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NOTES


• Both British (Metric) and American (Imperial plus US cups) measurements are included in these recipes for your convenience; however it is important to work with only one set of measurements and not alternate between the two within a recipe.


• All spoon measurements are level unless otherwise specified.


• All eggs are medium (UK) or large (US), unless specified as large, in which case US extra-large should be used. Uncooked or partially cooked eggs should not be served to the very old, frail, young children, pregnant women or those with compromised immune systems.


• Ovens should be preheated to the specified temperatures.


We recommend using an oven thermometer.


• When a recipe calls for the grated zest of citrus fruit, buy unwaxed fruit and wash well before using. If you can only find treated fruit, scrub well in warm soapy water before using.




INTRODUCTION


Modern life is busy. No matter who I speak to, or whatever stage of life they’re in, everyone seems to be cramming a whole lot into their days. Whether it’s work or study, school runs, long commutes, exercise classes, dog walks, or making time to catch up with friends and family, it feels like there’s very little energy for anything else. Unfortunately, that often includes cooking and feeding ourselves well, especially during the week. And that is exactly why I wanted to write this book: to show that weeknight cooking can be quick, easy… and highly impressive.


It is often said that the average person has a repertoire of seven meals that they cook on rotation. Recipes that they know by heart, shop for from memory and can prepare on autopilot. Which makes sense in these crazy busy times, because it means there is one less thing to think about. But where’s the joy in that? We all need fresh ideas and inspiration, and to experience new flavours and techniques – and that’s where this book comes in. Whether it’s a super-simple five-ingredient meal, a flavour-packed plate that can be on the table in under 20 minutes or a one-pot wonder that keeps washing up to a minimum, I have covered all of the most common weeknight requirements.


In over 15 years of recipe writing for magazines and newspapers, I have learned that realistic cooking is what people need during the week. That means ingredients readily available from the supermarket (no hunting down obscure sauces and spices), minimal prep times, and simple techniques using only the regular pots and pans you already have at home. But let me be clear: realistic doesn’t mean boring. In fact, I think that all of the recipes in this book are actually a masterclass in how to coax the most out of everyday ingredients and unfussy cooking methods.


I passionately believe that we should all be cooking more from scratch and relying less on processed or ready-made meals. In fact, just as I finished writing the final recipes for this book, I began a five-year bachelor’s degree in Nutritional Therapy, with the end goal of working with people to optimize their health through food. While I believe strongly in personalized nutrition and that there is no one-size-fits-all answer, I do think the best place to start is knowing how to cook for yourself and using good-quality, unprocessed ingredients.


When creating recipes, I strive to consider all aspects of a dish. I aim for at least one portion of vegetables in the meal (often many more), and try to provide a balance of protein, carbohydrate, fats and fibre. I consider colour and how the food will look on the plate, because we enjoy food more when it looks good. Plus, there’s such satisfaction in creating a meal that looks beautiful. I think about textures and including ingredients that we might not always use, because diversity is so important in our diets. I hope this care comes through in the recipes. They are intended to be one-stop meals – easy to make, easy to repeat and a joy to eat.


And with that, I hope I’ve finally answered the eternal question of ‘What shall I have for dinner tonight?’


Eleanor
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How to be a great weeknight cook


In my many years of recipe writing, I have come to learn that people consume recipes in different ways. Some are fastidious cooks who follow instructions to the letter (as a recipe writer, I appreciate you!). Others will always make substitutions and tweaks as they see fit, and then there are those who use recipes as pure inspiration, glancing at them before going off to create something entirely of their own.


Regardless of your recipe ‘personality type’, I hope this book provides an abundance of inspiration for your weeknight cooking. It’s a tough gig coming up with fresh ideas week in week out, and my aim here is to provide simple, practical solutions to the eternal conundrum of ‘what shall I cook tonight?’


I have tried to make the recipes as accessible and straightforward as possible, with clear and detailed instructions. But cooking is far from an exact science. Ingredients can vary wildly, ovens don’t always run true to temperature and equipment like pans and blenders can perform very differently. So, my biggest piece of advice when following these recipes is to go with your instincts.


Your eyes, nose, hands and ears are your greatest tools in the kitchen. When something in the oven smells ready, it probably is. Gently pressing on a steak, chicken breast, or salmon fillet will give you a sense of how well it is cooked. And don’t forget to listen, too: onions will hiss if the oil’s too hot, but sizzle gently when it’s at just the right temperature. These cues are more reliable than any timer.


On a more practical level, here are a few things to keep in mind as you cook from this book:


Ingredients As I’ve previously mentioned, the ingredients you buy at any given time can vary… a lot. Vegetables can be sweet and soft one month, then dry or bitter the next. Different brands of condiments and spice mixes will have distinct flavour profiles. Even the same type of grain can cook at different rates depending on the batch. Recipes cannot account for every nuance, so taste, adjust, and stay flexible.
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Timings Cooking times are a guide, not a rule. You might find that onions take a little longer to brown than suggested, or a sauce has reduced to a good consistency sooner than expected. Use your judgement. Don’t be afraid to cook things for longer if they need it. Alternatively, if the cooking process has moved too fast, then perhaps you’ll need to add a splash of water to loosen a sauce.


Salt & seasoning Great seasoning is what elevates a dish from good to unforgettable. Salt is the most important seasoning, and often I give measurements to establish a good base level, but it’s still worth tasting as you go. Season gradually and at the end ask yourself: ‘What does this need for balance?’ Perhaps a touch more salt, although bear in mind that it isn’t the only seasoning. A squeeze of lemon juice is highly effective at prising out flavour, and a little sugar can balance acidic or savoury notes. And remember that around the world, all sorts of ingredients are used to boost flavour – toasted sesame oil, citrus zest, chilli/hot red pepper flakes, salty cheeses, pomegranate seeds and toasted cumin seeds are all just waiting to illuminate dishes.


