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Cooking for One






If you are one of the many people cooking just for yourself, you’ll know all about the pros and cons. On the plus side, you can have what you want when you want it, and you can sit down and relax with a glass of wine and a tasty meal – a scenario that many people in busy households can only dream about.






But there are quite a few downsides to balance that scenario:









	•
	Choosing recipes can be tiresome because most recipe books are written for four people. What do you do with that half a tin of tomatoes, and how do you quarter an egg? 






	•
	Especially when you come in from a long day at work, often you just can’t be bothered to make the effort when it’s just for you. 






	•
	If you do go to the effort, making complicated recipes just for one can feel like a waste of time and energy. 






	•
	Smaller sizes cost more, and buy-one-get-one-free offers take up cupboard space for months. It’s too easy to be put off by what should be a great opportunity because, after all, you have only yourself to please! So this book is about turning what could be a chore into a highlight. 










Let’s assume you enjoy sitting down to a tasty meal at the end of the day to relax and just for its own sake.You like to experiment with new things but you have your own old favourites that perhaps could do with refreshing. Time is critical; healthy is important; and your watchwords are ‘simple but delicious’.






These recipes offer you the chance to fulfil all those criteria, and to overcome the major hassles we identified too, by showing you how to create a storecupboard of ingredients to act as a backdrop for your cooking.






There are recipes designed just for one, using convenient ingredients – chicken pieces, single vegetables, small packs or tins – and not just quartered versions of family meals. Plus, if you can’t avoid a leftover item, there will be a partner recipe to use it up, or a simple suggestion so nothing goes to waste.






Then there are those dishes that really need to be cooked in larger quantities because you cannot make them just for one: cakes, casseroles and the like. But if you make these when you fancy doing a bit of cooking, then divide up the spoils into individual portions for freezing – you can serve these remaining portions in different ways to create new dishes. Plus, all through the book, there are quick ideas, hints and tips.






So this book is really about bringing the fun back into everyday cooking for one. It doesn’t use obscure ingredients, it uses short-cuts when it wants to, it blends flavours from one continent with ingredients from another without the slightest worry about authenticity, and all it aims to do is to help you put a delicious and nutritious meal on your plate at the end of a busy day.






And because some people cooking for themselves are new to it, I’ve included plenty of information to help you find your way round a recipe and gain the confidence to really enjoy yourself in the kitchen.






So, set the table, pour yourself a glass of some frivolous little number you picked up on special offer (aren’t screw-caps brilliant?), sit down to your simply prepared but quite delicious supper, relax and enjoy.











CHAPTER 1




Tasty, Healthy Food for One






Eating a healthy, balanced and enjoyable diet is not rocket science. It’s a case of: 









	•
	Plenty of fresh fruit and veg 






	•
	A moderate portion of unrefined carbohydrates 






	•
	A little fat … and a little of what you fancy 












If we believed the media every time they home in on one ingredient or another, we’d get a constantly changing picture because they tend to shed a blinding light on just one thing, throwing everything else into shadow. Take butter, for example. One minute it is a silent killer – loading your arteries with saturated animal fats. The next minute, it is the most natural food in the world. The fact is that neither extreme is true. Butter is a natural food, free of additives and free of the results of over-processing. It is also a saturated fat, which means we should not include too much in our diet. It’s a case of a little of what you fancy.






Consult a nutritionist and they would be able to break down this simplistic view and give you the full, complex picture of our dietary needs. But at its most basic, your plate should be half vegetables or fruit, just over a quarter protein foods, such as meat or fish, and the rest made up of foods containing fats and natural sugars.






When you are cooking for yourself, it can be more difficult to maintain these principles because you have to maintain your own motivation – there’s no one to compliment, support or criticise. The best way to counter that is to work on a routine that makes planning, cooking and eating an enjoyable part of your day. Get yourself into generally good habits – they are much harder to break than principles – but always be flexible. Let common sense rule.











Making it easy






The recipes here employ a convenient strategy based on a kind of divide-and-conquer principle, with the secret weapon being the freezer.









