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How to Use This Ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in 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 recipes.

You can double tap images 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 aim of this book is to have everyone’s favourite egg recipes in one basket. Some classics, tried and tested for family gatherings, plus lots of easy, innovative eggy ideas for tasty everyday meals and a guide to simple egg cookery. With, of course, loads of delicious and unmissable indulgences.

The recipes cover the simplest dishes with easy-to-find and readily available ingredients. The humble egg gives such culinary freedom, a perfectly packaged source of protein that can be whipped up in so many meals. It is also, compared to meat and fish, one that is fantastically cheap, so it’s worth adding a little extra to your egg budget and taking personal responsibility to buy the very best eggs you can find.

An egg given with love in any cooked form for anyone makes a comforting offering whatever the occasion. Whether providing the ideal start to a busy day, a leisurely brunch for a small gathering, a creamy dessert or comforting supper dish, eggs will always find an appreciative audience.


Egg potential

The egg is just an egg until put in the hands of a creative cook. Then with sublime alchemy it can be transformed into so many wonderful dishes. This superstar of the kitchen can be swiftly turned into quick, satisfying meals with economy or extravagance. Nutritious meals are a breeze with eggs as your ally.

Eggs aren’t just for breakfast, so break out of the box and give them full daytime status too. You won’t go hungry with a dozen eggs in the kitchen. How else would we toss together those Sunday breakfast pancakes or a huge brunch omelette? Enjoy high-rise soufflés, whip up blousy meringues, emulsify sunset-yellow mayonnaise or even clarify a bone broth to a crystal-clear consommé? We create velvety custards as the base for delicious ice creams and nursery puddings; we savour a scramble and perfect a poached egg – comfort food at its simplest and very best.

So let’s get cracking!


What’s in an egg?

Eggs in whatever form are entirely natural and nutritionally dense, packed with high-quality protein and nutrients, vitamins, minerals, antioxidants and lipids, all of which aid muscle strength, as well as heart, brain and eye function, and combat disease. A hen egg averages about 70 calories, which means including them in your diet is also great for weight management. Start the day with a boiled, poached or scrambled egg or a simple folded omelette and you won’t feel the need for more food as quickly. Try adding a sprinkling of crushed nuts, a little extra virgin olive oil and some watercress leaves for a super-satisfying breakfast.

Scrambling, poaching or omelette-making shouldn’t send the cook into a panic – eggs are so forgiving and, after all, it’s a question of personal taste rather than right or wrong. My golden rule when cooking eggs (or for that matter any kind of cooking) is to be in the moment, enjoy doing your best and most of all have fun experimenting.


Know your eggs

Easy egg separation

The confident cook needs to crack this painless aspect of egg cookery and discover why it’s so useful. Getting your eggs separated cleanly without any trace of yolk in the whites is what you need, as a tiny scrap will inhibit the volume egg white foam can achieve. The main aim is to keep the egg yolk whole, the white free from yolk and both free from bits of shell. Here’s how: Have two bowls at the ready in sizes you need for the recipe plus a small carrier bowl to hold and transfer one white at a time.

Crack the egg at its widest point on the side of the carrier bowl with two sharp taps and, using both thumbs, ease the shell in two. Let some white slip into the carrier bowl, then gently tip the yolk from one half shell to the other until all the white has flopped into the bowl. Tip the yolk into its bowl and the white into the other and repeat the process. If at any point very tiny bits of shell or spots of yolk get into the whites, scoop them out using one side of the rounded shell; it acts like a magnet. If you end up with a lot of broken yolk and a messed-up white you have only wasted one egg. Tip that into a cup, beat with a fork and keep in the fridge to use within a day – you can add it to a light mayonnaise a scramble or an omelette. Start again with a clean carrier bowl.


• Saving spare yolks and whites

Where a recipe calls for either the yolks or the whites, whichever you don’t need immediately can be kept for a different dish. Whole yolks can be carefully covered – so they don’t break – by a little water and a lid and stored in the fridge for two days. The whites can be put in a screw-topped jar, labelled to remind you how many there are, and kept in the fridge for up to a week. If you have a lot of either yolks or whites, freeze them:

For every 6 yolks mix together with ½ teaspoon of either salt or sugar, tip into a suitable container, labelling it to indicate the number of yolks and whether they are for savoury or sweet use, and freeze for up to 2 months. The whites simply freeze without mixing with salt or sugar. They will keep frozen for up to 3 months and I find they whisk well after freezing and thawing. Remember to defrost them in the fridge.

