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NOTES


• 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.


• When a recipe calls for cling film/ plastic wrap, you can substitute for beeswax wraps, silicone stretch lids or compostable baking paper for greater sustainability.


• When a recipe calls for the grated zest of citrus fruit, buy unwaxed fruit and wash well before using.


• Ovens should be preheated to the specified temperatures.
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INTRODUCTION
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I have loved writing this book. It has been a wonderfully creative exploration of how easy and enjoyable it is to cook with pulses. The truth is that I have not always been a huge fan of dried beans, lentils and chickpeas. I wasn’t convinced by their texture, found them a bit bland and never had time to faff about soaking and boiling them. But over the last couple of years I slowly started to include many more pulses in my recipes, both in my capacity as a home cook and as a food writer. And I was starting to really enjoy them. So why the marked change?


BETTER QUALITY


Pulses have been eaten by people throughout history and today form part of the staple diet in many countries. Not in the UK. Our most eaten pulse is the haricot/navy bean and that’s because we consume them as baked beans (and those beans are imported from the States, anyway!). Traditionally pulses were considered food of the poor and so we have invested very little in their farming. Finally the tides are turning and higher quality pulses are more widely available. British brands like Bold Bean Co. and Hodmedod’s are committed to bringing us more varieties of legumes and you can absolutely taste the difference. They’re plump, creamy and flavourful. As well as these homegrown options, we also have greater access to imported pulses from countries likes Spain where they are supported agriculturally and highly prized.


GREAT VALUE


It is hardly coincidence that I started cooking more with pulses just as we went through one of the worst cost of living crises in decades. In the early 2020s food inflation was at an all-time high and everyone needed to cut shopping bills. Pulses are fantastic value. Whether dried or ready-cooked, they are a brilliant low-cost way to include protein and fibre in a diet. Even the newer premium brands mentioned above, which do come at a higher price, are still good value if you consider them as an alternative to meat.


GOOD HEALTH


We are much more conscientious about what we eat nowadays. It is clear that what we put inside our bodies has long-term implications and there is much science-backed evidence on the health benefits of pulses. They are a good source of plant-based protein, they provide fibre, which is essential for a healthy gut, they count towards our five a day and are packed with vitamins, minerals and antioxidants.


ENVIRONMENTAL BENEFITS


For the sake of our planet we need to adapt our diets to include more plant-based proteins… and with some urgency. Intensive animal farming is driving deforestation, creating greenhouse gases and polluting our water systems. Meanwhile the ecological arguments for farming more pulses are indisputable: they’re sustainable, easy to grow, water efficient and actually have positive implications for the environment. Many plants in the legume family are ‘nitrogen fixers’ meaning they have the ability to convert nitrogen in the atmosphere into a form that can be used in the soil, making it more fertile for other crops.


These were all very convincing incentives to eat more pulses and, as I started to cook with them more, I also realized just how underrated they are. They are easy to prepare, so versatile in the ways they can be cooked and there are very few ingredients they don’t go with. I hope this book demonstrates how rewarding and wholesome it is to eat pulses every day, without sacrificing the foods you already love. We should all be eating more pulses, and now is a good time to start!





A WHISTLE-STOP GUIDE TO PULSES


Firstly it is important to clarify what exactly is meant by ‘pulses’. They are the dried (as opposed to fresh) edible seeds that are found in the pods of plants in the legume family, and this includes all dried beans, peas and lentils. There are many varieties and you’ll find that different countries around the world cultivate their favoured species.


I have tried to stick to the most commonly available pulses and have listed them out here. As our appetites for pulses grow I expect we will see more and more varieties on offer, and I urge you to experiment with new and different options where you can.


Aduki beans – a small mahogany coloured bean that is popular in East Asian cooking. They are used in savoury dishes, and also to make red bean paste which is often used in sweets.


Beluga lentils – delicate, glossy black lentils that are said to resemble beluga caviar. They hold their shape well when cooked and look gorgeous in salads.


Black beans – also known as black turtle beans and popular in Latin American cooking, these beans are great in chillies, salsas and salads. Their rich, purple-black colour means they’re a good source of polyphenols.


Black eyed beans/peas – distinctive with their black spots on an otherwise off-white bean, these are popular in southern US cuisine and in parts of Africa. They’re lovely and creamy when cooked.


Borlotti/cranberry beans – uncooked borlottis are a beauty of a bean with their mottled cream and cranberry-red skins. Once cooked they turn a russet colour with a soft texture. Popular in Italian cooking.


Brown lentils – a great-value lentil (which are so called because of their ‘lens’-like shape), with a mild flavour and soft texture.


