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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 right-hand corner of the screen.
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INTRODUCTION



The working title of this book was ‘100 recipes no one should leave school without’. Whether you decide to be an astronaut, an architect, a doctor or engineer, we all need to be able to cook in order to feed ourselves properly. Otherwise we are completely at the mercy of other people for our sustenance.


So much depends on the food we eat: our health, our energy, our vitality and our ability to concentrate. It’s the ‘fuel’ we put in the ‘tank’ to keep us going. It’s crucially important to think about the quality, it doesn’t have to be expensive but cheapness should not be the only criteria. In fact, nowadays, many of us know more about the lives of celebrities than how our food is produced. So much depends on dinner that it’s vital to take all these things into consideration when you go shopping, plus animal welfare, food miles and other environmental issues.


So, why is it important to be able to cook? Apart from being in control of your own health, it also means you can travel anywhere in the world and get a job. It’s the easiest way to win friends and influence people – you will never be short of guests if you can rustle up a meal at a moment’s notice. Infinitely better for your wallet and your waistline. We are what we eat...


If you start with good-quality ingredients, you need to do so little to make them taste good. If you don’t, you need to be a magician to make something delicious and that’s where all the foams and skidmarks on plates come in to distract and compensate for the fact that the flavour wasn’t there in the first place.


The secret of all good food is ‘mindful’ shopping. Most people in their busy lives don’t give a moment’s thought to how food is produced, where it comes from or whether it is in season. I’m very fortunate to live in the midst of a small organic farm where we have our own gardens and greenhouses so we know the source of a lot of the food we eat. But even if you live in an urban area, you can choose to grow some salad leaves, radishes or pea shoots on your windowsill. Tomatoes, cucumbers, courgettes and beans can be grown on a balcony or roof and most cities now have one or several farmers’ markets where you can buy fresh, seasonal produce directly from farmers and food producers. Remember all good food starts in rich, fertile soil. Our food should be our medicine rather than bottles of vitamins and supplements.


The basic skills of home cooking are by far the most important. It’s really not difficult to learn how to cook but many people convince themselves that it’s way beyond them. It’s so worth developing a repertoire of simple, delicious recipes that you can build on and have fun creating variations, not just returning to the same few dishes over and over again. If you can cook, you will know exactly what’s in your food. A loaf of bread will have three or four ingredients as opposed to 19 or 20, many of which may not even be mentioned on the label.


This book is a collection of essential recipes that both beginners and experienced cooks need to know. Recipes you’ll find yourself turning to over and over again, from traditional to more modern classics, incorporating flavours from around the world. Recipes that deliver on taste but also teach basic skills that are the foundation of all kinds of creations. Everyday Staples are the recipes that will form the backbone of your cooking, from sauces and a simple green salad to baking a loaf of bread or creating your own stock.


COVID-19 has definitely been a game changer. During the first lockdown, several high-achieving friends who could ‘run the country’ suddenly found themselves working from home with none of the usual back-up or support. They were faced with the reality of having to provide 21 meals a week for their family but could scarcely make toast. In ‘real’ life, the kids were dropped off at the crèche and playschool on their way to work, then picked up in their jammies on the way home. At the weekends, the whole family ate out, so no need to cook. A highly successful CEO of a multinational company was in tears on the end of the phone – she scarcely knew how to shop for food, not to mention cook it.


Time to make some fundamental changes in our educational system. We’ve failed several generations of young people by not emphasizing the importance of acquiring life as well as academic skills. The strong subliminal message since the 1960s has been that practical skills are of lesser value and consequently several generations have left our homes and schools without the basic life skills to feed themselves properly. They are convinced that it’s drudgery, that they can’t do it, and so they miss out on the fun and satisfaction of being able to rustle up a meal in minutes for family and friends from a few inexpensive ingredients.


Everyone is so crazy busy nowadays trying to keep all the balls in the air – studying, commuting, homeschooling. Day-to-day life is super hectic, feeding fussy kids, picky eaters, ravenous teenagers, dropping kids off to music lessons, play dates, matches – not to mention actual food shopping – so you’ll need to make a basic survival plan. Batch cooking needs to be part of the equation. Slow cookers are a godsend, not expensive and mean that for just a few minutes’ work in the morning, a delicious meal in one pot can be ready to pop on the table when you all arrive home in the evening.


