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INTRODUCTION


 Want to be that go-to person because you really know what’s what? Then beef up your knowledge, add to your capabilities and include some new life skills in your repertoire.


 Whether it’s to save time and money, impress your friends, help someone out or to get yourself out of a jam, this book is made for you. There’s a whole range of skills here to help you with both the down and dirty and the finer points in life.


 Pick up a handy tip you might have missed, refine your sketchy understanding of a subject or try tackling some simple DIY. Learn how to handle yourself in a tricky social situation and how to secure a pay rise.


 Keep this book to hand for when you need it, or check out the sections that appeal to you most. Whichever way you use it, start to build up your skill set now!











KITCHEN


Master these recipes and food storage basics and you’ll do nicely. There are also nifty tips on choosing wine and opening beer and champagne bottles, as well as advice on how to deal with a kitchen fire.


 





 


 


HOW TO


BOIL AN EGG


You will need a small saucepan, an egg, a large spoon and a timer.


Fill the pan with sufficient water to cover the egg. Place the pan on the hob and bring the water to a rolling boil. Gently lower the egg into the water with the spoon and reduce the heat to a gentle boil. Cooking times are based on medium-sized eggs stored at room temperature (for large eggs add 30 seconds extra):






	3.5 minutes for soft-boiled.


	4.5 minutes for a firmer set.


	6–7 minutes for hard-boiled.








When done, lift the egg out of the water. For softer-boiled eggs, tap the top to crack the shell and prevent further cooking and serve. For hard-boiled eggs, drain the water from the pan and run the egg under cold water to cool it and prevent grey yolks.




HOW TO SEPARATE EGGS


Have two bowls, a saucer and a small cup ready. Carefully crack an egg onto the saucer. Place the cup over the yolk to contain it, then drain the egg white into one bowl. Tip the yolk into the remaining bowl. Repeat this process until all the eggs required are separated. Don’t skip the cup and saucer process – one broken yolk in the whites will ruin the whole batch.






 


 


HOW TO
 STORE FRESH FOOD




Follow the storage recommendations on packaged foods. The ‘best before’ date is intended as a guide for when the produce will taste best. The ‘use-by’ date on items such as fish, raw meat, cooked products and ready meals deserves close attention as it’s these foods which could cause stomach upsets or full-blown food poisoning if the use-by date is not respected. Think of the ‘best before’ as a quality guide and ‘use-by’ as a health safety check. Make sure that you also finish these products within the stated time from opening – for instance, once opened use within three days.








	
Home-cooked foods and leftovers: Cool down, cover and refrigerate.


	
Meat: Store raw meat away from cooked foods and at the bottom of the fridge to prevent blood from dripping onto other food, which can cause food poisoning. Ensure that cooked meat is properly covered and refrigerated.


	
Fruit  and  vegetables:  Store  in  the  fridge  if  not  using straight away or you don’t wish to ripen them. Onions, potatoes and apples can be stored on a surface away from direct sunlight or in a cool, dark place, such as a drawer or cupboard. Tomatoes should never be refrigerated as they will lose their flavour.


	
Eggs: No need to refrigerate.


	
Cooked rice: Refrigerate as soon as it’s cool – ideally within 1 hour – and eat within 24 hours, either cold from the fridge or reheated until the centre is piping hot. Never reheat rice more than once.








Shops sometimes display goods in chiller units because they are best served cold and to give them the appeal of fresh food. If in doubt, keep it in the fridge at home.




 


 


HOW TO
 FREEZE FOOD




Generally, food should be frozen on the day of purchase (although if it’s stored in the fridge you can extend this time to nearer the use-by date). Most ready meals and packaged raw meat and fish come with instructions as to whether they are suitable for freezing. Follow the label recommendations for how long you should store food in the freezer. If you exceed this date, there will be a deterioration in quality and texture.