	•
	Select for convenience: Buy steaks, chops, fish fillets and all the things that are easy to divide up and cook for one. 






	•
	Shop and freeze: Don’t just put items in the freezer in packs as you buy them; divide them into individual portions before you freeze them. 






	•
	Prepare and freeze: Prepare some things before you freeze them, such as meatballs. 






	•
	Cook and freeze: Cook in larger quantities, then freeze separate portions to eat another time. 






	•
	Cook complementary recipes: If you use half a tin or packet of something in one recipe, make something else to use up the remainder. 






	•
	Save energy: If you are cooking something in the oven, then choose something else to cook with it so you don’t waste the energy. 






	•
	Defrost and reinvent: Recreate new flavours with the dishes you have frozen. 













What’s in the cupboard?






Your first good habit begins with setting up your storecupboard, following the ideas offered in Chapter 3. If you have a cupboard of basics at the ready – a few tins, jars and packets – it makes it so much easier to make interesting dishes – especially of the last- minute variety.






Don’t rush out and buy everything on the list as there are bound to be items that you will end up not using. Start with a few obvious items – oil, butter, salt and pepper, stock –then gradually add more things as you work through the recipes until you build up something that suits your style and taste.Your storecupboard items will provide the foundations for the fresh foods you buy as and when it suits.











Solving the issue of quantities






Generally you can buy fresh vegetables in whatever quantity you need, the notable exceptions being celery and cabbage. Since I like to use a stick of celery in the base of many dishes, I’ve included a celery soup on ‣, salad ideas on ‣.






Another thing you can do is think about the actual ingredients you buy. Buy shallots instead of onions, Brussels instead of cabbage, individual fruit in preference to bags, chicken breasts, salmon steaks, fish fillets, lamb chops or pork cutlets – all ideal for cooking for one.






Cans, however, can be more problematic as most are around 400g, which is usually more than you need for one portion. But we’ll cook in four-person quantities, then divide and freeze; we’ll pair recipes so you can use half in each; and if there is no other choice, give you tips on what to do with what’s left over.






When you go shopping, remember not to get carried away with all the things you’d like to try and end up with more than you could ever eat. Set aside some thinking time when you plan what you are going to cook during the week. Check your storecupboard and make a shopping list before you hit the supermarket. And take advantage of the special offers only on things that you will use in good time.











Ready-mades






While on the subject of shopping, I will put in a quiet word for ready-made items. Jars of easy garlic and chilli are very useful to keep in the fridge as you can use just a small quantity, which is obviously just what you need when cooking for one. So in the recipes, I only use fresh garlic if you need a whole clove or more. If it suits you to buy other ready- mades, then go for it.











Batch bake to use your freezer






One crucial part of your kitchen armoury is, of course, the freezer; and I mean really using your freezer instead of just freezing things.






There are some freezer basics that I find indispensible. A pack of frozen peas is a great standby, as is a pack of diced onions, free-flow so you can just tip out what you need. The free-flow principle, or items wrapped and frozen individually, is essential. If you have never tried to separate one of the chicken breasts from a frozen pack of four and regretted the fact that you didn’t separate them before you froze them, I’d be surprised. It’s worth the few extra minutes it takes to put away the shopping, to make sure that food is ready in the right quantities when you need it.






Once you’ve cooked, always freeze the extras in individual portions ready to be thawed and re-heated.











Enjoy yourself






The key to keeping up a good habit is making it fun. If you loathe running a mile every morning, how long are you going to keep it up? So try not to make a chore of cooking – it doesn’t have to be. Take your time in the food market or store and try out different things to keep your meals varied and interesting. Vary the recipes depending on what you have in the cupboard. Experiment!






I have included measurements for all the ingredients but I don’t really expect you to measure 3 tbsp wine, that’s just to give you an idea of how much you need – just pour some in the pan. So there’s no need to ask ‘how much is a dash of chilli sauce?’ or ‘a drizzle of salad dressing’. For you, it might be one shake of the bottle or four, one spoonful or several – it’s really up to you.











