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PRAISE FOR JANE LOVETT



‘Jane knows what we want: dishes that are easy, great to look at and eat, and made with ingredients you can find.’ Prue Leith


‘Jane's recipes are just the sort of unfussy dishes you feel like cooking and eating again and again.’ Xanthe Clay


‘Jane Lovett is one of my very favourite cookery writers. She has great taste and is a hugely talented cook.’ Charlotte Pike, Chair of the Guild of Food Writers


‘Easy family cooking at its absolute best . . . Ten stars.’ India Knight on Just One Pan


‘Simple but delicious . . . sumptuous enough to feed a crowd.’ Daily Mail on Just One Pan
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‘The secret of getting ahead is getting started.’


MARK TWAIN










INTRODUCTION



I love cooking and always have done.


Apart from being naturally greedy myself, I have an instinctive inclination to feed others and this really is one of life’s pleasures for me. Indeed, mealtimes form the structure of my day – it’s not the afternoon until I’ve had lunch, however meagre and whatever time that may be. I’ve always been baffled by people who say they ‘forgot to have lunch’. How could they and how do they know when it’s the afternoon? Needless to say, the next meal, what it might be and where it’s coming from, is never far from my mind.


Of course, I realize this scenario is far from the reality for many people. Inclination, time and ability are just a few of the reasons why cooking becomes a chore and something to resent. All of which is completely understandable. Yet there are many ways of relieving and lessening the daily grind of cooking, as well as the sheer panic frequently induced by even the thought of entertaining.
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GETTING AHEAD



Everyday cooking for loved ones or friends should be a happy experience – food made and served with love, not to mention style and a smile. Planning and preparation, I think, are the key to this, especially for apprehensive cooks or those short of time.


Getting ahead is fundamental for me. With my organized cap on, I can cope calmly with most things. Without it, I become flappable and stressed, and as far as entertaining is concerned, I don’t enjoy a minute of it – the cooking or the assembled company – and far less, clearing up afterwards. Not only does forward preparation reduce stress levels, but it also allows more time to spend with family and friends, as well as eliminating last-minute washing-up considerably. Win, win!


Aside from day-to-day cooking and entertaining, I need to be very organized for the cookery demonstrations I give around the country, not only with the buying of ingredients, but also with the measuring out and careful advance preparation of all the recipes. It is the key to a smoothly run demonstration, which results in a happier, more relaxed me and, consequently, I hope, a better experience for my customers.


It beats me as to why anyone would attempt to simultaneously cook multiple recipes from scratch; yet through my demonstrations I have come to realize that many people believe it’s the only option. This is entirely understandable, given that generally recipes reel off the method, with the last instruction being to serve immediately. And so ensues a last-minute frenzy for the cook attempting to get several dishes made from scratch, and finished all at the same time.


Where’s the fun in that? We are home cooks first and foremost, and what we bring to the table is far more than just the food. The table is the place where we congregate and come together to communicate, share experiences and delight in the present moment as well as create memories. And so, with a little advance preparation, we might bring more love and joy to the table than pent-up stress. It doesn’t even matter if your interpretation of a recipe is different – after all, it’s simply about nourishment and conviviality. Cooking is not a competition, so there’s no point in getting het up about it. During my days teaching at Leiths School of Food and Wine, it was no surprise that 40 students cooking from exactly the same recipes produced 40 different interpretations, both in taste and presentation. So don’t be afraid to put your own stamp on recipes – it might well improve them!


I’m persistently asked how far in advance a recipe can be prepared. The recipes in this book, along with their get-ahead hints, I hope, will go some way to answering this question. They all have get-ahead elements and, be it only a snatched five or ten minutes here or there, even the smallest amount of groundwork eases the task, reaps benefits and makes a difference, especially when taking on several recipes at once.


Cooking should be a joy, so my advice is to prepare ahead as much as time allows and keep it simple. Then enjoy the sense of achievement and pleasure when everything comes together and delight in the happiness it brings.