If you’re buying food from a butcher or deli counter, ask the sales assistant if it is safe to freeze it. Sometimes raw products have been previously frozen, meaning there’s an opportunity for unhealthy bacteria to grow if they are re-frozen.




It’s OK to freeze meat and fish again once they have been cooked in a dish. As a rule, cooked leftover dishes, soups and stews freeze well. Ensure they’re cold before freezing.




Use freezer bags with sealing clips or zip-lock tops and a permanent marker to label each bag. Clip tightly or fill to the top – don’t leave an air gap. Use rigid food containers for soups and liquids.




Foods that don’t freeze well:






	Raw  foods  with  a  high  moisture  content  such  as  salad leaves, cucumber, watermelon or oranges, unless you plan to eat them frozen; they turn to mush when defrosted.


	Creamy foods like yogurt, cream and custard which will separate into curds and whey.


	Starchy foods like pasta and crumble toppings.










 


 


HOW TO
 MAKE A SALAD DRESSING


You will need good quality olive oil, white wine vinegar or lemon juice, salt, Dijon mustard, runny honey and a clean, empty jam jar with a lid. This dressing will go well with any kind of leaf or raw vegetable salad; your friends will beg you for the recipe.




As a base, use three parts olive oil to one part white wine vinegar or lemon juice and put these into the jar. The oil coats the salad ingredients and the acid in the vinegar or lemon cuts through the oiliness and adds zing.




Add a pinch of salt, half a teaspoon of Dijon mustard and half a teaspoon of runny honey. If you don’t have honey, dissolve half a teaspoon of sugar in a tiny amount of boiling water.




Put the lid on the jar and shake the ingredients to blend them. Taste and adjust, if necessary, by adding more of any of the above ingredients as required. This quantity will be sufficient for one serving bowl of salad.




You can vary the ingredients as you wish. Use red wine, balsamic or cider vinegar instead of white wine vinegar or lemon. Add a pinch of dried oregano or a grind of black pepper. Try grainy French mustard instead of Dijon.




Remember to give the dressing a good shake before you pour it over the salad as the ingredients will separate, or serve in a jug and give your guests a spoon for stirring. Any leftover dressing can be stored for up to three months in the fridge.




 


 


HOW TO
 CHOP AN ONION


You’ll need a chopping board and a sharp knife.






	Place the onion on the board. Hold it steady and chop off both ends of the onion, about 1 cm in.


	Peel off the brown, papery skin. If the first outer layer of white flesh is dry and tough, peel this off too.


	Turn the onion onto one of its cut ends and cut it in half. Place  each  half  face  down  on  the  board.  It’s  the  fumes from the exposed cut face of the onion that cause our eyes to water, so keeping the cut side facing the board will reduce onion tears.


	Take half at a time and hold the edges of the onion firmly. Cut it into slices from right to left.


	Then turn the onion 90 degrees on the board and cut in the same motion again from right to left, giving you neat, regular pieces of onion. The onion can become slippery, so cut any stray lengths individually for an even dice.
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HOW TO
 PREPARE AND COOK A ROAST MEAL


Lunch at 1 p.m. on Sunday will need to be shopped for in advance to allow for Sunday opening hours, so plan your meat, vegetables and accompaniments ahead of time.




Roasting times and temperatures for meat will vary according to type and cut. Ask the butcher or check the package label if in doubt.




Plan your cooking times so all the food is ready at the same time. Start with the time the oven needs to go on for the meat, which is the element that will take the longest. Allow time to rest meat before carving. If your meat is cooking on a high heat, your potatoes will take about 1 hour to roast. Give them longer if you are slow-roasting the meat. Roast parsnips take about half the time of potatoes, whereas peppers and red onions take halfway between the two.




BEST ROAST POTATOES


Peel and chop the potatoes into even-sized pieces. Place them in a saucepan of cold, salted water. Bring to the boil and cook until par-boiled – around 7–10 minutes, depending on size. Drain well into a colander and shake gently to rough up the outsides. Heat a generous tablespoon or two of goose or duck fat in a roasting pan in the oven until hot. Remove the pan from the oven, add the potatoes and use a spoon to coat each potato in the melted fat. Roast until crisp and golden, turning once during roasting time.






