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Introduction

There’s no two ways about it – food can definitely lift your spirits and put you in a good mood. I first realised this as a young boy watching and helping my mum cook for family and friends. She was a wonderful home cook, and I could see the love she put into her food and the way it would bring a smile to people’s faces. The kitchen was always a busy place, full of laughter and music. That’s when my love of cooking started. Watching all those happy people enjoying my mum’s food is probably what inspired me most to become a chef. I, too, wanted to spread some joy through cooking. Of course, this was followed by many years of training and hard work in restaurant kitchens, but that initial drive never went away. Food doesn’t have to be fancy; if it’s made with love and passion, it will always bring some happiness – even if it’s just from the enjoyment of making and sharing a meal.

Although we’ve been through some difficult times recently, being kept apart for months on end, in some ways it’s helped us to slow down and rediscover the joy of cooking. Whether it’s cooking for one, cooking for the kids, or rustling up something special for the community, we’ve all had the time to look again at our favourite recipes. Old-fashioned casseroles, retro school-dinner recipes and hearty pasta bakes have all had a revival – perhaps as we’ve looked to the past and to the familiar for a bit of comfort and feel-good nostalgia. Food is so evocative, and the taste, smell and texture of a dish can bring back all sorts of memories. Whether it’s the smell of fresh bread baking or a casserole cooking on the stove, food can evoke memories of family, comfort and childhood. Whenever I smell the unique aroma of pimento, or allspice, I’m immediately taken back in time and can see my mum stirring a dutchie pot of tasty Caribbean stew. Food to me is also about sharing, and as we returned to a bit of normality over the summer it was fantastic to get back to eating together. Cooking for my kids, even now they’re older, still brings me so much joy, and we often get together for a homemade pizza or curry night.

You can’t beat sharing great food, good conversation and a drink or two with family and friends. That’s one reason why I love barbecuing and summer dining: there’s something magical about cooking and eating outside. Obviously good weather helps, but even on a dull day sharing something like my Fiery BBQ Glazed Pork Ribs with a group of mates is a fabulous thing indeed. As I said years ago in my Barbecue Bible – finger-lickin’ food is deliciously sociable! Of course, a little splash of booze is also a good way to lift the mood and a dash of rum in a marinade never goes amiss. I had the pleasure of cooking on the beach at the Carbis Bay in St Ives for the series and, even though we had some rainy days, the joy of being outside in the sea air was fantastic. The smell of the barbecue brought a crowd of people to the beach, and it was lovely to be cooking up some delicious recipes in my outdoor kitchen. It was something we perhaps valued even more because of the strange year we’d all been through. I’ve shared some tasty barbecue recipes in the book for you to enjoy, with colourful salsas and side salads to add some zing. If the weather isn’t ideal or you don’t have the luxury of a garden, you can always use a chargrill pan to bring the taste of the summer barbecue inside.