ABOUT THE BOOK



Help is at hand! The Get-Ahead Cook is a collection of more than 100 prepare-ahead recipes, achievable for all abilities. Complete with very clear instructions for spreading and, therefore, lightening the load stage by stage, they offer a confidence-boosting guiding hand in the kitchen.


The original, stylish, contemporary and delicious recipes have been created for day-to-day eating and entertaining, and to inspire the home cook to make food they’re proud to serve and that people actually want to eat. They’re a natural progression of my easy style – real recipes for the real world, to be produced in real, busy household kitchens where home cooks, both amateur and experienced, are trying to get delicious, fresh, seasonal food onto the table.


I always keep an eye on culinary trends, new ingredients and eating habits. Some of these recipes use slightly more unusual ingredients, with inspiration taken from countries and cultures around the world, but this isn’t faddy or gratuitous and I’ve only included those ‘new’ ingredients that are easily sourced. An unfamiliar ingredient can be off-putting for a cook unsure of how to deal with it or whether or not it can easily be found, and this book will allay those uncertainties.


That said, the majority of the recipes use straightforward everyday ingredients (and not too many of them) with the emphasis on advance preparation, taste, flavour and presentation. There are lots of useful tips and shortcuts, and the odd cheat here and there, but that doesn’t preclude you from making your own pastry, stock and so on, if you prefer. Many of the recipes contain ‘don’t worry if…’ advice, ingredient substitutions and guidance about what to serve with them, which makes some appear longer than they are – so please don’t be put off!


We eat with our eyes in the first instance, so presentation is very important, but you won’t find any fussy, flashy or ‘cheffy’ plating-up styles here. I like to encourage imagination in the way food is served – so think outside the box, be inventive and don’t necessarily stick to the traditional or the norm; it’s quite possible to make the humblest ingredients, or recipe, look fabulous with a little inventiveness and a few good ‘props’.


I really hope you will enjoy cooking these recipes, that they will help to make your life a little easier in the kitchen and, better still, propel you out of the kitchen and into the revelry when entertaining. I can wholeheartedly guarantee they work. There is no way I am going to demonstrate a recipe to a room full of people if it’s not going to work 100 per cent. They are failsafe and I hope you will be inspired to create and interpret them in your own way.
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NOTES ON INGREDIENTS


• When I use Rose Harissa paste, Zhoug and tapenade, I like the Belazu brand.


• For a basic curry powder, I suggest Schwartz Medium Curry Powder.


• For prepared ginger in a jar, I like Bart’s.


• All dairy products are full-fat.


• All eggs are free-range and large.


OVEN TEMPERATURE CONVERSIONS






	°C


	°F


	GAS MARK







	140


	275


	1







	150


	300


	2







	170


	325


	3







	180


	350


	4







	190


	375


	5







	200


	400


	6







	220


	425


	7







	230


	450


	8







	240


	475


	9








MEASURING SPOON CONVERSIONS






	1 tablespoon


	15ml







	½ tablespoon


	7.5ml







	1 teaspoon


	5ml







	½ teaspoon


	2.5ml







	¼ teaspoon


	1.2ml







	⅛ teaspoon


	0.6ml








NOTES ON USING THE BOOK


• Read a recipe all the way through fully before embarking on it.


• All temperatures are for conventional electric ovens (see Oven Temperature Conversions, left). For fan-assisted ovens, consult your manual.


• Follow either metric or imperial measurements in a recipe – do not switch between the two.


• Refrigerated food should be brought back to room temperature for at least an hour before cooking. All given oven temperatures and cooking times assume this is the case.


• All spoon measurements are level unless otherwise stated. It is worth investing in a set of accurate measuring spoons (see Measuring Spoon Conversions, left).


• In the absence of fresh stock or pouches of supermarket ready-made stock, use stock cubes. I use 1 cube to 300–425ml (½–¾pt) water.


• Most of the ingredients can be found fairly easily. However, a few might involve a little legwork. Failing that, they can be bought online.