I’m anti-gadget, but if you are going to cook, you’ll need a bit of basic kitchen kit. Check out the Essential Kitchen Equipment. Start with essentials, but choose each item so it will last a lifetime – a sturdy chopping board, a heavy, stainless-steel saucepan, a few good knives and don’t leave the shop without a steel and learning how to sharpen them.


Every cook needs a well-stocked storecupboard so they can rustle up meals in minutes. Make clever use of your freezer because food will, of course, freeze forever but be aware that the quality and flavour gradually deteriorate, so try to keep track. Reckon to do a monthly stock-take of the contents of your freezer. Maybe have a Freezer Feast every 2-3 weeks where absolutely everything for that meal comes from the freezer, using up any snacks, meat or pre-prepped ingredients. It’s also worth having lots of single portions and snacks in there that can be defrosted quickly when family members arrive home at random times. Make full use of shortcuts like frozen puff and shortcrust pastry. I’m a bit of a purist but even though I no longer have four kids to get out to school every day, I’m acutely aware of the day-to-day pressures of family life.


In many ways, this book is a call to arms – to bump the food we eat and feed to our families right up to the top of the agenda. Join me in demanding that practical cooking and growing skills be embedded in the national curriculum from kindergarten upwards for the future health of our nations.
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INGREDIENTS



If you want to be able to whizz up meals in minutes, you need to ensure that your storecupboard is always well stocked. Everyone’s priorities will be different but the following are some suggestions for items that I find invaluable.



STORECUPBOARD



Flour – plain, self-raising, strong brown, strong white, coarse brown


Baking powder/bicarbonate of soda/fast-action yeast


Oatmeal and porridge oats


Pasta – spaghetti, macaroni, penne etc


Noodles - rice and egg


Grains – couscous, bulgur wheat, quinoa, freekeh, pearl barley


Rice – basmati, arborio, Thai fragrant


Canned fish – sardines, tuna, mackerel, anchovies


Canned vegetables – tomatoes, sweetcorn


Canned beans – chickpeas, kidney beans, black-eyed beans, cannellini beans


Oils – extra virgin, grapeseed, groundnut, sunflower, sesame


White and red wine vinegar


Sea salt – local or Maldon


Chilli flakes, Piment d'Espelette,


Aleppo pepper


Whole spices – coriander, cardamom, nutmeg, cumin, cloves, cinnamon


English mustard powder


Sauces – soy, fish, sweet chilli, oyster, plum, hot sauce, harissa


Tapenade


Chicken stock (a standby if you don’t have homemade stock)


Nuts – hazelnuts, walnuts, almonds, cashews, pecans, pistachios


Dried fruit


Good-quality chocolate


Homemade jam and marmalade


Honey


Ballymaloe tomato relish


Cream crackers or Carr’s water biscuits


Eggs – organic and free range


Garlic


Onions and potatoes


Carrots



FRIDGE



Butter


Cheese – mature Cheddar, Parmesan, halloumi, feta, paneer


Salami and/or chorizo


Dijon mustard


Thai curry paste


Olives



FREEZER



Good ice-cream


Frozen fruit – raspberries, blackcurrants, gooseberries, etc


Tortillas


Pitta bread


A FEW TREATS


Salted capers


Truffle oil


Gentleman’s Relish (Patum Peperium)


Panforte di Siena


GOOD TO KNOW * GUIDELINES FOR RICE & PASTA PORTIONS


People’s idea of a portion can vary wildly but here are my suggested guidelines:


Basmati rice 50–65g (2–2½oz) uncooked rice per person


Dried pasta (fettuccine/spaghetti) 50-75g (2-3oz) per person


Fresh pasta 100–125g (3½–4½oz) per person


Filled pasta 150-175g (5–6oz) per person



HERBS



Fresh herbs are an integral part of my cooking. Flicking through this book, you’ll find that virtually every recipe includes one or several herbs. They add a pop of flavour and a delicious freshness. We grow more than 50 herbs at Ballymaloe – some annuals, like basil, coriander, dill and annual marjoram – and many trusty perennials that sleep for the winter and pop up again in spring or those like thyme, rosemary and sage that are hardy throughout winter and add gutsy flavour to robust cold-weather casseroles, stews and braises.


These are my top six herbs – if I had a little more space, I would definitely have included French tarragon and lovage, both perennials, and Genovese basil in summer. The latter is an annual but it doesn’t love our climate in Ireland so it dies down in autumn and really needs a greenhouse or tunnel to grow enthusiastically, even in summer.


