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Dedication

This book is dedicated to my mum, who sadly passed away in 2022 from motor neurone disease.

Mum was always super-proud of Kitchen Sanctuary and she took great joy in taste-testing lots of the recipes from my previous book (It’s All About Dinner).

She passed away just before I started writing this book, but she happily listened to me telling her all about my plans and recipe ideas, and I know she would have loved to help with the taste-testing of this one – especially the Fantastic Fish section!

Love you Mum x
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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.

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 and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.


Introduction

While I absolutely love spending time cooking recipes in the kitchen, it’s simply not practical to spend hours in there every day. In fact, most days it’s a rush to get dinner on the table in the quickest time possible. However, I don’t want to sacrifice flavour in order to get a meal finished faster, so I’m always looking for shortcuts to speed up and simplify the process, without compromising on taste. After all, ‘Quick and Easy’ is the title of this book. So, if you’re reading this and you’re finding family life, work, school, etc leaves you with barely any time, you’re no doubt looking for ideas to speed up the cooking process too, and that’s why I’ve written this book. So let’s get cooking!

In addition to some of the most popular quick recipes on my website, this book has 70 brand-new dishes to see you through every quick-dinner-required scenario!

Why should this book be on your bookshelf?

I would love this to be your go-to book for when you’re short on time for getting dinner ready. All the recipes should take you 30 minutes or less to prepare and cook. I’ve got a whole section on shortcuts that you can incorporate into your everyday cooking, as well as incorporating lots of little shortcuts along the way in my recipes. As far as I’m concerned, shortcuts and quick-to-cook ingredients are great, but in addition to the time-saving element, they MUST deliver on flavour. That’s been my motto throughout the whole writing and testing process for this book. It’s all about fast flavour!

Notes

• All oven temperatures in degrees Centigrade are the fan setting. If your oven does not have this feature, increase the temperature by 20°C.

• Unless otherwise stated, salt is regular table salt and pepper is freshly ground black pepper.

• If soy sauce isn’t listed as ‘light’ or ‘dark’ soy sauce, it means ‘standard’ soy sauce. Use light soy sauce as a replacement if you don’t have standard soy sauce.

• If a specific oil isn’t stated, use any neutral oil, such as avocado, rapeseed, vegetable or sunflower.

• If you make homemade stock, that’s great, but water plus stock (bouillon) cubes will work just fine too.

• I use full-fat dairy (milk, cream, butter, yogurt, cheese) and full-fat coconut milk and coconut cream as I find they taste better and full-fat versions are a lot less likely to split when heated.

• The 30-minute timing is intended to be an average prep and cook time. Naturally some people take longer to prepare ingredients, some ovens and hobs cook at slightly different temperatures (which can add to the overall cook time) and differences in some ingredients (such as meat/fish that come in different sizes) can also affect cooking time.


[image: Illustration] Check out the videos!

Not only does each recipe in this book have a photo, but I’ve included a QR code for EVERY SINGLE RECIPE, that will take you through to a video, so you can see how the recipe is made, every step of the way.
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About Nicky and Kitchen Sanctuary

Nicky grew up in Southport, in northwest England, before moving to Staffordshire, where she got her degree in Computing Science. After university, she spent 14 years in corporate IT, where she met husband Chris. They have two children, Gracey and Lewis.

Food and cooking have been a passion for Nicky since age 11, when she first started cooking for her family. She started Kitchen Sanctuary in 2014, initially to diarize her recipes and as a way to relax after a long day in the office. The recipes proved popular with readers and the site started to grow, eventually allowing Nicky to work on it full-time.

In 2017 Chris quit his corporate job to join Nicky working on Kitchen Sanctuary and that’s when they started making recipe videos for their YouTube channel.

Kitchen Sanctuary is now one of the most popular recipe websites in the UK, with a readership in the millions every month. The Kitchen Sanctuary YouTube channel is also growing rapidly, with recipe videos being added every week.


Smart Shortcuts

There's no shame in using shortcuts to help speed up a recipe – it's all about personal preference. For some, this might mean using ready-minced ginger or microwave rice, for others it might involve buying a fajita kit with a rotisserie chicken, a bag of salad and some ready-grated (pre-shredded) cheese. It's whatever works for you!

Ready-made/ready-prepped ingredient shortcuts

Some of the things you might want to consider when using ready-prepped ingredients include:

• How much help you need to speed things up – Do you want ready-chopped or ready-cooked ingredients? Do you want one speed-up ingredient, or multiple?