• Everything stored in the fridge should be covered.


• Pregnant or elderly people should avoid food containing raw eggs or unpasteurized cheese.


• Many foods last a lot longer than you might think. Common sense will tell you whether or not something is OK to eat, along with smell and taste, in the time-honoured tradition exercised before the advent of sell-by dates.


• The number of people that some of the recipes will feed depends on whom you are feeding, how many courses you are making and what else is on offer. For example, an older person will eat far less than a ravenous, hollow-legged teenager; people tend to eat less at lunch than at dinner; and, strangely, the larger the number of people, the less they seem to eat.


• Recipes that are suitable for vegetarians are marked with [image: Illustration]. These exclude meat, poultry, game, fish and shellfish. Some vegetable-based recipes are not marked with [image: Illustration] because they include cheese that contains, or may contain, animal rennet, but vegetarian cheeses could be substituted if required.










HINTS & TIPS



There are many tips and shortcuts scattered throughout the book, accompanying the relevant recipes. I hope both those and the ones below will help to put a spring in your culinary step.


• Store surplus nuts in the freezer to prevent them from going rancid. They don’t need to be thawed before use in cooking, but it only takes minutes anyway.


• Food processors do not purée soup satisfactorily. Use a liquidizer or hand-held wand instead.


• Likewise, a food processor does not work for chopping onions, as they will bruise and take on a very unpleasant taste and texture.


• Eggs can be boiled and peeled up to 4 days ahead, submerged in cold water, covered and refrigerated.


• Always make sure steam can escape when keeping any food warm, by leaving the door or warming drawer ajar. Otherwise, steam builds up, resulting in soggy, discoloured food.


• When cooking root vegetables, bring them to the boil in cold salted water. If boiling green vegetables, they should be added to boiling salted water then drained when cooked and refreshed by passing them briefly under cold running water, to set the colour and stop them from cooking further. This won’t make them go cold.


• Cook bags of spinach as soon as they’re bought for easier storage. This also means it can be kept longer before eating – the same is true for other fresh vegetables; if they are verging on getting past their best, cook them, store them covered in the fridge and then heat them up when required in a saucepan, oven or microwave.


• The easiest way to remove the outside ring from a loose-bottomed tart or spring form tin is to stand the tin on top of a mug or bowl; the ring will fall off onto the work surface, preventing burnt (if hot) and dirty arms, and the ring hurtling towards your elbow.


• When making caramel, use granulated sugar; being less refined, it dissolves far quicker and more successfully than caster sugar.


• You will use less oil if the pan is heated before adding it.


• When softening onions, adding a pinch of salt will speed the process up considerably.


• Prolong the life of fresh herbs significantly by wrapping them in damp kitchen paper and storing them in a plastic bag or cling film in the fridge.


• For a constant supply of grated Parmesan cheese, grate a large chunk (or two) using the grater blade of a food processor. Swap for the chopping blade and whizz until fine. Freeze in a bag or container. It doesn’t solidify and can be used by the spoonful or scattered as required, straight from the freezer.
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Resting Meat



It is vital to rest meat after cooking; otherwise, all the juices cascade out when it’s cut into, leaving it tough and dry. When cooked, remove large joints to a cold plate and leave to stand for 10 minutes to stop the cooking process, then keep warm on the plate, with the oven, warming drawer or cupboard door ajar, for a minimum of 20 minutes; up to an hour is even better and a little bit longer still, is fine. For smaller joints, steaks and poultry breasts, remove to a cold plate for two minutes and then rest for the length of their cooking time. Longer is fine. The meat won’t cook any more while resting. If you have been successful, NO juices will seep from the meat when it is cut into!










