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Introduction



While a mug and a microwave may not conjure up visions of cordon bleu restaurants, the reality is that there are times when we all need something quick and easy to eat, just for one. How often do you come in late from work and just fancy something hot and nutritious but can’t be bothered to go to the trouble of cooking a meal? If you have teenage children coming home from school, there’s no way they can wait until dinner to have something to eat. Or perhaps your family has days when your schedules just don’t coincide and someone ends up hungry and in a rush to be somewhere else.


If you work in an office, you may have wondered why they bother to put a microwave in the kitchen when most people resort to their box of sandwiches, or complain how much they have to pay to buy a sandwich from the shop down the road. Well, now you know! That under-used microwave is just waiting for you to ditch those dull sandwiches and conjure up a neat little meal all for yourself. And how could we forget the cash incentive? We have all been feeling the pinch of late, so saving your sandwich money will soon add up.


So whether you are a busy mum trying to juggle family schedules, a student strapped for cash, an office worker keen to consign that boring lunch box to the bin, a teenager coming home hungry from school, a shift worker out of sync with the family’s mealtimes, a young or old person living alone and not always keen to go to the trouble of cooking a meal … read on.


All these recipes are quick, simple to follow and make a meal in a mug. (Well, sometimes you’ll find a big cappuccino cup works better, but I think that’s fair.)


This may not be a sustainable diet for every day, but there are days when everyone will find these recipes not only useful and tasty but also surprisingly good. And it must be better to cook from scratch so you know exactly what you are eating than to constantly reach for the dehydrated packet or the cheap ready meal. Plus they do include fresh ingredients and there are some interesting salads too.


You will find that for some recipes – notably those made with pasta and rice – there is a slight problem to overcome. It is much easier to cook the first stage in a larger bowl because there is not enough room in a mug for the ingredients to boil and rise up: they just overflow and make a mess. The recipes all take this into account, but do be wary of this when you are trying out your own recipes.


So dip in and try a few recipes and you’ll soon see that, with a little imagination, you can, indeed, make a tasty, fun and enjoyable meal … in a mug …. in a microwave.


P.S.


And did I mention that in just a few minutes you can rustle up a little cake or dessert to satisfy an unexpected guest, give a child a special treat or feed that sweet tooth? Or that the imaginative dinner-party hostess can serve a quirky, individual starter or dessert to impress the new neighbours?





Do I really only need a mug?



A mug, a microwave and a spoon are really all you need for most of the recipes in this book. Add a knife and fork and a small whisk and you can expand your repertoire still more. Some recipes seem to work better – or are just easier to eat – if you make them in a wider mug or a cappuccino cup, but that’s simply a matter of choice. It sounds obvious, but don’t forget to choose a mug or cup that is suitable for the microwave – so that means no precious china or mugs with gold decorations. I used a 400 ml (14 fl oz) mug or an outsize cup for most recipes, which is what I call a ‘large mug’. If your mug is a little larger than a standard mug, and a little wider at the top, it makes it easier to mix ingredients and is generally more convenient to use.


For some recipes – mainly those cooking pasta or rice – it is easier (but not essential) to use a microwave-safe bowl large enough for the liquid to bubble up when cooking, but I’ll explain why when we start cooking rice dishes.


There is no weighing involved in the recipes, so all you need to prepare your ingredients are the usual things you have to hand in the kitchen – knife, whisk, spoons, sharp knife and chopping board. If you have a set of measuring spoons, then you can measure more accurately, but ordinary spoons will do. I also use a set of US cup measures to make things more convenient. If you don’t have cup measures, select an ordinary cup that takes 250 ml (8 fl oz) and use that instead.


Everything in this handy book is designed for speed and convenience, so you should find you can make yourself a delicious meal … in a mug … in a microwave … in minutes.





What to keep in the cupboard



Some people – and I confess to being one of them – always have a cupboard full of basic stocks so they don’t have to go to the shops with a plan for every meal. Others prefer to shop only when they need something. For these recipes, a few store-cupboard items will prove particularly useful as they will make it possible for you to rustle up a simple but tasty mug-meal at a moment’s notice.