Good mood food to me is all about fabulous flavour and I’ve been lucky enough to have travelled to some exciting places over the years to taste many different cuisines and their unique use of herbs and spices. Spice is an important part of my cooking, and although a dish doesn’t need to have too much heat, I like it to have plenty of spice. Whether it’s the tang of Middle Eastern sumac in my Sumac Lamb Kofta with Coriander Flatbreads or the smoky hit of sweet paprika in Creole Jambalaya, each spice brings a special flavour. Many spices also have nutritional benefits – turmeric is known to fight inflammation and stimulate serotonin, ginger contains Vitamin B6 to help improve energy levels, and cinnamon apparently helps to lower blood sugars and enhance cognitive processing – all of which must be pretty useful for helping us to feel good. Fresh herbs are so important for adding flavour, and a handful of chopped parsley, coriander or mint can really lift a dish to another level. Herbs are really easy to grow, and I like to have pots of them growing in the kitchen and garden, so that I always have a ready supply. Thyme is one of my favourite herbs and it features in many of my recipes – it’s an earthy herb with a subtle, sweet peppery flavour that marries well with other herbs and spices from many different cuisines. It’s also said to have a calming effect on the body. I don’t know if that’s true, but it would be nice to think that my comforting Jackfruit, Butter Bean & Okra Pimento Pot can also help you to feel calm from the inside. Of course, I do like things a bit spicy so if chilli is your thing, you’ll find plenty of recipes with a bit of a kick. Chillies are a great mood booster – when eating them, your body produces endorphins which give you a sense of happiness. I use a few different types of chilli in this book, from the mild heat of the Kashmiri chilli to the very hot and fruity Scotch bonnet, and tiny yet fiery bird’s-eye chilli. You can always adjust the heat to suit your taste – just check the strength of your fresh chillies and add as much or as little as you like. To temper the spice, I love using yoghurt in my cooking or serving it as an accompaniment. Not only does it add creaminess and flavour it’s also really good for you, so it makes you feel great on the inside too. Speaking of natural mood boosters, adding a handful of seeds or nuts to a dish will not only add texture, flavour and richness but also provide a great source of nutrients and antioxidants. More importantly, they contain an amino acid responsible for producing mood-boosting serotonin. Another good reason to add nuts to your food!

I always like to use fresh citrus in my cooking – a good squeeze of lemon, lime or orange always boosts the flavour and can make all the difference to the finished dish. An extra burst of vitamin C can’t be a bad thing either. Using fresh produce – whether it’s fruit, veg, meat or fish – is the best way to ensure great flavour and is, of course, the most nutritious way. It was great to get out and about across the country to meet some of our best food producers. They were so passionate about their produce and rightly so, whether it was foraging for sea herbs with the wonderful Alysia Vasey, learning about bees and artisan honey with the guys from Black Mountain Honey or visiting The Watercress Company in Hampshire, it was great to see the love and care that goes into creating their products. When visiting and chatting to William Chase about his apple cider vinegar, he said, ‘I want people to feel more connected to their food and appreciate that eating isn’t just a process, it’s a way of life,’ and I couldn’t agree more. Supermarkets these days have such a wide selection of fresh produce, and you can get just about anything you need – including many of the Caribbean fruit and vegetables that used to be so difficult to find – but do try to support your local and independent grocers, fishmongers, butchers and farm shops too.

Many of these recipes have suggestions for seasonal swaps and the vegetables can be tweaked to suit whatever you have in the fridge, to save on food waste. I eat meat-free at least a couple of times a week and using seasonal vegetables keeps things interesting. My Caraway & Orange Roasted Vegetables work well with either summer veg or with roasted roots in the autumn or winter. Cooking from scratch is always going to be better for you, so keep your dishes vibrant and colourful by using a variety of fresh produce; not only will your food be beautiful and exciting, it will help you feel good from the inside out. A tasty meal can make my heart sing, soothe my soul and recharge my batteries, and although I like to use plenty of fresh produce, the recipes in this book are the foods that make me feel good rather than instructions on what constitutes a healthy diet. I’m more for balance and applying common sense than restricting what I eat, and you’ll find plenty of nutritious family meals, healthy salads and light meals alongside the comforting stews and more indulgent dinners. You can also do healthier swaps – if you don’t want to add cream to a recipe then swap for a low-fat alternative (although don’t boil the sauces because lower fat creams are more likely to split) and swap butter for olive oil if you prefer. Obviously, we all need a treat now and then and one of the best-known mood boosters is, of course, chocolate. I’ve included a couple of my favourite chocolate recipes for you – including a rather delightful Rich Chocolate & Espresso Cheesecake … yum!