Check the expiry dates on stored eggs regularly. If you have more than you can use before their ‘best before’ date, separate the whites from the yolks and freeze them to use for meringues and baking. Or whisk up the whole eggs, label to indicate the quantity and freeze to use within a month for baking only.
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Good egg … bad egg …

To gauge the freshness of your eggs, fill a deep clear glass bowl with cold water up to a level about 2½ times the height of the egg. Gently lower the egg into the water. A very fresh egg will immediately sink to the bottom and lie flat horizontally. This is because the air pocket within the egg is very small. Use these eggs for poaching, scrambling and frying or for making ice creams and custards.

A slightly older egg will still lie on the bottom of the bowl but at a very slight angle, the round end uppermost. Good for boiling as they peel easily and also use for omelettes and baking.

As the egg starts to lose its freshness it will dry out, the air pocket gets larger and the egg will begin to bob almost upright. The pointed end will still lie on the bottom of the bowl, while the rounder end (where the air pocket is) will point towards the surface. However, the egg will still be good enough for baking and meringues.

It’s very important once this test is done to use the egg right away for cooking, as the shell will now be porous and the egg will start to deteriorate.

If the egg leaves the bottom of the bowl and floats completely on the surface of the water, it should be thrown out, as it will most certainly be too bad even for baked cakes.
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The versatile egg

How do you like your eggs in the morning? Move over granola and welcome the egg for breakfast. The first meal of the day is so important for energy, and what better way to show affection than to prepare a perfectly soft-boiled egg for loved ones to enjoy? It takes no time to cook, served up really hot with thickly buttered toasted soldiers to dip comfortingly into the runny yolk. Eggs, the number-one comfort food, can make us feel cosseted. Even if you do this once a week for someone or, just as important, for yourself, you will feel the rich benefits of one of the healthiest and cheapest forms of protein.


• Soft boiled

3–4 minutes will give a softish white and a runny yolk.

The term ‘boiled’ is a bit of a contradiction as that’s the last thing you want to put your egg through. A simmered egg would be more to the point so it doesn’t crash around the pan and crack. Also, it’s best to select a pan that allows eggs to sit in a single layer.

First get everything in place. It’s easier and quicker to boil a large kettle of water for your egg pan as well as for a pot of tea or coffee – it’s infinitely faster. Prepare your plate with freshly buttered toast cut into soldiers, freshly ground pepper and crunchy salt crystals.

Pour boiling water from the kettle into a pan, bring back to the boil and lower the heat so the water isn’t moving. Gently add the eggs and leave for 30 seconds (this stops them cracking from shock), then increase the heat to a simmer and time your eggs to perfection.

For real satisfaction, a runny yolk is what’s needed with the white just set. If you cut off the top and the white looks a little loose simply pop the top back on, read a few paragraphs from the morning paper, have a swig of tea and all will be well: your egg will be perfect in no time, cooked by residual heat. This is a good reason not to crack the top of your egg with the back of the spoon.

As well as being ideal for breakfast, a soft-boiled egg can comfort after an evening out if you didn’t manage supper. It’s the easiest and most satisfying filler when you come home tired and starving. As in all things there’s more than one way to boil the perfect egg. You could put your egg into cold water and, once the water boils, turn to a simmer and time the process to get the kind of softness you want from your egg. This method can work but you need to watch the pan constantly.

• Mollet, soft in the centre, yet easy to peel

5–6 minutes will give a slightly firmer white – enough so the egg can be peeled easily even though the yolk is hot and very soft.

This method is a good substitute for poached eggs and also served hot. Slightly older eggs are better when you intend to boil then peel them as they peel more easily when 5 or so days old. Pour boiling water from the kettle into a pan, bring back to the boil then lower the heat. Carefully add the eggs to prevent them cracking from shock, then increase the heat to a simmer and time your eggs to perfection. Plunge the eggs straight into cold water to stop them cooking instantly. Gently crack the shell and carefully peel right away while still hot inside but just cool enough to handle. Put into warm water as you continue to peel the rest if you want to eat them hot; otherwise put into cold water and reheat later.
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• Hard boiled

7–9 minutes will give varying degrees of firmness to the yolk.