* PARSLEY The multi-use herb for both traditional and cutting-edge dishes. Don’t forget to chop up stalks, they’ve got masses of flavour, too.


* THYME A good variety of common thyme definitely deserves its place. It will even grow happily in a large pot or bucket on a balcony.


* ROSEMARY Another multi-use herb, it’s a small shrub that can be snipped throughout the year to add to pasta sauces, stews or bread. The purply-blue flowers make a pretty garnish in late spring and early summer and bees love them.


* CHIVES A few clumps of chives are also invaluable. The quintessential ‘cut and come again’ herb that disappears underground every winter to re-emerge in early spring. Snip into and over everything from omelettes and frittatas to soups and stews.


* MINT This fresh-tasting herb spreads like mad in the garden. It’s quite a ‘thug’, so plant it somewhere you don’t mind if it romps away, or else in a bucket or pot where its roots are curtailed. I’m a big fan, so in my book you can never have too much mint. I use it in fistfuls in lemonades and cocktails, salads and jellies. As with many herbs, there are a number of varieties. If you only have space for one, choose spearmint.


* CORIANDER Not surprisingly the most widely used herb in the world because every scrap is edible. Use the roots in Thai curry pastes, the stalks are also full of flavour, as are the fresh leaves. Sprinkle the pretty white flowers over salads, the green seeds have a unique and thrilling flavour and add a burst of excitement to many plates. When they dry, hey presto, it’s coriander spice. Unlike the other herbs, coriander is an annual and it runs to seed quickly, so plant small quantities in succession every few weeks in summer.






ESSENTIAL KITCHEN EQUIPMENT



* 1 SET OF KNIVES Buy the best you can afford – 1 chopping knife (cook’s or chef’s knife); 1 filleting knife; 1 vegetable or fruit paring knife; 1 serrated vegetable or fruit knife; 1 carving knife and 1 carving fork; 1 large and 1 small palette knife; 1 oyster knife (may seem not essential but you’ll find that it’s totally essential for the time you want to open oysters)


* TOOLS An accurate set of scales; 1 swivel-top peeler; 1 sharpening steel; 1 melon baller (not essential but handy); 1 zester (not essential but handy); 1 skewer; 1 stainless-steel grater; 2 sieves (1 tin or stainless steel, 1 plastic); 1 bottle opener; 1 corkscrew; 1 perforated spoon; 4 wooden spoons (2 large, 1 small, 1 straight-ended to get into corners of pans); 2 plastic spatulas (1 large, 1 small); 2 whisks (1 coil, 1 balloon); 2 fish slices (1 plastic, 1 tin); 1 bendy tin spatula (not essential but brilliant); 2 flat pastry brushes; 1 piping bag and set of nozzles (not essential but handy); 1 potato masher; 1 ladle; 1 rolling pin; 1 pepper mill; 1 salt crock (not essential but handy); 1 thermometer (not essential but handy to take the guesswork out of cooking time); mouli légumes – it may sit at the back of a cupboard for months but when you need it, nothing else with do.


* MEASURING SPOONS 1 teaspoon (5ml); 1 dessertspoon (10ml); 1 tablespoon (15ml); 1 x 225ml (8fl oz) cup I measure with ordinary spoons that most people have in their kitchen drawers. Unless otherwise stated, I measure in rounded spoonfuls – a rounded spoonful has exactly the same amount on top as underneath. A heaped teaspoon has as much of the ingredients as the spoon will hold. A level teaspoon is just that and is the equivalent of a half-rounded teaspoon. If you are using standard measuring spoons, always use level measurements. My rounded measurements are the exact equivalent of a level measuring spoon. Also note that my tablespoon is the equivalent of 4 teaspoons whereas a standard measuring spoon holds just 3 teaspoons.


* BOARDS 1–2 heavy, hardwood timber chopping boards, at least 4cm (1½in) thick.


Mark the boards so that you know which surface to use. On the first board, mark one side for raw meat and the other side for onions. On the second board, mark one side for cooked food and the other side for fruit. If you have just one chopping board, mark one side R for raw and O for onion and garlic, then the other side C for cooked food and F for fruit.