Meat, fish & poultry I know weeknight cooking can be time-limited, but ideally meat, fish and poultry shouldn’t go straight from fridge to pan. If time allows, take them out 30 minutes (20 minutes for fish) before cooking and season with salt. This will enhance flavour and allow for a more even cook.


Oils In general, I like to fry/sauté with a light olive oil and use a good-quality extra virgin olive oil for dressings and drizzling. If you prefer to cook with vegetable, rapeseed or sunflower oils, then do so, because it won’t make much difference to the finished dish.


Stocks Unless cooking for vegetarians, I like to use chicken stock. Be choosy about it, because there’s a lot of bad stock available out there. Always look at the ingredients list and avoid those that are high in salt and artificial flavourings. I’m a big fan of bone broths (Borough Broth and Freja are great), which are more expensive but offer excellent quality.


The storecupboard A well-stocked storecupboard is a lifesaver on weeknights. Ingredients like soy sauce, tomato purée/paste, capers and mustards are powerful flavour enhancers, while jars or cans of lentils and beans offer quick, protein-packed solutions. Your spice drawer needn’t be extensive, just a handful of essentials – turmeric, cumin, paprika, curry powder – can transform weeknight cooking.


The freezer Like a good kitchen storecupboard, freezers are a secret weapon for weeknight cooking. My own is full of leftover soups and stews, weighed out into portions and neatly stacked for emergency meals. There are also plenty of pre-prepared frozen vegetables, dumplings, falafel, stocks and prawns/shrimp for last-minute dinners.


Ovens All recipes were tested in my home oven using a fan setting. Fan ovens typically run 20˚C/68˚F hotter than conventional ones, but the truth is that all ovens operate slightly differently, regardless of what temperature is showing on the dial. Some run hot, others cool. Get to know yours and adjust accordingly.


Pots & pans Invest in a few good-quality saucepans and casseroles/Dutch ovens with lids. If you look after them, they will last a long time. I find my most useful pans for weeknight cooking are two ovenproof sauté pans (26 cm/ 10½ inch and 30 cm/12 inch) with tight-fitting lids, which can be used for frying and simmering, and can go from the hob/stovetop straight into the oven.


Knives You don’t need a full knife set. I’d go so far as to say that one good-quality (and regularly sharpened) 18-cm/7-inch or 20-cm/ 8-inch chef’s knife, one smaller serrated knife for cutting things like tomatoes and fresh chillies/chiles and a good bread knife will cover pretty much everything.


Spoon measurements Tablespoons (15 ml) and teaspoons (5 ml) are specific measurements, and regular cutlery spoons won’t give the same accuracy. Unless specified as ‘heaped’ or ‘scant’, spoon measures given in these recipes are level.


Plant points Finally, a note on plant points, which you will find are given in the Packed with Plants chapter. You will no doubt have heard the chatter about how eating ‘30 plants a week’ is important for the diversity of our gut microbiomes and therefore for our overall health, and I do agree this is a good way to eat. Here, plant points have been calculated according to Zoe guidelines (www.Zoe.com), giving one plant point for each distinct plant variety and ¼ point for items such as herbs and spices. It is, however, like most things related to cooking, not an exact science!
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NO COOKING REQUIRED


FRESH, VIBRANT PLATES WITH NOT A POT OR A PAN IN SIGHT.




CHICKEN & CUCUMBER SALAD WITH CHILLI CRISP


A rotisserie chicken is the ultimate convenience food. Here it is zhuzhed up with chilli crisp and served tossed with a smashed cucumber salad, for a punchy supper in no time. This can easily be doubled to feed four.


SMASHED CUCUMBER


2 tbsp light soy sauce


1 tbsp rice vinegar


1 small garlic clove, finely grated


1 tsp toasted sesame oil


½ cucumber


SHREDDED CHICKEN


3 tbsp mayonnaise


1 tsp chiu chow chilli oil (or other chilli crisp), plus extra to serve


½ rotisserie chicken (or about 250 g/9 oz. cooked chicken)


TO SERVE (OPTIONAL)


cooked noodles


black sesame seeds


coriander/cilantro leaves


SERVES 2


TAKES 20 MINUTES


Start by making the smashed cucumber. Mix the soy sauce, vinegar, garlic and sesame oil in a mixing bowl.


Place the cucumber on a chopping board and whack it all over with a rolling pin. (This creates crevices for the dressing to soak into.) Roughly chop the cucumber and stir into the dressing. Set aside.


In a separate mixing bowl, mix the mayonnaise with the chiu chow chilli oil. Remember that these can both vary wildly in heat levels, so you may want to add more or less here, tasting as you go. Shred the chicken and finely chop the skin, then stir into the mayonnaise.


Tip the cucumber and dressing over the chicken, toss everything together and serve. You can eat this as is, or sometimes I pile it over noodles, scattering with black sesame seeds and more chilli oil. Some chopped coriander leaves go nicely, too.
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HOT SMOKED TROUT PÂTÉ WITH PICKLED RADISHES


Smoked fish pâtés are such a simple pleasure, they take minutes to make yet feel substantial. You can easily swap the trout for hot smoked salmon, mackerel or even kippers.


160 g/6 oz. hot smoked trout, any skin removed


80 g/3 oz. soft cheese


2 spring onions/scallions, finely chopped


½ unwaxed lemon, zest and juice


1 tbsp finely chopped flat-leaf parsley


1 tsp nonpareille capers, drained and chopped


toast or crispbreads, to serve


salt and black pepper


PICKLED RADISHES
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