CHOOSING WHAT TO COOK



When choosing what to cook, it makes sense to plan according to the time you have available, not just on the day but during the days beforehand, too. We can all get sucked into the optimistic grandiose ideas of cooking a dinner worthy of a Masterchef final for our friends and family. But I think it’s far better to cook something simple and within one’s capabilities well than to be overzealous and end up overstretched, frazzled and unrelaxed as a result. It’s really not difficult to make the simplest recipe look utterly delicious and appealing with some imagination and a few good serving dishes. Simple is often best, so be kind to yourself.


For weekday suppers, a little advance preparation, spread over a few days in the run-up to a particularly busy day or few days, means that good food can be on the table in no time at all, and with minimal effort, at the end of that busy day.


When entertaining, on whatever scale, having at least one course fully prepared in advance is a bonus; two courses are a godsend. I wouldn’t dream of choosing more than one recipe that didn’t allow at least some advance preparation. There are all sorts of little tricks to employ, too, many of which, in time, become habitual.


Contrary to popular belief, most roasted meat, for example, can be considered ‘get-ahead’, as it is cooked before guests arrive, affording it a necessary and beneficial resting period, which produces juicier and more tender meat. As long as resting rules are carefully followed (see opposite, far left), not only will the lion’s share of your job be done, but also the meat will be greatly improved as a result. The fact that the gravy can then be made and the roasting tin washed up before the first guest arrives is an added bonus.


Making the right choice on the vegetable front can also lighten the last-minute load considerably. Gratins, purées and anything in a sauce are all clever yet delicious ways of avoiding a panic at the eleventh hour. These can be made, mostly, up to a day ahead and, in the case of the first two, completed in their ovenproof serving dishes, ready to be popped into the oven when required – job, and resulting washing-up, done!


Better still, for this purpose, are the recipes that can be made entirely one or two days in advance. Remember that a lot of food tastes better having had a night or two in the fridge, allowing the flavours to meld together, at the same time cutting down on last-minute toil.


There is nothing wrong with a little cheating to help you get ahead, either. There are lots of time-saving ways around some of the more traditional cooking methods (buying, for example, a pre-cooked chicken instead of poaching one; ready-made pastry; ready-made custard for ice creams and soufflés, and so on), so it makes sense to utilize these if needs must.


A FEW POINTERS ON MENU PLANNING


• Stay within your capabilities.


• Choose recipes according to the time available in the run-up. If time is short, consider serving a few simple canapés instead of a starter, or offer cheese and fruit instead of a pudding. Passing round a box of frozen Maltesers always goes down well, too!


• Choose according to your budget. Seasonal foods will be the best value and at their tastiest.


• Take colour, texture and variety into account, to ensure all the courses are balanced and have contrast.


• Take oven space into consideration.


• Unless you are a proficient cook, plump for a cold starter and pudding, leaving only the main course to cook and thereby cutting the stress by two-thirds.


• Avoid things that require frying at the last minute when entertaining, such as fish fillets. Leave this to professional chefs – it’s not conducive to home cooking.


• Nor is assembling intricate stacks of food on individual plates. This is a last-minute task that is stressful when entertaining and almost impossible to do single-handed.


• Avoid the repetition of ingredients, such as fish in the starter and main, or two creamy courses.










SEASONAL MENU PLANS



Some of the recipes in Brunching & Lunching (see page 42) also work well as starters or canapés, and vice versa.


SPRING


• Asparagus with Chopped Egg & Anchovy (page 58)


• Stuffed Shoulder of Lamb with Caper Sauce (page 132)


• Rhubarb & Elderflower Fool with Oat Crunch (page 178)


• Sizzling Crispy Lamb Salad (page 61)


• Monkfish with Peas, Fennel & Romesco Sauce (page 120)


• Lime & Coconut Panna Cotta with Mango Purée & Pistachios (page 162)
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SUMMER


• Gazpacho with Tapenade Breadsticks (page 34)


• Salmon, Courgetti & Asparagus with Lime & Caper Dressing (page 127)


• Black Cherry, Chocolate & Meringue Ice Cream Cake (page 177)


• Crab & Cucumber Mousse (page 27)