A thin, greenish-grey film may form around the yolk. This harmless discoloration is simply a visual indicator of a natural chemical reaction. Sulphur from the amino acids in the white of the egg is reacting with iron in the yolk, causing a film of iron sulphide to form on the yolk’s surface. Heat speeds up this discoloration: so the longer your eggs boil, the darker it becomes so don’t overcook them. Plunging the eggs straight into cold water helps to prevent the ring forming. Then crack and peel right away from the rounded end – even if still warm this makes it easier. Then put them into fresh water straight away to cool down.


• Boiling tips

Just before boiling you could shallowly (just to pierce the shell, no further) prick the rounded end of the eggshell with the tip of a clean pin. This releases the pressure from the air pocket and so stops the egg bursting on contact with the hot water. Try gently stirring your simmering eggs: this action is said to centralise the yolk – useful in a recipe that calls for the eggs to be cut in half such as Devilled eggs.


• The fine art of poaching

There is poached and poached, the one where the yellow yolk shines through a white veil, and the one that looks like a compact, oval, wrapped silk parcel with the yolk hidden in the middle.

We all have pretensions toward the latter, as it looks cheffy and professional, but the reality is a more homely look is much nicer as it doesn’t involve a lot of vinegar. Restaurants often use up to 3 tablespoons for 4 eggs to help coagulate the white. This trend was introduced by the famous Mrs Beeton in 1861, so she is to blame! Fresh eggs don’t need lots of vinegar to be poached perfectly. I think vinegar flavours the egg white too much, but do try a little if you want to experiment – it does work. Never, though, add salt to the water as it breaks down the egg white.

In a fresh egg, the white will be much tighter. Cloudy whites can indicate very fresh eggs straight after lay, so don’t be put off but, for poaching, eggs around three days old are best. The very thick white will naturally form a good oval shape, encasing the yolk as it hits the water. With slightly older eggs the thinning white floats off in the water and you don’t get such a compact rounded poach. It’s not a disaster and is perfectly acceptable, as it will still taste good and the loose bits can be trimmed away.

If cooking eggs individually for a few people, or just one for yourself, crack the egg into a small glass and create a whirlpool in the pan by stirring the boiling water, then plop the egg into the middle, turn down the heat and time it for 3 minutes. If you can’t lower the heat enough, turn it off and let the egg poach for up to a minute longer, or until the white feels firm and the yolk is soft but cooked. Gently scoop the egg out of the pan with a slotted spoon, resting the spoon briefly on kitchen paper to absorb the drips, then put it straight onto your plate.

If you are poaching eggs this way for a few people and want everyone to eat together, scoop them straight into cold water. To reheat them all at once put them in a bowl of just-boiled water for around 2 minutes. They will last in cold water in the fridge for up to two days, ready to reheat when needed.

If you have super-fresh eggs and feel like poaching a few at the same time, a shallower sauté-style pan is good to use. Fill it with around 7cm of just-boiled water from the kettle. Crack one egg at a time straight into the water. To do this, get the water simmering then crack the egg by giving it two sharp taps on the side of a bowl set close to the pan. Gently lift to the surface of the water and separate the shells, letting the egg plop in. When all the eggs are in the pan turn the heat down so the water is barely moving and time them for 3 minutes or turn off the heat and allow up to a minute longer. Lift out each one with a slotted spoon, resting the base of the spoon on kitchen paper to absorb the drips, then quickly place onto the serving plates.

There is another method that works with slightly older eggs where, before cracking, you give the egg a dip in barely moving water. This sets the thinnest outer part of the white onto the shell, so as the eggs are cracked open you are left with the thickest part of the white, which will then wrap itself around the yolk when it hits the water. If trying out this trick, get two pans of simmering water at the ready. Dip the egg, still in its shell, into one pan for 30 seconds. Lift out with a slotted spoon into cold water to cool, just enough to be able to handle it. Crack the egg open into a small glass and do the poaching in the second pan of clean water as above. This avoids dirty water.


• Let’s scramble

Eggs are mostly uncomplicated in the area of one-pan cookery and amazingly satisfying. For me, scrambled egg is the most comforting of all popular basic egg dishes – it’s my number one. It’s so easy to transform a simple scramble into something special and very tasty. Put some herbs and chilli into a freshly made scramble and serve with a sharp tomato and finely chopped onion salsa. That’s not to forget the classic, an easy scramble with sliced smoked salmon folded in and plenty of freshly ground black pepper... is there anything better?