* SAUCEPANS 1 large saucepan and lid (27 x 13cm/10 x 5in); 1 medium saucepan and lid (20 x 9cm/8 x 3½in); 1 small saucepan and lid; 1 high-sided sauté pan (20 x 9cm/8 x 3½in); 1 low-sided sauté pan (20 x 5.5cm/8 x 2in); 1 small saucepan (for boiling eggs, not essential but handy); 1 round/oval casserole with lid; 1 small round/oval casserole with lid; 1 non-stick frying pan (25cm/10in); 1 iron pan; 1 griddle pan Buy the best heavy, stainless-steel saucepans you can afford. Some have a 50-year guarantee and you will be able to pass them on to your grandchildren. They don’t burn or stick and do wonders for your cooking and your temper!


* TINS 1 or 2 quiche tins with removable bases (18cm/7in and 23cm/9in); 1 tart tin (size to fit requirements); 1 Swiss roll tin (25.5 x 38cm/10 x 15in); 2 x round cake tins (18cm/7in); 1 cupcake and/or muffin tin


* BOWLS 1 wide mixing bowl; 1 set of 5 stainless-steel mixing bowls, graded sizes; 1 set of 3 Pyrex bowls, graded sizes; 3–4 plastic bowls; 1 Pyrex plate for tarts (not essential but handy); 1 pie dish (1.2 litre/2 pints); 2 Pyrex measuring jugs; mais-gras for degreasing stock and gravy.


* MACHINES 1 food processor; 1 deep-fat fryer; 1 food mixer and/or handheld mixer; 1 juicer (electric if possible for large quantities); 1 liquidizer; 1 coffee grinder; 1 spice grinder; 1 slow cooker or Instant Pot.


* MISCELLANEOUS freezer bags and containers, Sharpie and labels; plastic containers for freezer; glass jars and lids; silicone muffin cases; baking parchment and or silicone baking sheets.


A pasta rolling machine and a dishwasher are also great if possible. My Nobel Peace Prize goes to the person who invented the dishwasher...!
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USE-BY, SELL-BY & BEST BEFORE DATES


There seems to be constant confusion about these dates so I thought it would be helpful to include the definitions – it’s worth remembering that ALL are conservative. Better still, learn the almost forgotten skill of using your senses to judge: look, smell, taste...


USE-BY DATE


This label is aimed at consumers as a directive of the date by which the product should be eaten; mostly because of quality, not because the item will necessarily make you sick if eaten after the use-by date. However, after the use-by date, product quality is likely to decrease much faster and safety could be reduced.


SELL-BY DATE


This label is aimed at retailers, to inform them of the date by which the product should be sold or removed from the shelf. This does not mean that the product is unsafe to consume after the date. Typically one-third of a product’s shelf-life remains after the sell-by date for the consumer to use at home.


BEST BEFORE DATE


This is about quality, not safety. When the date is passed, it doesn’t mean that the food will be harmful, but it might begin to lose its flavour and texture.
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A CLASSIC FRENCH OMELETTE



A simple French omelette takes 30 seconds to make or 45 seconds if you’re adding a filling. Here at the Ballymaloe Cookery School, the students never believe me when I tell them this, they have their watches primed ready to catch me out! In no time they are turning out tender, golden 30-second omelettes themselves. The secret is to have the pan hot enough and to use clarified butter if at all possible. Ordinary butter will burn if your pan is as hot as it ought to be. It’s also important to use the right-sized pan, otherwise the omelette will be too thick or thin and consequently overcooked or undercooked, so use the pan size specified below for a two-egg omelette. Your first omelette may not be a joy to behold but persevere – practice makes perfect!. You’ll be an omelette whizz in no time, never stuck for a yummy meal.


SERVES 1 [image: Illustration]


2 fresh organic, free-range eggs


2 teaspoons whole milk or water


1 tablespoon clarified butter or 1 tablespoon olive oil


filling of your choice (optional)


sea salt and freshly ground black pepper
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Line up all your ingredients – this all happens so fast, there won’t be time to go searching for something once you start. Warm a serving plate in a low oven.


Meanwhile, heat a 23cm (9in) omelette pan, preferably non-stick, over a high heat. Have your chosen filling and a spoon ready beside the cooker, heated if necessary.


Whisk the eggs with the milk or water in a bowl until thoroughly mixed but not too fluffy. Season with salt and pepper.


Put the warm serving plate beside the cooker/hob because you won’t have time to go looking for it while the omelette is cooking.


