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For Noah:

Thank you for teaching us the true meaning of meals in minutes!
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INTRODUCTION


In January 2016, my wife Sofie and I moved from our home in Ireland after eight years to Los Angeles, California. A glorious step into the unknown, for sure. Despite knowing we would miss family and friends, the hardest part was waving goodbye to our little cottage in the town I grew up in. You see it was pretty close to our hearts…

This was the house that was our first home – it had the kitchen where we filmed my first cookery show, the office we worked from, where our neighbours were never short of a big hello, where our dog Max came home to for the first time after being rescued, where we first came back to as a married couple, where we grew veggies out the back all summer long, where the most beautiful cliff walks started and finished and where we cooked memorable dinners and enjoyed the best nights in with friends and family, celebrating birthdays, engagements, babies, anniversaries and more. You get the gist – emotions were running high!

The key feature of our little home was my well-used kitchen, filled with every piece of equipment you can imagine, from bamboo steamers to regrettable gadgets (like the popcorn maker that got used once) and kitchen cupboards heaving under the weight of spices and jars collected from around the world, a crowded collection of Asian noodles stored for special occasions and Italian pasta shapes to experiment with on lazy weekends. In one short three-day blitz it was all packed into storage and I was ripped of my cookery comfort blanket. I’m aware this all might sound slightly overdramatic but this was the epicentre of my cooking world! My approach to food was about to change completely during our search for and eventually in finding our new home on the other side of the world.

With a few bumps along the way and an ever-changing schedule, our year out of house and home took an interesting turn that meant practically living in temporary accommodation in London and Los Angeles while we continued to look for a new house. We became experts at packing and unpacking! Eight different kitchens in twelve months meant an entirely new approach was required to even attempt to keep to a regular cooking routine, not to mention the rest of our lives being put on the back burner. I guess in some ways all this travel could sound quite glamorous but if I’m honest it was a fairly uncertain time; all Sofie and I really craved was a space of our own and a place to create routine again.

After a couple of failed starts and dashed good food intentions on the road, I decided enough was enough. When we finally got settled in a new home in Los Angeles, we realised that our year of uncertainty had taught us clearly that in order to eat well, we had to inject the core element of organisation to our cooking. I feel like my ‘broken record’ mantra in all my previous cookbooks, that ‘preparation is the key to cooking success’, had been properly put to the test. So, clever cooking plans became fundamental in order to avoid the pitfalls of long work hours on the move combined with kitchens that more often than not only had a pot and a pan and little else.

Often the most popular recipes in my books and online are the ones that take little time to cook but give hugely satisfying results – it was these that I relied on the most. I pulled out my best quick-cook recipes, simplified the processes, stuck them into meal plans and made shopping lists. This might sound like I was morphing into a fifties housewife but this practice is one of the missing elements of modern home cooking. Sure, we all like nice cookbooks and the food we see on Instagram but how do we make it a tangible part of everyday dinners? The answer might not be glamorous but to me it’s glaringly obvious – meal planning and arming yourself with simple-to-make recipes are the true skills of the modern home cook.

First let me say that I will always find time for weekend baking projects and ridiculously lengthy recipes, requiring trips to Asian supermarkets or local farmers’ markets – what food lover wouldn’t? However, the pace of modern life requires a different type of cooking and with my new approach to the kitchen firmly in place, out the window went complicated sauces, fussy stews with long lists of ingredients and difficult desserts requiring an army of mixers and baking tins. Instead, with limited kitchen equipment and only a handful of affordable ingredients picked up from the corner shop, my cooking was transformed, focusing on meals that could be prepared in under half an hour from start to finish, suppers that required one frying pan and little else in terms of equipment and recipes that would take minimal prep before being slow-cooked in the oven or on the hob.

Simple dishes like pan-fried chicken rubbed with a herby paste that’s been mashed together on a chopping board, served with instant hummus and shop-bought tabbouleh pepped up with lemon juice and fresh herbs; or honey and mustard pork chops with sweet potato mash and wilted mustard greens, proved to me the point, that although easy to make, this speedy approach to cooking (and at times unashamed corner-cutting) didn’t limit the flavour that could be achieved.

In December 2017, we welcomed our first child Noah into the world. Just when we thought we had our new cooking plan down, all the joys of new parenthood swooped in to shake things up all over again. Sleepless nights, complete baby chaos and all the joy of first smiles, gurgles and general squidgy baby loveliness were all part of the fun but the proof was in the pudding – keeping up with our meal planning paid off! Just before he was born we filled the freezer (or the nuclear baby bunker, as we called it) with home-cooked meals, which we slotted straight in to our regular meal plan, making life (somewhat!) easier.

