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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 in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.

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

The idea for this book first occurred to me more than thirty years ago. I had taken a job as a head chef running a very busy hotel/ restaurant/brasserie just as the country was hit by a deep recession. I had grown used to the excesses of the 1980s, and in the restaurants where I had worked previously, money had never seemed to be a problem. Overseas visitors, especially from the US, spent lavishly – Champagne, caviar and lobster were the norm – but that was all about to change.

On the day I walked into the job, the accountant told me that the hotel was in deep financial trouble and that we had six months to turn things around or they would have to shut the doors. I lost many of the kitchen staff; the expensive ingredients I had become accustomed to went out the window; and menus were scaled right back to the bare minimum. It was a huge shock.

I had to completely rethink my approach to everything, and tailor the dishes to the ingredients I could afford, not what I necessarily wanted to cook. I started to look at canned and frozen foods such as pulses, beans and tomatoes purely as a way to avoid wastage and even (I’m not ashamed to admit) used Maggi stock powders to avoid a hefty gas bill for twelve hours of simmering bones.

Not long after I’d been there, a well-known food critic, accompanied by an equally well-known chef, came to the restaurant and had a three-course lunch. The starter was butterbean and thyme soup – made using just onions, canned butterbeans, dried thyme, water and olive oil. As soon as they’d finished it, the head waiter came rushing into the kitchen to say that they had enjoyed it so much they’d like another bowl! The following week, the critic’s review appeared in a national newspaper. In it, he praised the soup, saying what a lovely depth of flavour it had. It made me realise that if a serious foodie was happy with canned produce, we could just carry on. On another occasion, a head inspector from a world-renowned food guide came for dinner. I can’t remember his starter, but his main course was a frozen (by me) chicken, with braised (canned) chickpeas and dessert was a steamed sponge pudding with syrup, custard and clotted cream. I made the custard from good old Bird’s powder and finished it with Lyle’s Golden Syrup. Lo and behold, the next year I was awarded a Michelin star. And I wasn’t alone. A three-star Michelin chef of the time used canned peaches (which I adore) in a warm soufflé and charged £16 for it – a lot of money back in the early nineties!

The reason I tell you all of this is that for many years now I have been happy to use frozen and canned products, as the quality is hard to beat. I have been criticised by fellow chefs for ‘deskilling’ the industry, but my view is quite simple: if the flavour and texture is just as good – and it’s cheaper – why wouldn’t you use canned or frozen? I use the example of the humble frozen pea. That pea is harvested, cooked and frozen within two hours of being picked, locking in all its vitamins and nutrients. The freezing process still allows enzymes to slowly turn starch into sugar, which is why frozen peas are always sweet. I don’t know one chef who doesn’t use them.

In France, a place with a rich culinary history, there is no such snobbery about preserved food. Canned confit duck, foie gras, vegetables, fruit, bouillabaisse, etc. are all seen as high quality and are revered. Many top French chefs over the years have developed high-quality frozen food lines in all the major supermarkets and have been very successful.

Italy is the same. I’ve spent a good few years visiting a huge factory there that makes Italian sauces for the UK market and have never seen a fresh tomato being used. One day I asked the head development chef why they didn’t use fresh tomatoes. He looked at me in disbelief, shrugged his shoulders and said, ‘They don’t have a deep enough flavour.’ They also used triple concentrate tomato purée, which is almost purple in colour.

As soon as lockdown occurred, people started to panic buy as if we were about to undergo a nuclear attack. Supermarkets were cleared out of fresh produce with quite astonishing speed. I would wander in to get my weekly shop and look at what was left: usually things such as canned potatoes, canned tuna, mackerel and pilchards, and canned peaches, pears and pineapple. But then they all started to go, too, largely, I think, because there was nothing else to buy. People often wrongly assume that frozen and canned foods are not as nutritious as fresh produce, not realising that using them often cuts down, or eliminates entirely, the preservatives that are added to many so-called ‘fresh’ products to give them extra ‘shelf life’. Using canned and frozen food – which, after all, is so convenient – can make achieving your five-a-day a doddle and can also, as I show in these pages, form the basis of some surprisingly tasty, easy dishes.

Canning and freezing processes have come a long way since Nicolas Appert, a French chemist and chef, began looking at bottling and canning foods in the mid-1700s and since the now-famous Mr Birdseye pioneered frozen foods in the early 1900s. (If you want to know more, read Sue Shephard’s brilliant book, Pickled, Potted & Canned.) Now there are sophisticated industries that produce nutritious food that is both easy to use and store, and extremely good value for money. The number of renowned chefs working with canned and frozen food manufacturers is testament to their high quality.