Add the clarified butter or olive oil to the hot pan. As soon as it sizzles, pour in the egg mixture. Tilt from side to side to cover the base of the pan. It will start to cook immediately, so quickly pull the edges of the omelette towards the centre with a metal or plastic spatula, tilting the pan backwards and forwards then up and down for another few seconds so that the uncooked egg runs to the sides. Continue until most of the egg is set and will not run any more. The centre should still be soft and moist – don’t worry, it will be perfectly cooked by the time it gets to the table. If you are using a filling, spoon the hot mixture in a line across the centre of the omelette, horizontal to the pan handle.


To fold the omelette: flip the omelette edge nearest the handle of the pan over the line of filling, towards the centre. Then change your grip of the handle so you are holding it from underneath, this will make it more comfortable for you to hold the pan almost upright so the omelette can roll towards the bottom of the pan. Half-roll and half-slide the omelette on to the plate so that it lands folded into three. Serve immediately with a salad of organic leaves and a glass of something delicious (see A Green Salad for Every Season).


TOP TIP * For a delicious school or office lunch, slide the omelette into a toasted baguette. Add some leaves, maybe a tomato salad and some relish.



FILLINGS



* Mushroom à la crème Use 2–3 tablespoons as a filling.


* Cheese & fresh herbs Use 2 tablespoons of grated cheese and approx. 2 teaspoons of chopped flat-leaf parsley, tarragon, chives or thyme as a filling.


* Smoked mackerel or smoked salmon & chives Use 50–75g (2–3oz) diced or flaked fish and 1 teaspoon of chopped chives as a filling.


* Piperonata or Tomato fondue Use 2–3 tablespoons of hot tomato sauce as a filling, plus 1 sliced chilli or a pinch of chilli flakes, if you wish.


* Crispy chorizo & parsley Use 25g (1oz) crispy chorizo and 2 teaspoons of chopped flat-leaf parsley as a filling.



DARINA’S BASICS
CLARIFIED BUTTER [image: Illustration]



Melt 225g (8oz) butter gently in a saucepan on the hob or in a Pyrex jug in the oven at 150°C/300°F/gas mark 2. Leave it to stand for a few minutes, then with a spoon, scrape the crusty white layer of salt particles off the top of the melted butter. Underneath this crust there is clear liquid butter which is called clarified butter. The milky liquid at the bottom can be discarded or used in a béchamel sauce. Clarified butter is excellent for cooking because it can withstand a higher temperature when the salt and milk particles are removed. It will keep covered in the fridge for several weeks.






BALLYMALOE BASIC RISOTTO



Everyone needs to be able to whip up a risotto, comfort food at its best and a base for so many good things, from crispy pork lardons or kale to foraged nettles.


SERVES 6


1–1.3 litres (1¾–2¼ pints) chicken stock or vegetable stock


50g (2oz) butter


2 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil


1 onion, finely chopped


400g (14oz) risotto rice, such as arborio, carnaroli, or Vialone Nano


50g (2oz) freshly grated Parmesan cheese or a mixture of Parmesan and Pecorino


sea salt


First bring the stock to the boil, reduce the heat and keep it at a gentle simmer. Melt half the butter in a heavy-bottomed saucepan with the oil, add the onion, cover and sweat over a gentle heat for 4–5 minutes until soft but not coloured. Add the rice and stir until well coated. Cook for a minute or so and then add 150ml (5fl oz) of the simmering stock, stir continuously, and as soon as the liquid is absorbed add another 150ml (5fl oz) of stock. Continue to cook, stirring constantly. The heat should be brisk, but on the other hand if it’s too hot the rice will be soft outside but still chewy inside. If it’s too slow, the rice will be gluey. It’s difficult to know which is worse, so the trick is to regulate the heat so that the rice bubbles continuously. The risotto should take 25–30 minutes to cook.


After about 20 minutes, add the stock about 4 tablespoons at a time. I use a small ladle. Watch it very carefully from there on. The risotto is done when the rice is cooked but is still ever so slightly al dente. It should be soft and creamy and quite loose, rather than thick. The moment you are happy with the texture, stir in the remaining butter and Parmesan, taste and add more salt if necessary. Serve immediately on hot plates.