• Whether you’re happy with extra additives (flavour enhancers, preservatives etc) that might come with some ingredients – especially sauces, heavily flavoured items or almost full complete ingredients/items (for example soups, filled ravioli, meats cooked in sauces). I try and keep these to a minimum, if I can, but that’s not always possible on the busiest days.

• If the taste is better or worse when using a ready-prepped ingredient.

Some examples of items I use on those extra-busy days are:

• Rotisserie chicken or cooked chicken pieces – A lifesaver when you want to add protein to a meal such as soup or fried rice but don't have to time to cook a chicken. See my Rotisserie chicken burritos, Chicken salsa bake, Chicken fried rice, Chicken pot pie soup and Tom kha gai.

• Shredded ham hock – A great addition to a pie, risotto or pasta. I even add it to savoury pancakes. See my Baked ham and pea risotto and my Savoury pancakes.

• Cooked salmon/mackerel/prawns (shrimp) – Honey-roasted or sweet chilli salmon, garlic and coriander (cilantro) prawns, smoked peppered mackerel all make great additions to salads and pasta.

• Cured meats – Salami, chorizo, prosciutto, ham and other types of cured meat are a flavourful and quick way to add oomph to pizzas, toasties, salads, pasta and risotto. Check out my Pizza toasts.

• Ravioli – I love to buy filled ravioli and serve it in a quick homemade sauce. Pesto, creamy lemon, tomato and chilli and garlic butter sauce are my favourites. Cook the ravioli according to the packet instructions and toss them in your favourite sauce. You could add spinach, peppers, peas, mushrooms, Parmesan, chilli (red pepper) flakes etc to add even more flavour.

• Cooked noodles – Add these into soups and stir-fries for a filling addition that only takes a minute or two.

• Microwave rice – This often isn’t quite as good as home-cooked but is a quick and useful addition to things like burritos, salad bowls and stuffed peppers. I’ll also use it if I have a leftover portion of curry or chilli, which I know will only take a few minutes to heat up.

• Frozen mashed potato pellets – Since I discovered mashed potato pellets a couple of years ago, I don’t think I’ve made mashed potato since! I admit, I used to feel like it was cheating at first, but now I rave about them to everyone. They usually have a good (small) ingredients list – potato, milk, butter, salt and pepper. I use them as regular mash (with extra butter and cream), to top fish pies and cottage/shepherd’s pies, to make fishcakes, croquettes and even gnocchi. I always have some in my freezer.

• Chips/wedges/roast potatoes – I love homemade chips and crispy potatoes, but it’s always useful to have these on standby in the freezer to whip up a quick dinner. Steaky chips (chips covered with strips of steak and peppercorn sauce), pizza-loaded chips, as a side dish to crispy chicken or good ol’ fish fingers are my favourite ways to use them.

• Frozen vegetables – Frozen peas are always in my freezer. They’re a great addition to lots of meals, but also my favourite standby when I’ve run out of fresh veg. Frozen ready-chopped onions are also a brilliant time-saver (no onion-chopping tears either!).

I particularly like frozen spinach too. While it doesn’t save any time (compared to using fresh spinach) it lasts for so much longer in the freezer. I hate finding a bag of slimy spinach in the refrigerator! Added to curries and sauces, you can barely tell the difference between fresh and frozen.

Other frozen vegetables, such as carrots, cauliflower, broccoli and green beans, I use a little more sparingly, as I find they don’t have quite as much flavour as fresh, and they can sometimes be a little on the mushy side, but they work really well added to soups and stews. It can be a cost-effective way to buy vegetables, they’re often just as nutritious as fresh vegetables and they’re great to have on standby.

• Ready-grated (pre-shredded) cheese – Useful to speed up things and prevent accidentally grating your knuckles (I’ve done that a few times), however, it is more expensive than block cheese. I find the milder ones can be tasteless, so I’d always go for a stronger/mature (sharp) grated cheese if possible. Also, note that ready-grated cheese is often mixed with some kind of flour/starch to stop it sticking together. This can sometimes make it taste a little powdery if you’re not cooking/melting it.

• Sauces – I do like making homemade sauces and I often find them more flavourful (with far fewer additives) than store-bought. If you’re already cooking meat, vegetables, pasta etc, then it’s usually no quicker to use a jar of pasta sauce or curry sauce than it is to make your own while you’re cooking everything else. So, I don’t tend to buy jars of curry or pasta sauce. I’ve got a number of make-ahead sauces in the Super sauces chapter. That said, jars of curry paste are very useful as they are usually flavourful and they’re an easy and quick replacement for lots of spices that you would have to use if you’re making your own.