Make it stylish






Finally, if you eat ‘on the run’ all the time, you’ll lose the pleasure of enjoying your food, and then you won’t be bothered to cook. It’s a vicious circle to be avoided at all costs. So when you have taken the trouble to prepare your meal, make sure you set a place at the table, pour a glass of water or wine, sit down and take time over your food.






You may also like to impress others with your culinary skills, or let them impress you. Why not invite a friend or friends round for a regular supper? It doesn’t have to be anything extra special but it will just give you that added incentive when you start to run out of steam. Don’t let that happen when there are so many delicious things out there just waiting for you to enjoy.











CHAPTER 2




Setting Up Your Kitchen






You don’t need any special equipment for these recipes – your ordinary kitchen basics will be fine, so just use what you have.You hardly need me to list saucepans, measuring jug and mixing bowl. So here are just a few notes on things that might be particularly useful.









	•
	Use whatever gadgets you like – anything that makes cooking easier or more enjoyable is fine. 






	•
	If you don’t have a food processor or hand blender, I’d recommend you consider buying a little electric hand whisk and a hand-held blender – you can get them from the supermarket for a few pounds – to speed up whisking, puréeing and so on. 






	•
	You need a microwave only for the Microwave Meringues, and you don’t need a slow-cooker or a pressure cooker – but you can use them if you like. 






	•
	I often bake cakes in a rectangular tin or a 900g loaf tin – much easier to divide and store. I also have some 13cm cake tins. 






	•
	Do remember to use your smaller oven if you have one. 






	•
	You can buy a small plastic, pump-action device to whip a small quantity of cream. Personally I prefer my miniature sauce whisk but I know people who love them. For measuring, I was given some plastic measuring cups with the calibration on the inside. They are so much easier to use than having to look at the outside of a jug. 






	•
	Match the quantity of food you are cooking to the size of the cooking pot. If it is too large, the food will cook too quickly and will dry out, or not cook through properly before the outside begins to burn.You may want to treat yourself to an individual ovenproof or flameproof dish. 






	•
	Make sure you have enough small saucepans. Before you rush out and buy the traditional set of small, medium and large, consider whether you may be better with two medium-sized saucepans and one small.You can always borrow a large one at Christmas. I also have a tiny 11cm saucepan. I like a fairly large wok – useful for stir- frying and general cooking – and a small omelette pan; if you cook on gas, make sure it balances on your hob. 















Halogen ovens






I had never used a halogen oven before but it seemed a good idea for cooking in small quantities so I have tested some of the recipes in a halogen oven to compare the results and added a few notes on things I found more successful. I did find it particularly good for things like sausages that you might grill or oven cook. It’s also much better than a microwave for defrosting and reheating.






I’m not sure I’m a convert yet – I’m so used to knowing how my oven cooks, and I found getting things in and out a bit awkward – but I can see why people might get hooked. They are certainly efficient and economical, especially for one.






There are a few principles you need to apply when converting ordinary recipes to cooking in the halogen oven.









	•
	You may need some extra oven trays and other things that will fit inside the oven. I found that sturdy 23cm cake tins were a good size, and I used the base of a springform cake tin as a baking sheet. 






	•
	You need to get used to the fact that it is both an oven and a hob, so the top rack is more like a grill than the top of an oven; the bottom rack is the oven – so make sure you use the right section of the oven for the type of cooking you are doing. 






	•
	Preheat the oven to the required temperature before putting in the food. 






	•
	Wrapping in foil can help food cook through evenly but do make sure it is securely wrapped as the fan is quite strong. 






	•
	Everything cooks more quickly than in a conventional oven so reduce the cooking times by at least 20 per cent. Until you get used to it, I suggest you keep an eye on the food once half the cooking time has elapsed. 






	•
	It’s useful for reheating portions – each one takes about 5 minutes in the preheated oven. 






	•
	For dedicated halogen recipes, take a look at Sarah Flower’s The Everyday Halogen Cookbook and Perfect Baking withYour Halogen Oven. 















