food that you will relish cooking in the long-term will be just as personal as the music you listen to, the clothes you wear and the books that capture your imagination. So it matters that you learn to cook your way – in your own time and at your own pace – and finish your dishes in a way that reflects who you are. No one recipe will ever turn out exactly the same at the hands of different cooks, and nor should it. That is the artisanal sleight of hand we seek when out shopping for ingredients. We should value it just as much in our own endeavours. So please don’t look at the photographs here as the ultimate, where yours is somehow lesser if it is different.

But what if you have never cooked before, ever? Mum makes the toast, you eat it. Everyone’s been there at some point. Watching someone crack an egg for the first time, I cannot but help feel that gauche hesitance as they furtively give it a knock against the side of the bowl, almost scared of what might happen. Learning how to cook is on a par with learning how to drive. At first you consciously think through every single move from flicking the indicator to applying the brake or changing gear. And then, after a while, it becomes so second nature that if you had to stop and analyse what order you did everything in, you would probably stall the car.

And there are plenty of other firsts – from grinding pepper to seasoning a dish with salt, turning on a gas ring, chopping an onion, or peeling garlic cloves. But there is a real pleasure in acquiring this multitude of tiny skills. This book is not about mastering complicated techniques, it’s more about learning how to feel at ease with the many small processes that together add up to being a cook.

It also helps enormously to understand why you are performing any particular task in the way that is suggested. Recipes are very good at telling you what to do, without necessarily explaining the reason. Why do you season a chicken before it is roasted rather than after? Why do you kick off a vinaigrette with a teaspoon of Dijon mustard, or add a little oil to the pan when frying with butter? Why do you smack cucumbers for a Korean salad? Why do you get better crackling if you cut the rind off the meat and roast it separately? Answer all these questions, and you are well on your way to becoming a cook. The key to independence is understanding as well as doing. Hence the footnotes or KNACKS below the recipes, designed to give you that extra bit of information.

None of us carries an encyclopedic knowledge of cooking temperatures and times – there is always a need to look these things up – but life in the kitchen becomes ever more fluid as your confidence and independence grows. If you understand the core steps of pot-roasting a chicken, making a frittata, or mixing a dressing (actually we still look that one up in our house), cooking soon becomes a pleasure.

My own cookery journey goes from childhood Rock Cakes, gleaned from what is now a kitsch period-piece, Paul Hamlyn’s Cookery in Colour, on to working my way through Jane Grigson’s classics and Margaret Costa’s Four Seasons Cookery Book in my twenties. And then, via the occasional stint as a chef, to today, when I still get the same frisson from trying to cook a dish in a new and different way to how I did it all those years ago. Cooking is a journey.

The collection of recipes that follows seeks to take you on a tour through all the classical or great marriages of ingredients. I personally don’t believe that you can mix the flavour palates and types of dishes particular to different cultures with any great abandon. I can think of a handful of chefs who do this with real panache, but they are the exception. For the most part it simply muddies the landscape. Soy sauce in Italian food? Olive oil in Japanese? Ravioli with a curry? Not for me. If I am going to combine pork with apple and I want a third partner, it is unlikely to be miso and more likely mustard, because these ingredients share a geographical heritage and somehow work together. Flavour combinations are to do with lateral thinking. If you have a particular ingredient to hand and you want to marry it with another, the best way forward is to start by asking yourself where it derives from and what else comes from that area. If you base dishes on this time-honoured alchemy, you will never go far wrong.

Just because food is familiar isn’t to say we cannot enjoy it in a way that is up-to-date and fashionable. So often it is how we serve food that dates it more than the dish itself – start googling the decades and all will become clear, from the presentation and table decorations to the choice of plates, cutlery and glasses. I relish the way that eating has become much more relaxed in recent years, which tallies with my own love of rusticity, or food that is spontaneous, messy and carefree. I enjoy being able to eat with my fingers, to wipe a plate clean with whatever salad or vegetables have been placed centrally on the table. In fact, in our house at suppertime, everything is plonked on the table – on a trivet if it is searing hot, usually in the pan in which it has cooked – and everyone is free to get in there and combine the dishes in the way they want. So everything in this book is about big sharing bowls and plates.

And lastly an introduction to the cast you are likely to encounter in the pages that follow, as my pleasure in cooking lies with having someone to eat and share it with, which I couldn’t be doing without my husband Jonnie and son Louis. The recipes are infused with their love of comforting home-cooked classics. They are my toughest critics, and any new dish placed on the table is closely scrutinised as we discuss if it could have been done differently, or improved. And then there is Rothko, our lovely disabled son, who can’t cook but loves eating, and has great taste.

—Annie Bell
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Capsule Kitchen

Whenever anyone visits us for the first time, their reaction when they see my kitchen is invariably ‘you cook in that?’ Well, yes, I do. It may well be on the micro side but it never feels small to me, being one end of a conservatory gives the illusion of space. I have always been completely happy cooking in galley kitchens, where nothing is further away than a yoga plunge, compared to my farmhouse kitchen in France where I manage my twenty-minute daily walk simply in the throes of unstacking the dishwasher.