Other sauces that I like to have in for when I’m short on time include pesto (fresh pesto from the refrigerator aisle is usually more vibrant and flavourful than jarred pesto, but has a much shorter shelf-life) and custard (literally one minute to heat up a pot of custard. I use store-bought custard far more often than making my own).

• Stock – Stock (bouillon) pots/cubes or ready-made stock are a must for adding flavour to sauces, stews, curries etc. I always have stock cubes in my cupboard to crumble directly into dishes for added flavour. I use stock cubes or liquid stock concentrate for making up quick liquid stock for gravies and sauces.

• Pastry – A freezer-essential for making sweet and savoury pies, pasties and sausage rolls. I will sometimes make my own if I have lots of time, but more often than not, I buy pastry. It’s very easy to use (especially ready-rolled pastry), tastes great and lasts for ages in the freezer.

• Garlic/ginger/lemongrass paste – While I usually have all three in the refrigerator, I find that ginger and lemongrass paste have the best, truest flavour (closest to fresh versions). Garlic paste usually doesn’t taste as good as freshly minced garlic, so I only use garlic paste in dishes where the garlic flavour is less prominent.



Make-ahead at home ingredients

You might think of this as the ‘meal prep’ you see on social media, where people make lunches or dinners ahead and box them up for the week ahead, but for me this is more about making parts of a recipe in advance, so it’s quicker to pull it all together come mealtime. It’s not about spending hours in the kitchen, prepping lots of ingredients, this is mostly about little extras you can add to the refrigerator and freezer when you’re doing other things, recipe prep that is fairly hands-off.

Cooked rice – Microwave rice is fine at a pinch, but a cheaper and tastier alternative is to prep your own. Cook a large batch of rice ahead of time, then spread it out on a tray to quickly cool, then bag up in portions and freeze. You can defrost overnight in the refrigerator or defrost in the microwave. Reheat in the microwave or fry it up in a wok.

There are a few rules to follow when saving rice:

• Don't leave cooked rice out at room temperature. Bacteria can grow on cooked rice very quickly, so it's important to refrigerate it as quickly as possible once cooled.

• Don't store for more than 24 hours in the refrigerator.

• Thoroughly reheat it.

• Don’t reheat it more than once.

Stock – Homemade stock always has the best flavour, but it takes time to make. I use stock (bouillon) cubes for stock nine times out of ten, but homemade stock makes a delicious addition to soups, sauces and gravies.

Whenever you roast meat on the bone, save the bone/carcass and freeze it. When you have a few saved up, put them in a large pan with lots of water and a few roughly chopped pieces of vegetable (onion, carrot, celery add good flavour). Simmer for up to 6 hours or until the liquid has reduced by three-quarters.

The longer you cook, the more flavour you’ll get, so you can top up with more water if it’s evaporating too quickly. If you want even more flavour, add a couple of stock cubes to the simmering liquid.

Strain, allow to cool and store in the refrigerator for up to two days, or freeze in portions. Then add to soups, sauces and gravies when needed.

Breadcrumbs – Got bread that’s starting to look a little dry? Grate (shred) the bread or use a food processor to reduce it to crumbs, then place in a freezer bag and freeze. You can grab a handful to use (no need to thaw) whenever you’d normally use panko or fresh breadcrumbs.

Salad dressing – Make up a batch of base salad dressing by whisking together 240ml (1 cup) olive oil, ½ teaspoon each of salt and pepper, plus the juice of 1 lemon (or 2 tablespoons of red or white wine vinegar or cider vinegar). Store in a sealed jar, in the refrigerator, where it should last at least 2–3 weeks.

You can use as and when needed, as it is, or you can take out a portion and add additional ingredients for different salad dressings. Extra flavours you could add include:

• Honey

• Mustard (Dijon or wholegrain make nice additions)

• Hot sauce (sriracha, sweet chilli or hot pepper sauce)

• Dried or finely chopped fresh herbs, such as parsley, oregano, mint, coriander (cilantro), chives, dill or thyme

• Spices or aromatics, such as smoked paprika, garlic powder, cayenne pepper, minced garlic, lemongrass paste, ginger (fresh, paste or dried)

Cheese – Grate (shred) a block of cheese (or use the grater attachment on a food processor if you have one) and refrigerate in an airtight container, so you have grated cheese whenever you need it. Although you can buy ready-grated (pre-shredded) cheese, home-grated cheese is tastier, cheaper and doesn’t have the extra additives.

