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Food for all the family

Food is such a simple word. A simple four-lettered word that can evoke every human emotion possible. For me, food is all about the people we love, and the family memories we make with them, the things we eat as vivid in our minds as the moments and milestones that inspire them.

It’s the look on my sister’s candlelit, hand-over-mouth face as I walked into a darkened room with a sticky-sweet fondant-covered cake that took five days to make. While I worried it may be dry on the inside, nobody else cared, because it was spectacular on the outside and was met with the type of reaction every celebration cake should warrant: excitement, shock, maybe even a little Oscar-worthy acting, the kind where she knew she’d be getting a cake but pretended she wasn’t expecting one, because that is what grown-ups do.

The sigh of satisfaction from my husband when I hand him a plate of wheat-crusted chicken at the end of a hard day clearing up the garage (a job he insists on doing on a weekly basis!). Showered, cleaned-up, lounge pants on, I sneak his dinner into our ‘flounge’ (the fun lounge), followed by Cookie Dough Ice Cream for afters, which always goes down a treat … ‘If you don’t tell the kids, then I won’t’. He eats, no words, just ‘mmmms’ and ‘aaaahs’, till he reaches his last morsels and says, ’I could do that all over again,’ and yes, we are still on the subject of food. For him, every tiny plate of something delicious takes him to a wonderful place. He doesn’t stay there long, but he knows he will be back again soon, since a mealtime is always around the corner.

The unsure face of my little man Moses (not so little any more!) back when he took his first mouthful of homemade Ginger Rice, as I came at him slowly with a neon plastic spoon and his eyes crossed till they could cross no more. That first taste of food as he wondered at the unfamiliar texture in his mouth. While we captured the moment in our minds, he pulled eagerly at my hand for more, his eyeballs playing tennis, from bowl to spoon and back again. Nothing has changed. He still eats everything cautiously, inspecting the texture and flavours, but almost always ending in a smile, to be met by my proud mummy face, and his curiosity satisfied.

My younger son, Mr David, declaring, ‘Your cooking is yummy, Ma, but what’s the point in eating when we could be playing video games and doodling?’ The line ‘think of all the poor people out there who have no food’ never worked on him. His clear response: ‘Well, we can give them my food then,’ and the battle lost! He eats when it suits him, but it’s a long slow process, and never as fast as his speedy comebacks. While he talks of everything but the food at our table, my mission is always to change his sceptical mind, success summed up by a hug from behind as he peers through the gap in my arms and mutters, ‘Forget video games, that was much better.’

Then there’s my bafflement at my almost gender-balancing pink in the family, Mary Moo, so sure of herself at just seven years old. She has a particular way with food: she enjoys eating everything, but is very specific; she loves a cashew, but always salted. ‘I like taste,’ she says. And never all at once. Like a bird, she picks all day: nuts, cheese, water, grapes, raisins. Literally the whole day her mouth can keep going, with strategically placed gaps to tell me where I am going wrong in life.

This is my family, and this book will give you a taste of the way we live our lives, with food for every kind of day. It’s full of what we eat to keep us going through our weekly routine of every extracurricular activity known to man. These are the recipes that feed the five of us every day and a gang of many more for gatherings. For a family outing, we’ll take our Samosa Pie and Chaat in a Bag for a picnic in the park. On manic weekdays, we’re more likely to be cramming Not Prawn Toast in the back of the car before swimming lessons. If it’s a wind-down weekend, you’ll find us relaxing at home in our lounge pants and cooking Sunday Lunch Our Way, and when we’ve got people to stay, I serve up a spread so large that even the dining table will not suffice, and we have to deploy the countertops, for my Special Beef Curry and Chapattis to start with, then plenty else to follow! You’ll find all the recipes I’ve mentioned and a lot more within these pages.

Food is not just the fuel that keeps us going, it isn’t just a tick box, done! Food is one of the many things we take for granted, and because it’s always been there, we assume it will never go away. Food has been my comfort many times. Somehow a cup of tea and a slice of Orange Coffee Poke Cake really do make life’s troubles feel a little better, no matter how temporary the relief. Food gives us life, makes us smile, makes us weep, makes us feel emotions we did not think possible – and best of all, it helps us make memories.

Food is such a simple word. But those simple four letters underpin so much: my four walls, my roof, my radiators, my loves, my laughter. Food, home, family: for me, all three go hand in hand.

‘Food is such a simple word. But those simple four letters underpin so much: my four walls, my roof, my radiators, my loves, my laughter.’
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The last thought in my head every night before I go to bed is what we might have for breakfast in the morning. As I leave the kitchen I do a quick final scan of the grounds. Freezer: frozen fruit. Fruit bowl: over-ripe mango. Cupboards: toasted coconut. Fridge: sausages. Basket: eggs. Then I head upstairs with my mind full of recipes: could I make Fattoush, Bircher, Vermicelli, Crêpes, Shakshuka? I go to sleep happy in the knowledge that tomorrow I will win the breakfast game, because I know that whatever I make will be met with a triple, ‘Thanks, Mum! Dad always just gives us cereal.’ One-nil to me! Breakfast is perhaps the speediest meal in our house, mainly because it has to be. We break our fast fast, in between packing PE kits and locating lost socks. It happens even quicker if I say the word crêpes. (I’m even trying to write it quietly … shhh, they might hear!) But breakfast is also the meal that sets the troops up for a long day, so whatever we have, it must be delicious and filling, despite being rushed. They come home talking about their breakfast daydreams, and that, for me, makes it all worthwhile.
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SWEET POTATO WAFFLES

Most people don’t own a waffle iron, and I avoid specialist equipment wherever I can. But that shouldn’t stop us making waffles, so I’ve found another way! These are savoury with a touch of sweetness, beautifully orange from the mashed sweet potatoes, and laced with dill and a kick of garlic. It’s such a lovely recipe for the weekend, and even better when the kids get involved. Stick a frilly egg on top and it’s like heaven on a Saturday morning.