 


 


HOW TO
 MAKE SOUP




Here’s a simple, quick recipe to start with, which only requires an onion, a can of tomatoes, chicken stock and thyme.


TOMATO AND THYME SOUP 


(Serves two. Prep and cooking time: 15–20 minutes)




	Peel and finely chop an onion. Melt a knob of butter in a saucepan over a low heat. Then add the onion and cook for 5 minutes until soft and transparent.


	Add  a  400  gram  can  of  premium  chopped  tomatoes,  a crumbled chicken stock cube, a splash of water and a pinch of dried thyme.


	Cook for a further 10 minutes. Cool, before blending by hand or in a blender. Heat again to desired temperature. Season and garnish with a splash of olive oil, swirl of cream or croutons.





TOP TIPS




	Fresh stock or premium stock cubes give the best results. If you prefer to use vegetable rather than meat stock, add garlic for depth of flavour.


	Use seasonal vegetables for optimum flavour


	Experiment with herbs and spices.


	Thicken soup with potatoes, bread, pasta or more vegetables rather than flour, which is trickier to control and can result in a lumpy texture.









 


 


HOW TO
 COOK PASTA


You will need pasta, a large saucepan, water, salt and a colander.




	Fill the saucepan with cold water, put the lid on and bring the water to the boil. Remove the lid and add a tablespoon of salt. Return the water to a rolling boil, add the pasta and stir once to separate it.


	Spoon out one piece when it is 1–2 minutes away from the suggested cooking time. Cut it in half to see if it is cooked through. A white and grainy centre means further cooking time is required.


	Continue to test once a minute until the pasta is done. For al dente pasta – with a little bit of bite – remove from the heat before it is completely soft.


	Have a colander ready in the sink, then drain the pasta into it. It is now ready to serve, or combine with sauce.







TOP TIPS




	Choose a large pot or saucepan as pasta needs plenty of room to move around while cooking.


	Allow 1 litre of water per 100-gram serving of pasta. Salt generously.




	If combining pasta with sauce, heat the sauce before adding to the pasta unless it is an uncooked or oil-based sauce (such as garlic oil or pesto).


	Serve pasta into deep, warm bowls to keep it hot for as long as possible.








 


 


HOW TO
 MAKE A BOLOGNESE SAUCE


Here is an adaptation of Italy’s most popular pasta sauce. In this recipe lamb mince is suggested instead of the traditional beef mince.




(Serves six. Prep and cooking time: 40 minutes)




500 g lamb mince
 Splash of olive oil
 1 large onion, finely chopped
 1 large carrot, peeled and finely cubed
 1 garlic clove, peeled and crushed
 1 large glass of red wine
 400 g can chopped tomatoes
 Pinch of herbes de Provence
 Dash of Worcestershire sauce
 1 tbsp of tomato purée
 5-6 medium mushrooms, chopped
 1 beef stock cube, dissolved in 100 ml of hot water





Heat the olive oil in a thick-bottomed saucepan over a medium heat. Add the onion and carrot and cook gently for 5 minutes, or until the onion is translucent and the carrot softened. Add the garlic and cook for a further minute.




Meanwhile,  add  the  mince  to  a  hot frying pan and turn it quickly with two wooden  spoons  or  spatulas.  Brown until there is no visible raw meat. Drain the fat from the meat into a dish and set aside.




Add the browned mince to the pan of softened vegetables. Add all the other ingredients and heat until bubbling. Turn  down  to  a  simmer  and  cook with the lid off for 30 minutes, stirring occasionally. If the sauce becomes too thick add a splash of water. Season with salt and pepper to taste.




Ladle onto cooked spaghetti and sprinkle with grated Parmesan.