Freezing






I have already extolled the virtues of the freezer in making life easier for singles, but

remember not to put too much in at once, as it is better if you don’t leave food in there too

long.









	•
	Always pack food well for the freezer. Use freezer-quality plastic bags or one-quantity freezer containers with secure or clip lids. 






	•
	Always label parcels with the contents and the date. There is no use thinking you will be able to recognise that fruit cake in three months’ time – it is simply not going to happen – and what a disappointment when you defrost it thinking it’s a beef casserole! 






	•
	Allow enough time for food to defrost either in the fridge or at room temperature, so take it out of the freezer the night before, or in the morning, so you can cook it for dinner. 






	•
	Always reheat food thoroughly until it is piping hot. 






	•
	Never refreeze food that has been defrosted. 















A word on hygiene






I think if you use your common sense you can’t go far wrong, even if you are new to the

kitchen. Wash your hands before you cook; keep anything you’ve bought from a chill

cabinet in the fridge; keep food well wrapped; keep an eye on use-by dates on perishable

items; don’t refreeze; don’t reheat more than once; when reheating, make sure the food is

piping hot right through. Simple!











CHAPTER 3




The Single’s Storecupboard






A judicious choice of sensible stocks in your food cupboard will provide a sound basis for all your cooking, and you’ll know you have some basic items when you cook and be able to rustle up a last-minute snack. Build up your list gradually as you cook the dishes and personalise it to what you like.











Dry goods







	•
	Ground almonds 






	•
	Baking powder 






	•
	Bicarbonate of soda 






	•
	Plain chocolate, 70% cocoa or more 






	•
	Cocoa powder 






	•
	Cornflour 






	•
	Couscous 






	•
	Plain flour 






	•
	Rolled oats 






	•
	Rice, long-grain and risotto 






	•
	Pasta 






	•
	Sugar, caster and soft brown 















Cans







	•
	Baked beans 






	•
	Beans, mixed beans, borlotti or cannellini 






	•
	Chickpeas 






	•
	Custard 






	•
	Passata 






	•
	Pink or red salmon 






	•
	Tomatoes 






	•
	Tuna 















Jars and bottles







	•
	Balsamic vinegar 






	•
	Honey 






	•
	Lemon juice or lime juice (or you may prefer to keep a fresh lemon) 






	•
	Oil, olive and rapeseed, or another oil of your choice 






	•
	Pesto sauce 






	•
	Redcurrant jelly 






	•
	Wine 






	•
	Wine vinegar 






	•
	Worcestershire sauce 















Spices and condiments







	•
	Black peppercorns in a grinder 






	•
	Chilli powder or easy chilli 






	•
	Dijon mustard 






	•
	Dried herbs such as bay leaves, oregano, sage, thyme 






	•
	Garlic, easy garlic or garlic purée – the ready-made options are often easier than using fresh when you are only using small quantities but make your own choice 






	•
	Ginger, or a jar of ready-prepared shredded root ginger 






	•
	Sea salt 






	•
	Spices such as cumin, mixed spice, paprika 






	•
	Stock cubes, or home-made stock or stock pots – remember they are generally designed to make 300ml so don’t use a whole cube for a small quantity 






	•
	Tomato purée or sundried tomato purée 













Freezer







	•
	Chicken breasts 






	•
	Diced onions, free-flow so you just tip out what you need 






	•
	Peas 






	•
	Peppers 






	•
	Prawns 






	•
	Puff pastry, cut into smaller portions 






	•
	Salmon steaks 















Fresh







	•
	Bacon 






	•
	Butter – I use unsalted butter, but I have only specified unsalted where I think it is essential; you should use a butter or a spread of your choice 






	•
	Carrots 






	•
	Cheese – a hard cheese with plenty of flavour is the most flexible cooking option, and you don’t need as much to get a great taste 






	•
	Crème fraîche 






	•
	Eggs 






	•
	Garlic or use easy garlic 






	•
	Onions 






	•
	Parmesan cheese 






	•
	Potatoes 






	•
	Shallots 
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