Alternatively, you can pre-cook the rice for finishing later. After about 10 minutes of cooking, taste a grain or two between your teeth. It should be firm, slightly gritty, definitely undercooked but not completely raw. Remove the risotto from the saucepan and spread it out on a flat dish to cool as quickly as possible. The rice can be reheated later with some of the remaining stock and the cooking and finishing of the risotto can be completed.


GOOD THINGS WITH RISOTTO


* Prawn risotto Add 110–175g (4–6oz) cooked and peeled prawns to the risotto just before the end of cooking. 1–2 tablespoons of freshly chopped dill is also a delicious addition. If possible, use shrimp or fish stock but light chicken stock works too. The Italians are adamant that no cheese should be served with fish but I love it, so you decide…


* Kale risotto Destalk 450g (1lb) curly or red Russian kale, or cavolo nero. Bring 3.4 litres (6 pints) of water to the boil in a large saucepan with 3 teaspoons of salt. Add the kale leaves and boil, uncovered, over a high heat until tender; this can vary from 5–10 minutes depending on the weather and the age of the kale. Drain well, chop and stir into the risotto about 5 minutes before the end of cooking. Season to taste and serve sprinkled with grated Parmesan cheese.


* Nettle & sorrel risotto Blanch and refresh 110g (4oz) nettles, drain and season well. Add to the risotto with 50g (2oz) sorrel. Add another knob of butter if necessary and lots of Parmesan.


* Wild garlic risotto Finely chop approx. 110g (4oz) wild garlic leaves and add to the risotto 3–4 minutes before the end of cooking. Scatter with wild garlic flowers, if available, and serve immediately.
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* Mushroom risotto Add 225–350g (8–12oz) sliced and sautéed mushrooms before the end of cooking.


* Risi e bisi (Pea & broad bean risotto) Blanch 500g (18oz) fresh young peas or young broad beans in boiling salted water, then drain. Season with lots of freshly ground black pepper and add 45g (1½oz) butter. Put half of this into a food processor and pulse. Return to the whole peas or beans. Cook 200g (7oz) chopped onions in 40g (1½oz) butter, add 300g (10½oz) risotto rice and 1.75 litres (3 pints) chicken or vegetable stock and cook as above. After 15 minutes, add the peas and 3 tablespoons of chopped flat-leaf parsley to the risotto and continue to cook for about 5 minutes until the rice is al dente. Stir in 40g (1½oz) butter, 100g (3½oz) freshly grated Parmesan cheese and season to taste. Serve with a little more Parmesan sprinkled over the top.


* Arancini Arancini are crispy rice balls usually made from leftover risotto (spread the risotto over a baking tray to cool). Flavour the risotto as desired – arancini can be plain or flavoured with a myriad of tasty additions, including ragù, wild mushrooms, mozzarella, aubergines, wild fennel, shellfish or pistachios. To make, scoop up a fistful of cold risotto, shape into a round, slightly oval or conical shape. Dip in white breadcrumbs and deep-fry in hot olive oil for 4–5 minutes until crisp. Drain on kitchen paper and serve hot.
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DELICIOUS ROAST CHICKEN



Who doesn’t love a classic roast chicken with lots of gravy? It’s a forgotten flavour for many, partly because unless you have access to a really good bird, the smell and flavour will be quite different to your comforting childhood memories. People often feel that making stuffing is too much of a bother, but if you keep some breadcrumbs in the freezer it can literally be made in minutes. The best place for the stuffing is inside the chicken, where it absorbs lots of delicious juices as it cooks. Be careful not to overfill the bird, otherwise the heat may not penetrate fully. This is particularly important if you are using an intensively reared chicken, which may be infected with salmonella and/or campylobacter.


SERVES 6 OR MORE


1.5–2.3kg (3½–5lb) free-range chicken, preferably organic or at least free-range


600–900ml (1–1½ pints) stock from giblets or chicken stock


FOR THE STOCK (OPTIONAL)


giblets (keep the liver for a chicken liver pâté), and wishbone


1 carrot, thickly sliced


1 onion, thickly sliced


1 celery stick, thickly sliced


a few parsley stalks and a sprig of thyme


FOR THE STUFFING


75g (3oz) chopped onion


45g (1½oz) butter, plus extra for greasing


75–100g (3–3½oz) soft, fresh white breadcrumbs


2 tablespoons finely chopped fresh herbs, such as flat-leaf parsley, thyme, chives and annual marjoram


sea salt and freshly ground black pepper
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Remove the wishbone from the neck end of the chicken by lifting back the loose neck, skin and cutting around the wishbone with a small knife – tug to remove. This isn’t essential, but it does make carving much easier. Tuck the wing tips underneath the chicken to make a neat shape. Put the wishbone, giblets, carrot, onions, celery and herbs into a saucepan. Cover with cold water, bring to the boil, skim off any foam and simmer gently while the chicken is roasting. This is the base of the gravy.