Dessert – Although this book is about quick dinner recipes I couldn’t not talk a tiny bit about dessert!


Crumble topping – If you’re making a fruit crumble, make double the amount of crumble topping and freeze half of it (uncooked). Having ready-made topping in the freezer means you can have a crumble prepped and ready to go in the oven in 5 minutes.

For the fruit part of the crumble, use fruit that doesn’t need to be peeled and chopped, such as blueberries, blackberries or raspberries, with a sprinkling of sugar.

Stewed fruit – If you have fruit that’s starting to look a little overripe (such as apples, pears, berries, rhubarb and plums), peel, core or stone before chopping and then cook them in a pan with a splash of water and a sprinkling of sugar until soft. Then cool, place in a freezerproof container and freeze.

Defrost in the refrigerator overnight, then reheat and serve with cream or custard for an easy dessert or use as a quick pie or crumble filling.






Quicker than your usual

These are time-saving swaps I make when I know I’m going to be in a real hurry:

• Rice for couscous – Hands up, this isn't a perfect swap and doesn’t work for everything (chicken fried couscous doesn’t have the same ring to it LOL!), but couscous does go well with chilli con carne, burrito bowls and stuffed peppers. Plus, it only takes a few minutes to cook.

• Pizza dough – Of course you can buy a ready-made pizza, but if you want to make your own, without spending time preparing and proving dough, then store-bought dough is useful. I find that chilled or frozen and defrosted pizza dough (that you roll out yourself) is much tastier than ready-made par-cooked pizza bases.

You could also swap out the pizza base for store-bought fluffy naan or Greek flatbreads for a flavourful alternative. See my Naan chicken tikka pizza.

• Dried pasta for fresh pasta – Fresh pasta is more expensive than dried pasta, but it usually only takes a couple of minutes to cook in salted boiling water – making it a great time saver. Fresh pasta drizzled with a little extra virgin olive oil and sprinkled with a pinch of salt and chilli (red pepper) flakes is one of my favourite 5-minute dinners.

• Dried beans and pulses for canned/sachets of cooked beans and pulses – Canned beans/pulses (baked beans, kidney beans, chickpeas etc) are a fairly obvious swap and very readily available, but have you tried sachets of cooked lentils or quinoa? You can get unflavoured or flavoured versions and serve them hot or cold. They make a lovely addition to soups, salads, buddha bowls etc.

Canned butter (lima) beans are also one of my favourite quick additions to curries and soups. They also taste delicious, mashed up with a little butter and seasoning for a side dish or dip.
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Batch cooking: storage and reheating

I’m a big fan of doubling up recipes and freezing half to use for a future meal, as that means that next time I can just grab something from the freezer (like the Quick chilli con carne and some rice) and we can have a dinner on the table in minutes!

The recipes that tend to lend themselves well to cooking then freezing are those with lots of sauce and sliced, shredded, minced or ground meat recipes. Pasta- or rice-based recipes can also work, although they tend to absorb more liquid as they cool, so they’ll soften a little.

Recipes that don’t work so well when cooking ahead and freezing include ones with whole fillets or big chunks of fish (they tend to dry out and overcook too easily), those with low-fat dairy (the sauce is prone to splitting) and dishes that contain ingredients with a high water content, such as stir-fries with lots of vegetables (the water in them crystallizes, resulting in a mushy texture upon reheating).

If you are freezing meals, it’s always important to cool them as quickly as possible after cooking, then freeze in an airtight container. Don’t forget to clearly label and date them too – so you know for how long the food has been frozen and you can easily identify what it is before defrosting in the refrigerator. Remember to reheat until piping hot throughout.

For many dishes, you likely need to reheat covered (with a lid, if in a pan, or with foil in the oven) and add a splash of water or stock to help loosen everything up and prevent the food from drying out.

My favourite recipes to batch cook include:

• Bolognese

• Tomato ragù

• Chilli con carne

• Casseroles

• Soups

• Stews

• Sweet and savoury pie fillings

You can freeze these types of recipes in individual or family-sized portions. Then defrost overnight in the refrigerator and reheat the following day.


Clever leftovers

If you’ve got room in your freezer, saving leftovers can be a lifesaver on busy weeknights. Even if there’s just one portion left, freeze it! These small portions can be used for a future lunch, or one of our favourite ways to use them is to have a mix-and-match buffet, pulling out the leftovers that work together to form a meal with lots of different bits to pick from.