 


 


HOW TO
 STEAM VEGETABLES


Not only is steaming vegetables simple to do, but it comes with benefits: more nutrients are retained; soggy, waterlogged greens are a thing of the past; and there is no need for draining.




It’s  not  necessary  to  invest  in  an  electric  or  tiered  stove-top steamer; a moulded silicone basket or a folding metal one will do the job just as well, save you money and be less bulky to store.




First,  place  your  steamer  basket  into  a  saucepan  and  fill  the pan with cold water until it almost reaches up to the floor of the basket. Too much water and you will be boiling the bottom layer of veg; too little and you risk boiling the water away, burning the vegetables  and  the  pan.  Prepare  your  chosen  vegetable  and place in the basket. Put the pan lid on, ensuring that it fits tightly to prevent the steam from escaping. Bring the water to the boil, then turn down the heat sufficiently to maintain the steam.




Most packaged vegetables from supermarkets state the number of  minutes required  for steaming in  the  cooking instructions. Alternatively, cook until stalks (or the densest part of the veg) are soft enough for your liking; test softness with the top of a blunt knife. When the vegetables are cooked use a cloth to lift the steamer basket out. Tip the boiling water away, return the basket of veg to the pan and replace the lid to keep hot until needed.




 


 


HOW TO
 MAKE MASHED POTATO


Floury, fluffy potato varieties such as Maris Piper or King Edward make particularly excellent mash, as do Desiree spuds, which have a velvety finish. Although you can mash most potatoes, waxy types make it harder to achieve a good result and salad or new potatoes are often too dense for the job.




Discard any potatoes with green patches and dig out any sprouting eyes with the sharp end of a potato peeler. If you’re not following a recipe, allow two to three medium-sized potatoes per person.




Skin on, or off? It’s your choice. If you’re cooking a meal to impress then peel your spuds for an even texture and colour. Or take the lazy option: leave the skins on and congratulate yourself on getting more nutrients.




METHOD




	Chop the potatoes into equal-sized chunks and place them in a saucepan with sufficient cold, salted water to cover them. Put the lid on and bring them to the boil, then turn down the heat and simmer for about 15–20 minutes until the potatoes are soft through to their centres. Test this with a blunt knife.


	Drain well, return them to the pan with a generous knob of butter and a splash of milk. Mash until smooth with a potato masher or fork, adding more butter and milk if necessary. Season generously with salt and pepper and serve.


	If you are feeling adventurous, add herbs, garlic, cheese, grainy mustard or horseradish to your mash.









 


 


HOW TO
 COOK A STEAK


Remove the steak from the fridge an hour before cooking so it comes up to room temperature. Rub the meat all over with olive oil and season with salt and pepper. Heat a thick-based frying pan or griddle. Make sure it is extremely hot before adding the steak (if you can hold your hand 15 centimetres from the pan/griddle for more than a second it’s not hot enough). Once the steak has been added to the pan, turn the meat once a minute for even cooking until done as desired.




TOP TIPS






	The most popular cuts of steak are rump and rib-eye for depth of flavour, while pricier sirloin and fillet are chosen for tenderness.


	Fillet steak is cut thick so may require a minute or so more cooking time. A steak served medium-rare to medium will be juicy and full of flavour. Cook for 6 minutes for medium-rare or 4 minutes for a thin steak. You can always cook steak a little longer if it’s too pink but you can’t undo it if it is overcooked.


	Well-done steak can risk being tough and dry; however, if you prefer not to see any pinkness to your meat then a longer cooking time will suit you. Allow 8 minutes in total, depending on thickness.


	Test the steak with your finger. A medium-rare steak will have a bit of give, while a well-done steak will feel firm to the touch. Once the steak is cooked, rest it on a plate for 2–4 minutes to allow the juices to flow. This settling process encourages a tender finish. Add a little extra oil or butter if preferred.