• Rack of Lamb, Freekeh, Walnuts & Tapenade Crumbs (page 131)


• Lemon & Raspberry Shortbread Torte (page 168)
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AUTUMN


• Beetroot & Fennel-Cured Salmon (page 65)


• Stuffed Pork Fillet with Wild Mushroom Sauce (page 106)


• Caramelized Apple Creams (page 169)


• Chicory, Roquefort & Walnut Salad (page 38)


• Duck Confit & Celeriac Purée with Cherry Sauce (page 110)


• Pear & Frangipane Tart (page 185)
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WINTER


• Tuna & Avocado Ceviche (page 28)


• Chicken Legs Baked with Olives & Capers (page 109)


• Seville Orange Posset with Seville Orange Sablés (page 179)


• Potted Prawns (page 31)


• Slow-Braised Pork Belly with Sweet Chilli Sauce (page 115)


• Hazelnut Meringue & Praline Torte (page 181)
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CHRISTMAS TIPS



GET AHEAD FOR THE BIG DAY


Cooking at Christmas can be a stressful experience. However, I would advise thinking of it as just another Sunday lunch, possibly on a larger scale depending on the number of guests, which is what it boils down to. Lots can be done up to a few months ahead, so whenever you have a spare hour or so in October and November, get cracking. On Christmas Day you’ll be very thankful for your foresight, not least because of the reduced amount of washing-up.


• Cook chipolata sausages and bacon rolls and freeze them in the (shallow ovenproof) dish in which they are going to be served, up to 2 months ahead. Thaw the night before and reheat for 10–15 minutes in a hot oven until sizzling. They’ll keep warm happily until you need them. Alternatively, complete, as above, up to 3 days in advance.


• Potatoes for roasting can be parboiled (for precisely 10 minutes) the day before. Drain and shake in the colander to roughen their edges, then spread out in a roasting tin with a little oil or fat, ready just to pop into the oven the next day. The fat doesn’t need to be hot. Or prepare them as above a month or so in advance and freeze. Thaw before cooking.


• Prepare parsnips ahead exactly as for roast potatoes, but only parboil for 2 minutes. They, too, can be frozen.


• Stuffing can be made up to 2 months in advance and frozen.


• Bread sauce can be made up to 3 days in advance and refrigerated, or frozen for 2–3 months. Thaw the day before. It may need a little more milk stirred in.


• Brandy butter lasts for 2–3 weeks in the fridge, or can be frozen for 2–3 months.


• Home-made cranberry sauce lasts for 2–3 weeks in the fridge, or can be frozen for 2–3 months.


• Brussels sprouts can be prepared up to 2 days in advance. I like to halve or quarter them as they cook more evenly and look more appealing and colourful.


• When calculating cooking times, remember to factor in at least 30 minutes resting time for the turkey before eating, which can happily, and advisedly, be stretched to an hour or more as long as the bird is kept somewhere warm (see Resting Meat, page 10).


• Make stock for the gravy from the turkey (or goose) giblets up to 2 days ahead. Cover them with water, bring to the boil with a quartered onion, bay leaf and any other suitable flavourings you have to hand, and simmer for an hour, before straining and storing in the fridge when cold.


• Always short of space, I use the car as an extension of my fridge, especially for a gargantuan turkey – just make sure there’s nothing sloppy, that no one drives off with the turkey and that you do your best driving when the car’s in larder mode!
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SESAME PRAWN TOASTS



A completely make-ahead canapé or starter, which just needs reheating when required. It’s always a very popular one, too.


MAKES APPROXIMATELY 100 TRIANGLES (FEWER IF CUTTING INTO FINGERS)


1 bunch of spring onions (approximately 9), trimmed


1 walnut-sized piece of ginger, peeled and roughly chopped (or 1 tsp ready-prepared from a jar)


450g (1lb) raw peeled prawns, dried on kitchen paper


1 egg white


2 tsp cornflour


½ tsp salt


12 slices medium-sliced white bread, crusts removed
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