The best types of leftovers for freezing include:

• Cooked, shredded meat

• Roast potatoes/wedges

• Stuffing

• Yorkshire puddings

• Gravy

• Roasted chunks of vegetables

• Curry

• Pasta with sauce (or just the sauce)

• Meatballs

• Chilli con carne

• Cooked rice

• Soup

• Also, don’t forget to freeze those leftover bones to make into stock. Cool them quickly, place in an airtight container/bag and date and label them.



Flavour hacks

When you’re cooking a quick dinner, you may sometimes find that you find you’re not getting as much flavour in there as you would in a dish that takes longer to cook.

Consider the following:

• Taking time to sweat down onions and other vegetables adds sweetness and complexity to a dish.

• Roasting meats and vegetables until they’re tender and browned makes them richer and tastier. This is due to the Maillard reaction– a chemical reaction between amino acids and reducing sugars when food is heated which results in browning.

• Allowing sauces, soups and stews to reduce makes the dish more flavourful. This is because the flavours are concentrated as water evaporates off during simmering. Sauces thicken and flavours develop further over a longer cooking period.

With all this in mind, I’m always looking for ways to make food that’s cooked quickly, taste better. What hacks can I use to make up for the missing elements you would get when you’re cooking a dish for longer?

I like to go back to the basics of what makes savoury food taste good.

Think back to some of your most enjoyable meals. My guess is that most, if not all, will have an element of fattiness, saltiness and acidity. These three elements are what make savoury food tasty and satisfying. There may also be a fourth element – sweetness – that helps to enhance the flavour further.

Getting the balance right on these elements can really help to elevate a meal. So, if you’re cooking a quick dinner and you’re worried it’s lacking in flavour, have a taste, close your eyes and ask yourself if adding (or increasing) one or more of these elements would improve the flavour. Now, what can you add that will supply that required element, while also complementing the existing flavour of the dish?

Fats

• A knob of butter

• A dash of olive oil, sesame oil or chilli oil

• Cream, yogurt or crème fraîche

• A sprinkling of cheese (maybe melt in a little finely grated Cheddar or Parmesan – this will add saltiness too)

Salt

• Sea salt, flavoured salt

• Stock (or crumbled stock [bouillon] cube)

• Soy sauce

• Miso paste

• Marmite®

• Finely chopped capers/anchovies/pickles

• Crumbled bacon

Acids

• Lemon or lime juice

• Vinegars – red/white wine vinegar, cider vinegar, balsamic, malt vinegar, rice wine vinegar

• Hot pepper sauce (often quite ‘vinegary’)

• Worcestershire sauce

• Pickle juice (I love adding a little juice from pickled red cabbage to stews and gravy)

• Dry wines

• Tomato ketchup (also adds sweetness and saltiness)

Sweetness

• Sugar – white, light brown or dark brown

• Honey

• Golden syrup

• Molasses

In the recipes in this book I’m using a lot of these flavour hacks so you don’t have to think about it but don’t be afraid of tasting the dish you’re cooking up and adding a little sweetness, acidity, salt or fat to boost the flavour. Just make sure you taste it first, then add a little at a time, you can always add more but you can’t take it away.




One pot

One-pot, one-pan, one-dish meals can often be a time-saver in terms of hands-on cooking time, but crucially, they’re also a time-saver when it comes to cleaning up!

Some people aren’t as keen on one-pot cooking, believing ‘it makes everything taste the same’.

The best way to get around this is to look for one-pot dishes that have a variety of textures, such as meat, vegetables and pasta or rice. Ideally, rather than just adding everything at the same time, use ingredients that require different cooking times. This will give you different textures and helps to add an element of freshness to a meal.

For example:

• For the One-pan spaghetti and meatballs there is a three-stage process - browning the meatballs, adding the sauce, then cooking the pasta, all in the same pan. This process gives you tender meatballs, flavourful sauce (that thickens as the pasta absorbs the liquid) and perfect al dente pasta. See my recipe.

• More one-pan recipes in this book include One-pan chicken and broccoli pasta and One-pan minced beef macaroni.

If you do prefer to add everything to the pan or tray all at once, it can be a good idea to serve with something of a different texture. For example, the ingredients for my Chicken and chilli sauce traybake are all added at the same time, but I serve it with boiled rice or noodles.
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