When talking about food and our mood I really should include the actual cooking process. I want you to enjoy cooking – there’s no point in serving up tasty food if the chef is stressed and grumpy at the table! It’s always best to read through the recipe first, prep ahead and have all of your ingredients out ready in front of you before you start. If the list of ingredients is slightly long, it always helps to have everything measured out so that you can work in order rather than stopping to look for a spice at the back of the cupboard while the onions burn. I’m also well aware that peeling and chopping an onion takes much longer than we think it will, especially when you have kids or pets interrupting you (yes, Bobby, that means you!). If you don’t feel like mincing or grating garlic, then buy a garlic press – they’re so easy to use (although not quite so easy to clean!). If there’s a lot of chopping involved, use your food processor – I often use mine for coleslaw as it shreds the cabbage in seconds. A good set of knives always helps to save time too – I know it sounds obvious, but it really does take so much longer to chop things if your knives aren’t kept really sharp. Organise your space as best as you can – clear your area, have your knives, chopping board, any necessary equipment and a couple of utensils to hand, put on some good tunes, relax, feel the vibe and enjoy. Make the kitchen your happy place and I promise the results will speak for themselves. If the cooking is joyful it will be reflected in the food – as my mother used to say, ‘the food is smiling’. Oh, and to make things easier on a busy weeknight don’t worry about cheating a little – use pre-cooked rice or grains and shop-bought items such as hummus and pastry. We all do it and I’ve included recipes just for those moments. Or choose a one-pot or a traybake. Quick and easy one-pot dishes using simple ingredients are a foolproof and fuss-free way of feeding the family with little waste. You also save on a lot of washing up, which is never a bad thing!

It’s been pretty difficult to narrow down my good mood food – I love such a variety! So I’ve included a selection of my favourite dishes for you: food that I loved as a child, dishes that remind me of home, some that I’ve enjoyed making for and with my kids over the years and a few of my favourite meals from my travels. Basically, food that makes me happy! There are comforting classics you’ll be familiar with – you can’t beat a Beer-Battered Fish with Triple-Cooked Chips & Minty Mushy Peas or a comforting Baked Vanilla & Ginger Custard; food that’s great for sharing – dig into my Spicy Three Bean & Pepper Chilli Pot; recipes for a bit of indulgence – enjoy my Slow-Braised Lamb Shanks in Red Wine with Rosemary, Garlic & Anchovies; light and healthy dishes to make you feel good from the inside – try my Smoked Salmon Super Salad with Dill & Turmeric Dressing; quick and easy one-pots – my Easy Sausage, Bacon & Bean Bake is definitely a mid-week winner and, of course, some of my favourite barbecue dishes to bring some sunshine to your plate – my vibrant Chargrilled Chicken & Pineapple Chow Skewers with Fresh Coconut Slaw will certainly brighten up your day. I hope you enjoy the recipes as much as I do and that they soon become your good mood food too. Happy cooking everyone, and don’t forget to share your finished dishes with me over on Instagram @ainsleyfoods #ainsleysgoodmoodfood.
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SIMPLE SIDES

Sun-Blushed Tomatoes


SERVES 4–6


	250g baby plum or cherry tomatoes, halved

	2 tsp picked thyme or oregano leaves

	pinch of sugar

	good-quality olive oil, for drizzling

	sea salt





Preheat the oven to 140°C/120°C fan/gas 1. Line a baking tray with baking parchment.

Arrange the tomato halves cut-side up on the baking tray. Season with salt and sprinkle on the sugar. Scatter over the thyme or oregano leaves and drizzle over 1–2 tablespoons of olive oil. Roast in the oven for 2–2½ hours, depending on size, or until semi-dried.
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Sun-Blushed Tomatoes
Chickpea Salad


SERVES 4


	3 tbsp olive oil

	¼ tsp Kashmiri chilli powder

	1 small garlic clove, minced

	2 tsp runny honey or maple syrup

	zest and juice of ½ lemon

	1 x 400g tin chickpeas, drained and rinsed

	2 vine tomatoes, de-seeded and chopped

	½ cucumber, chopped

	4–6 radishes, trimmed and chopped

	2 spring onions, trimmed and sliced

	a large handful of coriander, roughly chopped

	10 mint leaves, roughly chopped

	sea salt





In a small bowl, mix together the olive oil, chilli powder, garlic, honey, lemon zest and juice, and season with salt.