The two best ways to crack the case:

There’s no doubt that whichever method you choose, good scrambled eggs are quick and simple to knock up, taking only around 3 minutes to achieve. Patience is key: being in the moment and stirring over a low heat is crucial. Allow 2 eggs per person.
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Crack the eggs into a bowl just prior to cooking, breaking them up lightly with a fork – there should be no furious whisking involved. I like to add half an eggshell of water for every 3 eggs, as this lightens the scramble, but some like to add milk, cream or extra butter, making a slightly heavier, creamier finish. You can add one or two extra yolks to the whole eggs for richness, or add another egg white to the mixture to make them lighter. I add salt once the eggs are cooked, as it tends to toughen the mixture if added earlier. I also prefer to add freshly ground black or white pepper at the table.

Have everything you intend to accompany your scramble ready to roll, including just warmed plates.

For 4 eggs, melt about 15g butter, clarified butter, ghee or oil if you wish, in a preheated – preferably nonstick – medium pan over a low heat. Without letting the butter fizz, pour in the eggs and stir constantly with a wooden spoon, the perfect implement whichever way you choose to scramble. As the eggs start to cook on the base of the pan you may find they have a firm, curd-like texture in parts. If this happens, the protein is hardening too fast, so you need to get the heat lower, or it’s often easier to keep moving the pan off and on the heat. Stir the slightly firmer, wavy curds into the still-soft mixture, and keep stirring until it comes together in a loose yet cooked mass with a little texture to it; this takes no more than 1½ minutes. Mix in a pinch or so of sea salt crystals once the eggs are cooked (if you are folding smoked salmon through the soft scramble, you may not need salt at all).

The second method, for a very soft and creamy-looking scramble with a uniform loose texture, involves the bain-marie. Set a bowl over a pan of barely simmering water – about 3cm will get enough steam circulating. Use a bowl large enough so it doesn’t touch the water. (You could use a double boiler if you possess such a thing.) Stir the eggs with a knob of butter in the usual way to a thickened creamy mass. This method may take longer, around 6 minutes of continuous stirring, but it is a reliable way to achieve this softer scramble.

Whichever method you go for, remember the scramble will continue to cook away from the heat, so remove it when it’s a little wetter than you want. When it’s cooked to your liking, serve quickly while very hot and oh so comforting. If a scramble overcooks, quickly add a few tablespoons of thick cream.


• Fried softly softly or crispy and golden

A fried egg is a very personal thing. Some like a soft white edge just set with a glassy yellow yolk and others prefer a crisply, fried golden frilly edge with a pale veil covering the soft yolk. Then there are all the variations in between as well as options to flip over.

• To shallow fry

Heat good dripping, raw coconut oil, rapeseed oil, olive oil, butter, clarified butter or ghee in a frying pan. You can cook 3 or 4 eggs at a time in a frying pan with a 20–22cm base, or use a smaller pan to cook just one. Crack in the eggs and let them set for a minute tilting the pan and spooning the oil over the egg. Then decide to serve as it just sets or carry on frying until crispy around the edges and the yolk is anything from still soft and yellow or with a pale veil. At any point you can cover the pan to ensure the yolk sets to your liking.

If you want to go ‘over easy’, flip the cooked egg over with a spatula once the white has set. Carry on cooking to set the yolk to your liking, the aim being not to break the yolk although some people quite like a firmer or even a broken yolk.

• To deep-fry

Heat 1cm rapeseed oil, olive oil, raw coconut oil or ghee in a wok or high-sided pan until hot. A good test is to drop in a cube of bread: if it sizzles and turns golden straight away, the oil is hot enough (adjust the heat up or down as needed). Crack an egg into a small glass, then carefully tip into the oil. Immediately bring the white part over the yolk using two spoons so the yolk doesn’t overcook.


• The comforting omelette

‘You can’t make a good omelette if you put too much butter in the frying pan … It’s not difficult to make an omelette but it’s quite hard to describe exactly how it should be made without making it sound very difficult indeed.’

These pearls of wisdom came from Marcel Boulestin in his book Eggs – 120 ways of cooking eggs, which he wrote in 1932. He had an exclusive restaurant in Covent Garden and was the first TV chef at the end of the 1930s. He was a great inspiration to Elizabeth David and he has also inspired me to write this book.

A simple folded French omelette needs a preheated hot pan so it cooks very quickly. The butter or any other good fat or oil should just fizz (not brown) before adding the lightly forked-over eggs – the more you beat the eggs for an omelette, the tougher it will be. Add the mixture to the pan and use the flat side of a fork, passing it under the eggs to keep them moving, until you have the set you want. Fold about a third of the omelette towards the middle, then fold the opposite third over the top, quickly shaking the pan until it falls on the plate beautifully soft and folded yet just firm and still pale yellow. If you want something firmer and golden, just cook for a little longer. To make a herby variation, see here.