With everyday meals and snacks like these that use such small quantities, you don’t want to have to go out shopping every time you need a bite to eat – for a start, it makes a nonsense of the whole idea of ‘quick and easy’. And you can’t afford to use little bits of all kinds of ingredients and waste the rest. So a little advance planning is pretty much essential so that you can take full advantage of the recipes. Here are a few ideas for useful ingredients to keep in your cupboard.


• Buy some frozen free-flow vegetables You can take out a spoonful as and when you need them and use them straight from frozen. Diced onions, sweetcorn and peas are particularly handy.


• Try free-flow frozen minced meat or meatballs Frozen mince – beef, lamb, pork or turkey – that can be used straight from the freezer are as useful as frozen vegetables, as well as those little meatballs in the egg-box-style packs. If you do buy a pack of ordinary fresh mince, parcel it up in small quantities before freezing.


• Choose goujons Chicken or turkey goujons come ready-made in convenient, small portions.


• A seafood diet Prawns and other seafood are just made for quick and easy cooking in small quantities and store well in the freezer.


• Take the easy way out Jars of ready-chopped garlic and chilli are great when you are using small quantities and you can also buy more unusual items like lemongrass.


• Go for jellied stock pots These are easy to store – in the fridge for a couple of days once opened – and you can just add a small spoonful here and there for extra flavour.


• Handy packets and cans Canned tomatoes, tuna, chickpeas, sweetcorn and other vegetables are all useful, plus a packet of couscous and some noodles, and perhaps some instant mash.


• Sprinkle with some dried fruit A few sultanas, perhaps some figs or apricots, can brighten up lots of dishes – sweet or savoury. Keep only one or two of these things at a time in stock so they don’t go out of date before you can use them.


• Spice it up Keep some black peppercorns in a grinder and a little sea salt, if you use it, although keep it to a minimum as it can overpower small portions. Something spicy – such as chilli or cayenne – will liven up all kinds of dishes. Mixed spice is a good all-purpose spice for cakes and bakes, although you may prefer cinnamon or nutmeg.


• What about your windowsill? Ideally, have a pot or two of herbs growing fresh on your windowsill.


• Cake basics Flour, baking powder, sugar, butter and eggs are your basic cake ingredients.


It sounds obvious, but don’t buy things you know you’ll never need – however useful someone else finds them. And if you only use something in very small quantities or very occasionally, don’t be tempted to buy the larger size, even though it may be cheaper. You’ll only find cans, jars or packets with embarrassing ‘use by’ dates next time you clear out the pantry.


And don’t forget to keep a few salad items in the chiller drawer of your fridge and some fresh fruit to make sure you keep a healthy balance in your diet.





Tips on microwaving in a mug



The recipes are so easy that you don’t need too many instructions. Just glance through these common-sense principles before you start.


• Portions The finished dish will not necessarily fill the mug but it will provide one portion. This constitutes a fairly generous portion in the case of the cakes and desserts, so you may find there’s enough to share if you turn the food out of the mug.


• 700 watts The recipes are all cooked on High, so I haven’t specified a setting for each one. They were tested in a standard 700-watt microwave.


• 400 ml mug A large, wide mug or a cappuccino cup are the easiest to use, about 400 ml (14 fl oz) capacity.


• Rice, pasta and noodles Use a bowl for rice and pasta to avoid the liquid boiling over, or follow the method for cooking in short bursts and topping up with boiling water, in which case you will need to watch that the liquid does not overflow. Make sure the ingredients are just tender before moving on!


• Measurements There’s no weighing, just level spoonfuls or cups. Use a 250 ml (8 fl oz) cup measure, or just an ordinary teacup or something of a similar volume.


• Stirring Stir at regular intervals as suggested in the recipes. Sometimes it is easier to make sure all the ingredients are mixed in if you use a knife, which can get into the corners of the mug, rather than a spoon.
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