In a separate bowl, mix together the chickpeas and remaining salad ingredients.

When ready to serve, pour over the dressing and toss to coat. Check for seasoning.


Creamy Mash


SERVES 4–6


	1.5kg Yukon Gold or Desiree Potatoes, peeled and chopped into chunks

	75g butter

	2 garlic cloves, minced (optional)

	100ml milk

	sea salt and freshly ground white pepper





Bring a large saucepan of salted water to the boil over a medium heat. Add the potatoes and cook for 14–16 minutes or until tender.

Meanwhile, in a small saucepan over a medium heat, melt the butter, add the garlic (if using) and cook for 30 seconds. Add the milk and bring to a gentle simmer.

Drain the potatoes well and leave in the colander to steam dry for a couple of minutes. Pass through a potato ricer back into the saucepan (or mash well with a potato masher). Pour the warm butter and milk mixture over the mashed potatoes and beat well with a wooden spoon until you have a smooth, creamy mash. Season to taste with salt and white pepper.


Sweet Potato Wedges


SERVES 4


	3–4 large sweet potatoes, scrubbed and cut lengthways into wedges

	olive oil, for drizzling

	flaky sea salt

	cayenne pepper or sweet smoked paprika





Preheat the oven to 200°C/180°C fan/gas 6.

Place the sweet potato wedges in a bowl, drizzle with olive oil and season with salt. Toss to coat, then arrange on a baking tray in a single layer. Bake for 25–30 minutes, turning once, until golden and crispy. Sprinkle with cayenne pepper or paprika and a little more salt to serve.


Chilli & Garlic Cavolo Nero


SERVES 4


	600g cavolo nero (or Savoy cabbage or chard), tough stems removed, roughly shredded

	3 tbsp extra-virgin olive oil

	2 garlic cloves, thinly sliced

	1 small red chilli, de-seeded and thinly sliced

	zest and juice of ½ lemon

	sea salt and freshly ground black pepper





Bring a large pan of salted water to the boil over a medium-high heat. Add the cavolo nero and blanch for 1–2 minutes, then drain and plunge into cold water to refresh. Drain and pat dry.

Add the oil to a large, deep frying pan over a medium-high heat. Add the garlic and chilli and fry for 1 minute, then add the lemon zest and juice, then the cavolo nero, tossing to coat. Season and cook for 3–4 minutes, stirring and adding a splash of water if needed. The cabbage should be wilted and coated in the oil.


Vichy-Style Carrots


SERVES 4–6


	750g carrots, peeled and cut on the diagonal into 2cm slices

	pared zest of 1 lemon (using a swivel peeler)

	1 thyme sprig

	40g butter

	2 tsp caster sugar

	2 tbsp chopped flat-leaf parsley

	sea salt and freshly ground black pepper





Put the carrots, strips of lemon zest, thyme, butter and sugar in a small, heavy-based saucepan. Pour over just enough water to cover, cover with a lid and bring to a fast boil over a medium-high heat. Reduce the heat and simmer, uncovered, for 12–14 minutes or until the carrots are tender and the liquid has evaporated to a small amount of glaze over the carrots, tossing the carrots to coat as it reduces (if the carrots aren’t quite tender, add a splash of water to continue cooking). Remove the lemon zest, season to taste and sprinkle over the parsley to serve.


Peas & Onions


SERVES 4


	50g butter

	1 onion, finely chopped

	500g frozen petits pois or garden peas

	5 tbsp chicken or vegetable stock

	a pinch of sugar

	sea salt and freshly ground black pepper





Melt half the butter in a deep-sided frying pan or sauté pan over a medium heat, add the onion and cook for 4–6 minutes until softened but not coloured. Tip in the peas and add the stock and sugar. Season to taste and simmer gently for 3–4 minutes until the peas are tender and the liquid has evaporated. Stir in the remaining butter, check the seasoning and serve.
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