 


 


HOW TO
 STUFF AND ROAST A CHICKEN


Hygiene is extremely important when handling raw chicken as it carries bacteria that are only killed off when the bird is thoroughly cooked. Throw away packaging carefully and wash any utensils or surfaces that have been in contact with the chicken with hot, soapy water – not forgetting your hands.






	Heat the oven to 190°C/fan 170°C/gas mark 5.


	Lift the neck flap of the chicken, at the end nearest the wings, and fill the stretchy skin with as much stuffing as will fit into it. Tuck the flap end under.


	Place the chicken in a baking tray. Rub softened butter all over the breast and legs and season with salt, pepper and a sprinkling of herbs. Roasting time depends on weight. A 1.5 kilogram chicken will take around 1 hour 20 minutes.


	Check it’s done by inserting a sharp knife where the inner thigh and breast meet. The juices should run clear with no trace of pink. Lift the chicken onto a serving dish or board and let it rest for 10–15 minutes before carving.





TRADITIONAL SAGE AND ONION STUFFING






	Peel and finely chop a small onion.


	Add in approximately 100 grams of breadcrumbs, 1 teaspoon of sage (fresh or dried), salt and pepper.


	Add enough water to bind the mixture together: around 2–3 tablespoons.









 


 


HOW TO
 CARVE A ROAST


A sharpened carving knife is essential and a long carving fork is useful for steadying joints as you cut. A metal carving dish with prongs to grip the meat will also help to retain heat. Warm plates and serving platters in the oven for a minute or two to avoid dishing up lukewarm meat.




Rolled joints with no bones are the easiest to carve as they require simple vertical slicing along the length of the roll. Remove any string from slices before serving. For rolled pork, it’s easier to remove the whole rack of crackling off the joint and break it into strips rather than attempting to cut straight through both at once.




Carve chicken by slicing vertically through one side of the breast, then cut vertically through the leg to create a drumstick and then at the thigh to give two leg joints. Detach the wing. Repeat on the other side. Slice any stuffing into sections.




Leg of lamb or pork is carved in small slices parallel to the big bone running through the joint.




For shoulder joints, use your finger to find the shoulder bone. Cut down into the meat on one side of the bone. Turn the knife to cut horizontally and remove the chunk of meat in one piece. Repeat on the other side of the bone before turning the joint over and cut the bone from the underneath. Trim off any remaining bits of meat. Carve the large pieces into slices against the grain.








 


 


HOW TO
 GUT A FISH


[image: ]


1  Place the fish on its side on a chopping board (preferably one colour-coded blue for fish), or on its back if it is a big fish. Wear latex gloves if you’d rather. Take a sharp knife and slice the fish open as shown.


[image: ]




2  Insert the knife through the gills and slit through the skin flap.


[image: ]




3  Holding the head in one hand, pull away the gills and the entrails, then scoop out any remaining guts, dark tissue lining and clingy membrane. Rinse out the cavity under the cold tap to remove any last small bits.






 


 


HOW TO
 MAKE A STIR-FRY


Everyone loves a stir-fry. Simply throw all the ingredients into a wok and it’s ready in minutes. You’ll need a flat-bottomed wok if you’re cooking with electricity, as the whole base needs contact with the heat source.




Basics for stir-frying from scratch:






	Preparing ingredients takes more time than the cooking.


	Prepare all the raw ingredients and line up everything else you need before you start.


	Arrange  the  ingredients  in  the  order  they  need  to  be added: meat and hard vegetables need to go in before more leafy, watery veg, as they need a longer cooking time; garlic, ginger and chilli flakes can be added and cooked for a few seconds before adding any sauce.


	Chop hard vegetables like carrots into thin slices and cut broccoli stems lengthways.


	Noodles that need rehydrating can be cooked separately in boiling water according to the packet instructions and set aside until required.


	You’ll  need  to  keep  stirring  the  ingredients  for  even cooking.


	Have bowls at the ready to enjoy your stir-fry as soon as it is cooked.