My aim with this book is to provide you with dishes that don’t take hours in the kitchen, recipes that you can tackle straight after work and food that is worth the effort – whatever life throws at you. Our life-changing two years have given me an insight into how people cook in a modern busy world where there is no time for complicated cooking methods. The lessons I’ve learned weren’t new, but they were hidden under complicated cooking and overachieving dishes. This collection of recipes hones in on real, honest, fast food with simple ingredients and clever cooking methods, providing the building blocks for really delicious meals in minutes!



FIND YOUR WAY AROUND THE BOOK


This book has been divided into six chapters, each one providing meals in minutes in a different way. Every recipe lists the hands-on and cooking times – these are rough guides for how long you will spend in the kitchen prepping, plus the time it will take to put the meal together. I’ve also included a list of essential equipment, such as the type of pan to use, but make sure you keep the rest of your core kitchen gear nearby, including wooden spoons and mixing bowls. You will find nutritional information at the bottom of each recipe, provided by a qualified nutritionist. The figures are for one serving and exclude serving suggestions or optional items and garnishes.

ONE POT

Whether you like the simplicity of cooking with only a few pieces of equipment or you have an aversion to washing-up, one-pot cooking is for you. These recipes provide clever meals that can be cooked in one pot and one pot only, proving that producing a delicious meal doesn’t require huge amounts of equipment. Some of the most impressive and satisfying dinners can come from one pot, quick and easy enough for midweek cooking, yet still special enough for entertaining guests.

Many of the recipes here are ideal to make ahead and keep in the fridge or freezer, such as Indian Butter Chicken, Chorizo, Fennel and Tomato Fish Stew and Super Veggie Dhal. You can make your meal prep even speedier by using supermarket grabs, such as bags of frozen seafood or packets of prepared veg. I’ve also included a few traditional dishes with a modern twist – Thai Chicken Stew, Cauliflower Mac and Cheese Bake and Sloppy Joes are all examples of comfort foods given the one-pot treatment, resulting in hearty meals with robust flavours.

One-pot cooking is a wonderfully easy and convenient way to cook, so grab a pot and get cooking!

ONE PAN

From griddle to frying pans, sauté pans and woks, one-pan cooking is clever, convenient and fast. Whether cooking for one or for a family, these recipes are perfect for easily prepared no-fuss meals. Everything from griddled steak to pan-fried fish, stir-fries and risottos are made simple using one-pan cooking techniques.

I’m often asked which type of pan is best; of course it depends on what you are cooking. Non-stick pans are great for eggs or pancakes and are super easy to clean. Stainless steel pans are better for cooking over a high heat, while high-sided pans are perfect for sauces. Wide pans are great for reducing liquids in a super speedy time, like the white wine in my Parsley Cream Cod with Spring Veg. A wok is probably my most useful one-pan kitchen utensil and my love of wok cooking has produced Vietnamese Caramel Salmon with Bok Choy and Sticky Orange Chicken Stir-fry, to name just a few.

These meals are all about quick-cook dinners where your pan does all the hard work for you. These flash-in-the-pans take the fuss out of making dinner any day of the week.

QUICK PREP/SLOW COOK

I appreciate the irony of writing a cookbook about meals in minutes with a chapter of recipes that may take one to two hours to cook. However, there is method in my madness; some of my favourite recipes are reliant on this quick prep, slow cook methodology. These recipes take minutes to prep and then it’s over to the oven or stove to take care of the rest, allowing you to crack on with whatever else life demands of you! This is where the oven and the casserole really come into their own. Take simple ingredients, give them a little care and attention on the chopping board and then let those workhorses of the kitchen take control of the rest.

This chapter celebrates those dark and delicious slow-braised meats, sweet and sticky chicken recipes and vegetables slow roasted until rich and caramelised. Some of my favourite Irish classics are a perfect example of this method in action – see the Beef and Guinness Stew, Corned Beef and Cabbage and Irish Stew with Pearl Barley and Cheddar Dumplings. However, there is also inspiration from around the world, with flavours like harissa, curry paste, paprika, soy sauce or coconut milk infusing meat while it slow cooks to perfection in a hot oven. And the joy of many of these recipes is that they can be made in advance – and often taste better the next day!

SIX INGREDIENTS

Who said that you need a trolley full of food to make a tasty dinner? Sometimes a small shop is everything – combined with some key kitchen basics at home to create a stunning meal.

This chapter relies on a well-stocked
 store cupboard (see here) and having a functional home kitchen allows you to make a handful of fresh ingredients shine. In Ching’s 3-cup Chicken, classic Asian store-cupboard ingredients make a spectacular rich umami sauce to coat tender chicken thighs, while pan-fried steaks are brought to life with a creamy sauce and a dollop of grainy mustard. Most of the recipes here simply rely on a glug of olive oil, sliced onions or garlic, a squeeze of honey, a knob of butter or a splash of vinegar – proving just how key a good store cupboard is to good cooking.