If serving more than one person, making individual omelettes is best. They are so fast to make, it’s always best to give a swift wipe of the pan before replenishing with more butter for the next omelette, vital for a fresh-tasting experience. A runny omelette will take 1 minute or less, firm 1½ minutes and well cooked around 2.

A French omelette is folded into a half moon or folded into three but never flipped right over to cook the other side. Often much softer in texture with the filling (if there is one) added before the omelette is folded to encase it rather than mixed into the raw eggs.

A Tortilla or Spanish omelette is cooked in a pan on one side, then inverted onto a plate and slid back into a wiped-out pan to cook on the other side (see here). It is often served cut into bite-size squares either warm or cold. The exception is the Majorcan tortilla which has whipped egg white added so needs a touch of the grill to burnish it golden.

The Frittata, or Italian omelette, is a combination of the two styles. Always leave the precooked filling ingredients to cool a little before mixing into the eggs in the bowl or the pan. Cook on one side until bubbles appear and the edges are just set, and then finish under a grill until puffed and golden (see 1 and 2).

No matter which part of the world the omelette is from, you can adapt the recipes in this book to use ingredients you instinctively like to put together to complement your eggs and, more encouragingly, have spare in the fridge, or can find in your local open-all-hours ethnic corner grocery shop on the way home. Be sensitive, though: you want to avoid conflicting flavours by overloading your omelette simply because you have things that need using up.


• Soothing baked eggs

The French brasserie favourite oeufs en cocotte, where the eggs are simply baked in cream, can be as simple or as fancy as you like (see here). These are sometimes called shirred eggs. Cracked into ramekins, the eggs can be placed in a roasting tin filled up to the middle of the dishes with barely simmering water and cooked in the oven covered with foil. Alternatively, use a large, deep-sided frying pan on the hob and cover with a lid. Baked eggs can also be cooked in individual gratin dishes in the oven without the need for water. It’s much easier, though, cooking en cocotte, as below.

Begin by preheating the oven to 190°C/gas mark 5 and liberally buttering as many shallow ramekins as you need. Scatter in freshly ground black or white pepper and sea salt crystals. Crack an egg or two into each ramekin and spoon over 1–2 tablespoons double cream, crème fraîche or soured cream, avoiding the yolk. Sit the ramekins in a tin filled with hot water as described above, cover and bake for about 6 minutes. Check the whites are fully set and the yolks cooked to your liking. They keep on cooking from the heat of the dish for a few minutes, then they are ready to serve with thickly buttered toast.


• Marvellous meringues

Given time, excess energy, a strong arm and the right level of commitment, it is perfectly possible – in fact highly desirable and rewarding – to experience at least once in life making the perfect meringue using nothing more than a balloon whisk. But if you prefer an easier life you are much better off using an efficient hand-held electric beater – an implement most cooks possess. Using this method you have something to be proud of within minutes.

Spanking-clean, by which I mean totally grease-free, equipment is the next step to success. Nothing should be allowed to interfere with the ability egg whites have to form bubbles, so grease is the enemy here, not the cook in charge. Plastic bowls are never good to use: it seems egg white and plastic just don’t have the right chemistry. The idea is gradually to get as much air into the whites as possible so they increase in volume by up to eight times, so use a good-sized glass, china or stainless-steel bowl.

If you are using stored whites from the fridge for your meringues, put them in the bowl and cover for around 30 minutes before whisking. If they are stored frozen, defrost in the fridge overnight, then follow the instructions above.
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With what seems like so many dos and don’ts, it’s easy to think there is some mystery in the making of meringues, but it’s simply a question of common sense and a touch of practice. Older egg whites are perfect for meringue as the albumen is thinner, but that means the yolks aren’t so good to use for other dishes. So collect the whites left over from dishes involving fresher egg yolks only, and keep in a jar in the fridge for up to a week, or freeze them, but always remember to mark the container with how many whites there are.

• French or simple meringue is the most basic meringue and the most popular. It’s certainly my favourite as it’s quick and easy once the method is learnt. It has a light delicate texture perfect for any dessert. Sugar is whisked into the foamed whites in a ratio of 2 whites (2 fresh medium egg whites weigh 75g) to about 110g caster sugar. This will make about 6 blousy meringues. Once cooked and cooled, they will keep in an airtight container for two weeks.
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