Frozen and canned fish have come on in leaps and bounds. Frozen tuna, salmon and bass are amazing quality. Canned crab, squid in black sauce and smoked oysters make a nice change to the daily foods on offer. I love frozen fruit such as raspberries, pineapple, blackcurrants and mango. Likewise canned peaches are superb, as are canned pears, lychees and even strawberries. Pulses, beans and vegetables all freeze really well – I adore frozen baby broad beans, peas, mixed vegetables and thrice-cooked frozen chips! Frozen rice sachets are great as are frozen mashed potatoes, hash browns, waffles and even giant Yorkshire puds. Huge butterbeans canned in tomato sauce are a favourite of mine from years of going to Greece, and so are canned stuffed vine leaves. Baked beans are, of course, a staple, but even I draw the line at an all-day breakfast in a can.



So, all in all, using canned & frozen food is a no-brainer as far as i’m concerned, as it:

Doesn’t mean compromising on flavour.

Can contribute to your five-a-day.

Is an easy way to increase your fish intake.

Allows you to get more for your money.

Means you always have something to hand with which to make a quick and easy meal.
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storecupboard essentials

What follows is a list of the items that I have pretty much all the time at home in either the cupboard or the freezer. It’s only a guide, but next time you’re out and about, have a quick look; I think you’ll be surprised at the variety available, plus you’ll save a few quid – I certainly did when I decided to write this book!



◗   Canned lentils and peas: green lentils, chickpeas, black-eyed peas.

◗   Canned beans: butterbeans, borlotti, kidney and cannellini beans, and good old baked beans.

◗   Tomatoes: canned whole or chopped tomatoes in juice, sometimes with herbs; sun-dried or sun-blush tomatoes; passata; and tomato purée.

◗   Other canned and jarred vegetables: asparagus, olives, peppers, potatoes, pumpkin and sweetcorn.

◗   Meat: canned or vacuum-packed hot dogs; Spam; canned corned beef.

◗   Canned fish: anchovies, crab, mackerel, salmon and tuna.

◗   Fruit: canned fruit such as cherries, peaches, pears, pineapple and prunes; dried fruit and nuts such as apricots, chopped roasted hazelnuts and roasted peanuts.

◗   Tomato soup: a good snack, but also a good base for a stew, stir-fry or braise.

◗   Rice and pasta: dried macaroni and fusilli; instant rice noodles. Plus microwaveable rice and pulses are great value and super convenient.

◗   Oils: olive, sesame, sunflower, vegetable. Low-flavour oils such as sunflower, rapeseed and vegetable oil are really good for a neutral flavour. I tend to use perfumed oils such as extra virgin olive oil only for finishing dishes or salads when little or no cooking is needed.

◗   Sauces: soy, fish and Worcestershire sauces; vinegar; mayo and salad cream; mustard; tomato and brown sauces; Sriracha.

◗   Flavourings and seasonings: salt and pepper, of course; crumbly stock cubes; dried garlic granules, onion powder and celery salt; pastes such as miso, harissa and pesto.

◗   Dried herbs and spices: oregano, chilli flakes, ground cinnamon, ground cloves, ground cumin, ground nutmeg, paprika and smoked paprika. Also dried panko breadcrumbs are handy.

◗   Baking: baking powder and bicarb; cornflour; plain and self-raising flour; yeast.

◗   Spreads and sweet things: chocolate; custard powder; condensed and evaporated milks; golden syrup and runny honey; jam, marmite and peanut butter; sugar.



and freezer essentials

◗   Potatoes: hash browns, waffles, mashed potato, roast potatoes and sweet potato.

◗   Veg: broad beans, green beans, Brussels sprouts, cauliflower florets, chopped onions, peas, sliced peppers, spinach and sweetcorn.

◗   Meat: chicken pieces; cooked duck legs; mince and burgers (some even made from venison, wagyu and rose veal!); pork ribs. Even frozen Peking duck with sauce and pancakes can be really good quality.

◗   Fish: crab, tuna, salmon, raw and cooked prawns, mixed seafood and good old fish fingers.

◗   Frozen fruit: blackcurrants, blueberries, mango and raspberries.

◗   Herbs and spices: chilli, coriander, basil, parsley and ginger are superb.

◗   Pastry: ready-rolled puff, shortcrust and filo are handy.
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