Pasta is an obvious contender here: gutsy Pasta Puttanesca becomes rich and briny with anchovies and chilli flakes, while new classics like a Chopping Board Tomato and Basil Pesto with Pasta uses just a few fresh ingredients. Home comforts like Coq au Vin show how six ingredients marry together to create a rich and delicious supper while pan-fried scallops on a bed of creamy champ provides instant supper satisfaction.


GROCERY-STORE SUPPERS


There are many approaches at the disposal of the speedy cook but one I get great satisfaction from is using shop-bought cheat ingredients. While cooking from scratch means you always know what’s going into your food, there is nothing wrong with seeking out a few good-quality options to save you time and effort in the kitchen. So at the core of this chapter are key ‘cheats’ that can be picked up in any supermarket. Ready-to-go ravioli are added to a spring minestrone-style soup, cooked duck breasts are shredded to make a shimmery Asian-style duck and orange salad, hummus and tabbouleh are piled high alongside pan-fried meats, pizza bases are transformed with Korean bulgogi beef and posh sausages become Moroccan meatballs.

Some of my essential everyday dinners use these shop-bought cheats. The Pork and Fennel Ragu is a case in point: good-quality sausages are squeezed from their casings and cooked into a 10-minute tomato sauce with fennel seeds – providing instant flavour to rigatoni pasta. Or take one of the dishes that inspired this book: simple butterflied chicken breasts with garlic butter and lemon zest served up with hummus and a couscous salad.

Cheating it may be, but when a quick-cook dinner is the order of the day these little recipes come in extremely handy.

UNDER 30 MINUTES

After a long day (particularly when ‘hanger’ is fast setting in!), it can often be all too tempting to reach for the takeaway menu. However, long before the pizza arrives you can have a fresh, delicious and nutritious meal on your table with any one of these recipes. Asian-influenced dishes like Thai-style Veggie-packed Dirty Fried Rice, Sweet and Sour Pineapple Pork and Chilli Peanut Butter Noodles are sure to satisfy any fast-food cravings.

Nor do you need to rely on processed or ready-meal solutions, even on those nights when cooking feels like an insurmountable task as you search for inspiration in the depths of your store cupboard. Half an hour and some clever ingredients are all you need for a super-speedy yet satisfying supper. An ever-increasing range of items can be bought ready-to-use from supermarkets, such as ready-cooked pouches of grains and lentils, dukkah, good-quality spice blends, frozen spinach, packets of fresh pasta and gnocchi and straight-to-wok noodles.

So this chapter is dedicated to those dinners that can provide instant comfort and nutrition without the fuss. Using simple flavours, a few easy skills and a handful of ingredients, these meals will pack an impressive punch.
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PLANNING, SHOPPING & PREPPING YOUR MEALS IN MINUTES



Meal planning and meal prep are game changers when it comes to weeknight dinner duty. Both disciplines will change how you cook and ultimately make it easier for you to get dinner on the table. Once you have a well-stocked kitchen and all the equipment you need, you are ready to create a system to make the most of it.




MEAL PLANNING

The first step is deciding what your weekly meal plan is going to look like. If you face the ‘what’s for dinner?’ question on a nightly basis, having a meal plan will change everything, saving you time and cutting down on food waste. There’s nothing more frustrating than deciding you want to make something and then realising you don’t have the ingredients, so take a bit of time to plan things out at the start of the week and you’ll never look back! Of course, there will be times when you don’t want to be chained to a rigid plan – some weeks it will work, some it won’t.



	1
	
DISCUSS THE WEEKLY MEAL PLAN

Whether you are cooking for one, for two or a full family, having a chat about what everyone wants will remove the likelihood of meal plan mutiny halfway through the week! This will allow you to come up with a solid meal plan that caters to everyone’s tastes. Check your diary too; there may be things booked in that you need to bear in mind, whether it’s a drink after work, a swim session with the kids after school or a night out with friends.





	2
	
CHOOSE FIVE CORE RECIPES

Take a look at your week ahead and pick your five favourite recipes, then see how they fit into your plan. This also means you can see at a glance whether you are balancing your meals with a variety of ingredients. Once they’re chosen, write them out and stick them up somewhere clear so everyone can see them – this will save you forgetting or being constantly asked what’s for dinner!





	3
	
WRITE YOUR SHOPPING LIST

Go through each recipe from your meal plan and pick out the ingredients you need, making sure you’ve checked your fridge and cupboards so you don’t end up doubling up on ingredients you already have. Now is the time to add some ingredients for breakfasts, household bits and pieces and whatever else you need.





	
4

	
SHOP FOR INGREDIENTS

One of the great advantages of creating a weekly meal plan is that you end up with a specific shopping list, meaning that you are more likely to stick to it rather than straying and adding in unnecessary extras. Most supermarkets now offer online shopping and delivery; while this means someone else will be choosing your produce for you, it can be super convenient and save you time driving, parking and queuing at the checkout. We used this regularly around the time our son Noah was born and it was a lifesaver.
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