Butter/lima beans – these large, plump beans have sky-rocketed in popularity in recent years. They’re a popular choice when swapping meat out of recipes as they feel substantial and meaty.


Cannellini beans – one of the most widely available white beans, these are mild and creamy and a good all-purpose option.


Carlin peas – expect to hear more about these small, nutty brown peas. They are becoming more widely available in shops, both dried and pre-cooked, and make a great alternative to chickpeas with a similarly impressive nutrient profile.


Chickpeas/garbanzo beans – are actually a type of bean. They have a distinctively nutty flavour and can be eaten whole, crushed or blended until smooth (most commonly in houmous). If anyone tells me they don’t like chickpeas, I tell them to buy a jar of Bold Bean Co’s queen chickpeas. They’re a large variety which is exceptionally plump and tasty!


Flageolet beans – these are immature haricot beans, small in size and light green colour. Probably France’s most popular bean.


French green lentils – very small lentils that are mottled slate-grey and dark green. They are firm when cooked with slightly peppery notes.


Haricot/navy beans – the original baked bean, haricots are a small and very tender white bean that can be used interchangeably with cannellini.


Kidney beans – eaten most commonly in the UK in chilli con carne, these deep red beans are so called because of their shape. As with black and aduki beans, their deep colours means they are high in polyphenols.


Mung beans & moong dal - neither classified as a bean or as a lentil, mung beans are small, green pulses (also known as green gram). Popular in Asian cooking, they tend to be sold dried and should be sufficiently soaked before cooking until they start to soften and split. When mung beans are split open and dried, they become yellow moong dal. When whole mung beans are sprouted, they become beansprouts.


Pinto beans – popular in Mexican and Tex-Mex cooking, smooth and earthy pintos are commonly used to make refried beans.


Puy/French lentils – often consider the king of lentils, puy lentils must be grown in a designated area of France. They are robust, nutty and wonderful in salads.


Red split lentils – these cook very quickly from dried and break down into a pulpy texture making them popular in soups and stews.


Split yellow peas – popular in British cooking, split yellow peas were traditionally used in pease pudding and split pea soup. They can be cooked relatively quickly from dried to become soft, mellow and wonderfully comforting.
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COOKING WITH PULSES


DRIED, CANNED OR JARRED?


Whether you choose dried pulses or those that have been pre-cooked is totally up to you. Personally I couldn’t live without the convenience of cans and jars, and I have written these recipes assuming that many people will choose canned as they are quick to cook, readily available and great value. If you prefer to cook pulses from dried then by all means do so, they are wonderful this way and you can add aromatics (such as onions, bay leaves and black peppercorns) as they simmer.


If cooking from dried, expect pulses to roughly double in weight after cooking. I would also advise to always follow the pack instructions as soaking and cooking times can vary between species. And always make sure that they are cooked until completely soft; undercooked beans are neither pleasant nor easy to digest, I warn you! In the case of kidney beans, they can be toxic if undercooked, so always be extra vigilant that they have been boiled for a minimum of 10 minutes.


CHOOSING THE BEST QUALITY


In any major supermarket you should find a good variety of pulses, not just whether they are dried or pre-cooked, but also different brands, from different origins and at various price points.


It’s great to have so much choice, but as with any other ingredient the quality does vary. In the writing of this book, I tasted many different brands of pulses, and some are softer, more tender and more flavoursome than others. I think once you find an option you like and that suits your budget, stick to it. I mentioned in my introduction that Bold Bean Co. do fantastic jarred beans. Personally I think they are worth spending a little extra on, but these recipes have been written so that any pulse can be used.


WHAT IS AQUAFABA?


Dried pulses need to be cooked in water, and at the end of cooking the water becomes a viscous liquid known as aquafaba. Most canned and jarred pre-cooked pulses are stored in this aquafaba and many cooks like to use it as an ingredient. In this book I tend to suggest draining and rinsing most pulses before using. This is because many canned pulses (particularly lower-cost options) contain preserving and firming agents in the water. If you want to use the aquafaba in cooking, then check the ingredients. If it just states the pulse and water then it’s fine to use; it has a creamy texture that can add body to sauces and stews. If salt is listed as an ingredient, then have a taste as some can be quite heavily salted. Alternatively, if you are cooking beans from dried you can save some of the cooking water to use in finished dishes too (always discard the soaking water, though).


While on the subject of adding aquafaba or not, consistency is an important thing to consider in many of the recipes in this book. It is often hard to convey exactly how much liquid is needed in soups, stews and sauces. If your instinct tells you a sauce is too loose and the flavour not concentrated enough, simmer it for a little longer. Equally, if it feels too thick, add a splash more water or aquafaba.