Some of the best fun is to be had in cooking in challenging circumstances, and I look back fondly to the one-ring Baby Belling in our garret flat just after leaving university when I cooked much more ambitiously than I do today. Big kitchens don’t necessarily make for better food. And as with travelling, there is a certain relief to be told it’s hand luggage only. You pack what you actually need. It is surprising just how little it takes to cook, both in terms of space and equipment.

I am forever advising people who want to learn to cook, to go and do a stage in a professional kitchen. Even if you never get any further than peeling potatoes, the discipline of working in a tiny space will remain with you all your life. You have your board, a large one, on which you do pretty much everything, with a small amount of space around. Making a mess is a luxury you can’t afford – if you don’t clear up and wipe down after one task there is no room to start the next one. It is a tardis-like operation.

Getting organised

A recipe, essentially, is a map designed to get you from A to B without losing you along the way. The quality of the recipe is clearly important, and that’s my job, but equally as driver you need to read it through from start to finish before setting off. One of the keys to success in cooking is organisation – making sure that you have everything you need prepared and ready for the moment it will be used. If, say, you are halfway through frying some vegetables for a dish when suddenly you are told to add a teaspoon each of finely chopped garlic, chilli and ginger, and you haven’t prepared them, you stand to burn the vegetables while doing so.

In an ideal world, a kitchen counter should look like one of those studio images on Masterchef, lots of little pots and bowls neatly arranged in front of you at the ready. This is exactly how restaurants operate. And clearing up as you go along is also really, really important. I still get the equivalent of bad hair days when I’m cooking, when I can’t face the kitchen sink until it is piled so high with pots and pans waiting to be washed that I no longer have anything to cook in. And then I try to rope Jonnie in to help, but this isn’t a practice I’m recommending.

Cooking in the Oven

One of the great differences between home and restaurant cooking lies in our use of the oven. As home cooks we have a huge advantage here. Cooking on a hob may be speedy, but it calls for careful monitoring and attention as well as skill. But pop something into the oven and you can wander off and do something else. So you will find in the recipes that follow, there is a LOT of use of your oven. In fact, if I can possibly transpose a dish from stove-top to oven (e.g. when cooking sausages, risottos or stews, etc.) I will do.

Fan, electric or gas?

I swear by a fan oven for achieving consistently great results. They are especially good for roasting potatoes, veggies and meat, anything where you want the dish to colour and caramelise. If you are using an electric or gas oven, you may find the temperature will differ slightly from that suggested depending on the brand.

Preheating the oven and positioning the shelves

The average oven will take around 15 minutes to heat up. Always place the oven shelf in the medium position if you are cooking just one item. If using two shelves, position them about a quarter of the way from the top and the bottom. And never cook on the oven floor, which will only ever result in tears – it is usually one of the heating elements.

A note of caution: When opening the oven door to remove anything, stand well back or you may end up with singed eyebrows. Vegetables, in particular, can let out a large cloud of very hot steam, but even dry air can burn.

Slow-cooking

If a stew or roast takes longer than 2 hours to cook, it falls into the ‘slow-cooked’ category. This usually involves a low temperature, and is most easily achieved in the oven. Cooking for an extended period on the hob can be very hit and miss. If the heat is that bit too high it will result in the fat from the meat boiling into the juices, whereas at the correct temperature it should settle on the surface ready to be spooned off at the end, making for a lighter and cleaner gravy. There is also less risk of the dish drying out.

Grilling

With the advent of ridged griddles, most of us use our overhead grills less. But they are a great way of colouring a gratin, or any dish topped with cheese or breadcrumbs. Otherwise contact grilling on a griddle (or a large dry frying pan), is the best route to ensuring that meat, fish and veggies turn golden on the outside while remaining tender and succulent within.

Cooking on the Hob

Boiling

Always place small pans over a small ring, otherwise you will end up burning the food in the corners without heating the middle. Bring liquids to the boil over a medium-high heat, but then turn it down to a simmer.

Frying

Aside from when you are cooking chopped veggies, when it is easiest to heat the oil in the pan before adding the vegetables, frequently the best route when frying larger items such as steaks or chops is to brush the food with oil beforehand, to avoid spattering everything in sight with a fine mist. There is no need for frying to be a greasy process.

Meat – fatty meats such as lamb and pork, bacon too, will fry or colour in their own fat, there is no need to add any more. When frying duck breasts, start with the fatty side and drain off the fat as it renders. Lean meats such as chicken and beef benefit from an initial brushing of oil.

Vegetables – with the exception of aubergine, which is best brushed with oil beforehand and then seared, here you need to add a tablespoon or two of oil to the pan before adding the vegetables.

Eggs – don’t overdo the oil here, a teaspoon or two should do it.

Fish – fatty fish such as salmon should fry in the rendered fat, but other types are best brushed with oil first and then seared.


Hob Temperature Guide

Give frying pans and saucepans a few minutes to reach the suggested temperature, and 4–5 minutes for cast-iron griddles and casseroles.

Very low heat – place the pan on the smallest ring on the lowest heat.

Low heat – either place the pan on the smallest ring over a medium-low heat, or on a large ring over a low heat.

Medium heat – either place the pan on the smallest ring over a medium-high heat, or over a medium heat on a large ring.

Medium-high heat – place the pan on the smallest ring over a high heat, or over a medium-high heat on a large ring.

High heat – set the pan over the highest heat the size will allow. If cooking on gas, don’t let the flames come up the sides.
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