To make the stuffing, sweat the onion gently in the butter for about 10 minutes until soft, then stir in the breadcrumbs, herbs and a little salt and pepper to taste. Allow it to get quite cold unless you are going to cook the chicken immediately. Season the chicken cavity with salt and pepper and half-fill with stuffing. Season the breast and legs, smear with a little soft butter or a drizzle of extra virgin olive oil.


Preheat the oven to 180°C/350°F/gas mark 4. Weigh the chicken and cook for 20 minutes per 450g (1lb), plus 20 minutes. Cook on the middle shelf in the oven. Baste a couple of times during the cooking with the buttery juices. The chicken is done when the juices are running clear. To test, prick the thickest part at the base of the thigh, hold a spoon underneath to collect the liquid, examine the juices – they should be clear. Remove the chicken to a carving dish, keep it warm and leave to rest while you make the gravy.


To make the gravy, tilt the roasting tin to one corner, spoon off the surplus fat and return the roasting tin to the stove. De-glaze the tin juices with the fat-free stock from the giblets and bones (you will need 600–900ml/1–1½ pints) depending on the size of the chicken. Using a whisk, stir and scrape well to dissolve the caramelized meat juices in the roasting tin. Boil it well, season and thicken with a little roux if you like (the gravy should not be too thick). Season to taste and serve in a hot gravy boat. If possible, serve the chicken on a nice carving dish surrounded by crispy roast potatoes and some sprigs of flat-leaf parsley, then arm yourself with a sharp knife and bring it to the table.


Carve into six portions or more, depending on the size of the chicken. Each portion should have some brown and white meat and bone and some stuffing. First, carve off the leg. Separate the drumstick from the thigh, and if the leg is big, the thigh can be divided into two portions, one piece with a bone and one without. Put on a hot serving dish. Carve off a generous piece of white meat with the wing attached and serve with the piece of thigh with no bone to make one portion. Then carve the remaining white meat into slices; put some with the drumstick and some with the thigh piece with a bone to make two more portions. Repeat on the other side. Serve with gravy and bread sauce, if you wish.


VARIATIONS


* Herb butter Add 1–2 tablespoons of chopped tarragon, thyme or rosemary to the butter. Lift the skin off the breast and smear the butter directly on to the flesh before cooking.


* Sans stuffing Omit the stuffing. Season the interior of the chicken with salt and pepper and insert a sprig or two of tarragon, rosemary or thyme. Or season the interior, then prick a lemon (preferably organic) in a few places and insert into the cavity while the chicken is roasting.


* Masala roast chicken Add a mixture of freshly ground spices, such as 1-2 tablespoons of smoked paprika or harissa, 1 teaspoon of cumin, 1 teaspoon of coriander to 4 tablespoons of olive oil and spread over the chicken before roasting.


* Casserole roast chicken Insert a sprig of tarragon in the cavity. Slather the breast and legs with tarragon butter. Cover and cook the casserole in a moderate oven for 1¼–1½ hours. Degrease, add 150ml (5fl oz) cream and 150ml (5fl oz) stock to the juices, thicken with a little roux. Serve with the tarragon sauce.






A SIMPLE SOUP



This technique works for any number of root and leafy vegetables as well as foraged greens. It’s really useful to be able to whip up a soup in minutes with whatever you can find in your fridge or pantry. The onion and potatoes form the base – the melted onion adds natural sweetness and the potato provides body. You can use just a single vegetable, such as carrots, or a mixture, such as carrot, parsnip and celeriac or swede, or pea, bean and courgette, or spinach, watercress and lettuce. More than half the soups we make at Ballymaloe are made on this simple formula – 1:1:3:5. Use the same measure for each ingredient – it could be a cup, mug, jam jar or whatever is handy. Soups made with stock will have more flavour than those made with water, but if the vegetables are fresh, the soup will still be tasty. You can also add fresh herbs or spices to perk it up. It’s fun to experiment, the flavour will be different each time and the end result will be a surprise but always delicious.
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