THE SECRET TO CRISPY PULSES


Crispy chickpeas/garbanzo beans and crispy beans (usually butter/lima or cannellini) make a great snack. Having made them on many occasions, using various methods, I feel it is my duty to let you know that the key to their success is making sure they’re well dried before you cook them. Ideally rinse, then pat dry on a clean kitchen towel and leave to air dry for as long as you can before cooking with oil. Air fryers are probably the best and most efficient cooking method. A conventional oven will take a bit longer, and I also find pan-frying chickpeas works well. If you’re adding spices, I would toss with the pulses towards the end of cooking (for the last few minutes) to avoid them burning.


LAYER UP SEASONING


In general pulses are quite mild in flavour, which is great because they can happily be paired with strong and punchy ingredients. It also means you need to be judicious with seasoning to help them shine. In many recipes I have given a quantity of salt to include, but I would still suggest tasting at the end to check the seasoning. When salt is not listed in quantity, I advise layering it as you cook to help coax out the flavour of other ingredients. As well as using classic seasonings of salt and pepper, I often find that a squeeze of lemon juice (or another acid) can really help to bring depth. Together salt and acid are very effective flavour enhancers.


AND FINALLY…


In my recipe writing I always aim to be as precise and descriptive as possible with ingredients, methods and equipment, but remember that every kitchen differs, produce varies and every cook has slightly different tastes. Trust your instinct when cooking, if you think something needs a little more time or a little less of an ingredient, then go with it. You are always your best guide.
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EASY WEEKNIGHTS




PANCETTA, LEEKS & BEANS ON TOAST


1½ tbsp olive oil


75 g/2¾ oz. diced smoked pancetta


2 leeks, trimmed, halved lengthways and thinly sliced


1 rosemary sprig, leaves finely chopped


1 x 400-g/14-oz can haricot/navy beans, drained and rinsed


100 ml/scant ½ cup chicken stock (or liquid from the can of beans if using)


2 tbsp crème fraîche


2 eggs


2 slices sourdough


salt and black pepper


grated Parmesan or pecorino, to serve


SERVES 2


Heat ½ tablespoon oil in a large frying pan/skillet over a medium-high heat. Fry the pancetta for 4–5 minutes until starting to colour a little. Add the leeks and fry for 4–5 minutes until softened.


Stir in the rosemary and beans, then add the stock and bubble gently until most of the liquid has evaporated. Stir the crème fraîche into the leeks and beans and cook for a final couple of minutes, then take off the heat and season to taste.


Meanwhile, heat the remaining 1 tablespoon oil in a small frying pan over a medium-high heat and fry the eggs, basting the yolks with some of the oil to help them cook evenly.


Toast the sourdough and place on plates. Spoon over the leeks and beans and grate over a little Parmesan. Top each with a fried egg, season the tops with salt and pepper and grate over a little more cheese to serve.


COOK’S TIP For a vegetarian version use chopped sundried tomatoes instead of pancetta and fry for just a couple of minutes before adding the leeks. Use a vegetarian hard cheese instead of the Parmesan.


PULSE SWAP This is a great recipe for experimenting with different varieties of beans. Try borlotti/cranberry, butter/lima, cannellini or flageolet beans.


It would be perfectly possible to write an entire book entitled ‘beans on toast’. It is a supper that we already love (with baked beans of course) and the variations are endless. This is one of my favourites.
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SMOKY, CREAMY BUTTER BEANS, MUSHROOMS & STEAK


2 x 200-g/7-oz. sirloin steaks


1 tbsp olive oil


250 g/9 oz. chestnut/cremini mushrooms, thickly sliced


1 large onion, halved and thinly sliced


1 scant tsp sweet smoked paprika


1 x 400-g/14-oz. can butter/lima beans, drained and rinsed


200 ml/scant 1 cup fresh chicken (or beef) stock


1½ tsp Worcestershire sauce


3 tbsp soured cream


handful of flat-leaf parsley, roughly chopped


salt and black pepper


rice, tagliatelle or a green salad, to serve


SERVES 4


Take the steaks out of the fridge at least 30 minutes before cooking. Remove from the packaging, season and set aside until ready to cook.


Heat the oil in a large frying pan/skillet over a high heat. When smoking hot, fry the steaks for 2 minutes on each side. Remove from the pan and set aside to rest.


Lower the heat under the pan to medium-high and add the mushrooms and onion with a pinch of salt. Fry for 10 minutes, stirring regularly, until starting to turn golden in places.


Add the paprika and a good grind of black pepper and fry for a minute more, then add the beans, stock and Worcestershire sauce. Simmer for 5 minutes, then stir in the soured cream.


Slice the steak and add to the pan along with any carving juices. Scatter with parsley and serve with rice or tagliatelle, or just enjoy as it is with a green salad.
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