Once you get the hang of stir-frying, you can experiment with ingredients and there are many prepared components available to  buy  such  as  ready-cut  vegetables,  straight-to-wok  noodles, seasoned meat strips and stir-fry sauces.








 


 


HOW TO
 MAKE A PIE


If you’re a pie-making novice, start with this easy recipe.




CHICKEN, HAM AND LEEK PIE 


(Serves four. Prep and cooking time: approx 1 hour)




Sift the flour into a large bowl. Add the butter and rub it into the flour with your fingertips until it resembles fine breadcrumbs.




Shortcrust pastry
225 g plain flour
 100 g cold butter, diced
 Pinch of salt


Filling
1 tbsp of oil or butter
 1 onion, chopped
 2 leeks, trimmed  and sliced
 1 large chicken breast and 1 large chicken leg joint, skinned and cubed (or add leftover cooked chicken before the pie crust is added)
 2 large slices of ham, snipped into strips
 A dash of double cream
 1 chicken stock cube dissolved in 300 ml of boiling water





Add  the  salt  and  2–3  tablespoons of cold water. Ball into a firm dough. Wrap in cling film and refrigerate for 15–30 minutes.




Gently fry the onion and leeks in the oil or butter until translucent. Add the raw chicken cubes. Fry until the meat is white on the outside.




Add the ham and cream, then pour in the stock. Let this bubble and reduce a little.




Remove from the heat and transfer to a rimmed pie dish. Then heat the oven to 180°C/fan 160°C/gas mark 4.






Assembly and cooking


[image: ]


Sprinkle flour onto a clean, dry  kitchen  counter  and onto the rolling pin to prevent  sticking.  Remove the ball of pastry from the  cling  film  and  start  to roll it into a shape of even thickness, larger than the diameter of the pie dish. Lift and turn the pastry 90 degrees each time you roll to prevent it sticking to the counter. Add more flour if necessary.




Brush the rim of the pie dish with a little water. Cut strips the same width as the rim of the dish from the edge of the pastry, leaving enough for the lid. Press the strips onto the rim of the pie dish until it is covered. Brush the strips with water. Lift the remaining pastry, which will form the lid, on the back of the rolling pin and onto the pie dish so it rests on the strips around the edge of the dish. Trim away any excess pastry.




With the tip of a knife press the lid on all the way round, then crimp and seal it.




Cut a couple of slits in the top of the lid to let the steam out. Brush with beaten egg or milk for a golden finish. Bake for 30 minutes.




 


 


HOW TO
 ROLL A BURRITO OR FAJITA


1  Warm a soft tortilla wrap for 10 seconds in a microwave, or for about 10 seconds on each side in a hot frying pan.


2  Place the tortilla flat on a chopping board. Spoon your chosen filling onto it, placing it slightly off-centre and nearer to you. Don’t overfill as this will make it harder to roll and to eat without making a mess. Add any toppings or sauce.




3  Fold up the bottom over the filling, holding it in place with your fingers while you fold over the sides.




4  Roll up from the bottom tightly, slightly squeezing back to compact the filling as you roll.




5  Press down as you work towards the end to help it stay together.  Tuck under the end flap of the tortilla. Cut in half if desired.


[image: ]




 


 


HOW TO
 MAKE A VICTORIA SPONGE


This recipe is fool-proof provided you follow it carefully. It really matters  that  you  measure  the  quantities  accurately,  use  the prescribed size for the baking tins and DON’T open the oven door during the cooking time.




 (Serves eight. Prep and cooking time: 40 minutes)




175 g butter, softened
 175 g golden caster sugar
 3 medium eggs
 175 g self-raising flour
 Strawberry, raspberry or other fruit jam
 200 ml extra thick double cream
 Icing sugar to decorate





Heat the oven to 180°C/fan 160°C/gas mark 4.


Cream the butter and caster sugar together in a large bowl with a hand mixer until they are pale in colour. Then add the eggs, one at a time, to the creamed mixture. Beat well.
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