MAKES 12–14[image: image]

PREP 15 MINS[image: image]

COOK 30 MINS[image: image]


INGREDIENTS

500g sweet potatoes (about 2 medium potatoes)

3 cloves of garlic

1 tsp salt

200ml whole milk

2 medium eggs

150g self-raising flour, sifted

1 tsp baking powder

a large handful of fresh dill, chopped, plus extra for sprinkling

spray oil

vegetable oil, for frying

eggs, for frilly eggs

cracked black pepper, for sprinkling



METHOD Put the sweet potatoes directly on the microwave plate. On the highest setting, cook them for 8 minutes. Once they are done they should be soft and the skin should cave in under the smallest pressure. Use oven gloves to take them out of the microwave, as they will be hot!

I would leave them for at least 15 minutes before you try to scoop out the flesh. Once they have cooled enough to handle, cut them in half lengthways and use a spoon to remove the flesh. Pop it into a blender. Add the garlic and salt and blend until you have a smooth purée.

Now add the milk, eggs, flour and baking powder, and blend again until you get a smooth paste.

Transfer the mixture to a jug. Add the chopped dill, mix well and set aside.

Place a griddle pan on a low to medium heat and spray it with oil. Spoon a ladleful of the mixture into each corner of the pan and fry for 6–7 minutes on one side, then turn over and cook for another 6–7 minutes on the other.

Place the waffles on a plate, covered with foil to keep them warm, and continue making them in this way until all the batter has been used. They freeze really well, so if you make more than you need, pop the extra ones into a freezer bag and reheat them in the oven from frozen when you need them.

I like to serve these waffles topped with a frilly fried egg, with a runny yolk. For the best frilly eggs, pop a small non-stick frying pan on to a high heat and add about 4 tablespoons of vegetable oil per egg. When the oil is smoking, add the egg. It should instantly frill round the edges if the oil is hot enough. Using a spoon, scoop some of the hot oil from under the egg and pour it over the white. This will help to cook the whites and avoid any uncooked, slimy bits, which are just not OK to eat!

Serve the waffles topped with the fried eggs and with a little extra dill and cracked black pepper sprinkled over.
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SWEET POTATO WAFFLES

DATE CRÊPES with Apple and Walnut Compote

Crêpes are serious business in our house. I need only say the word and everyone goes into overdrive till they get a crêpe (or 12) into their belly. I once tried to pass off shop-bought ones as my own, but my kids looked at me like I came down with last night’s shower. No fooling those crêpe connoisseurs. This is my variation on traditional crêpes, made sweeter by the addition of blitzed dates. They’re great topped with cool yoghurt and this warm apple and walnut compote. Step away from the chocolate spread!




MAKES 12[image: image]



PREP 25 MINS[image: image]



COOK 30 MINS[image: image]




INGREDIENTS

For the crêpes

100g pitted dates (weight after pitting)

150ml boiling water

50g molasses

20g unsalted butter, melted

425ml whole milk

1 medium egg

150g self-raising flour, sifted

½ tsp baking powder

a large pinch of salt

spray oil

Greek yoghurt, to serve

For the compote

3 small green apples, peeled, cored and chopped

2 tbsp unsalted butter

30g soft dark brown sugar

½ tsp grated nutmeg

juice and zest of ½ a lemon

50g walnuts, roughly chopped



METHOD Put the dates in a bowl with the hot water and leave to plump up for 20 minutes, or at least until the water has cooled to room temperature.

In a blender, whiz the water and dates to a smooth paste. Add the molasses, butter, milk, egg, flour, baking powder and salt, and blitz until it is again a smooth paste. Transfer to a jug. If you’re making the batter the night before, cover it with clingfilm and leave in the fridge until morning.

Put a medium non-stick saucepan on a medium to high heat. Add the apples, butter, sugar, nutmeg and lemon, and cook for 5–7 minutes until the apples are starting to soften and are just breaking down at the edges. Take off the heat and stir in the chopped walnuts.

Pop a pancake pan or a small non-stick frying pan (I use a 20cm pancake pan) on to the hob on a high heat. Spray with just a very light coating of oil.

When making crêpes, the first few are usually test ones, to determine if the batter is too loose or too thick. A little treat for the cook!

Spoon about 3 tablespoons of batter into the centre of the pan, then swirl it around till the entire pan base is covered in a thin layer of batter. If it moves too slowly and you are struggling to cover the base, add a little more milk to the mixture, stir well to loosen, and try making another pancake. If the batter is too loose and you find it is too translucent in the pan, add a tablespoon of flour and mix in well. Now make another crêpe.

Fry the crêpes for 2 minutes, or until the top surface looks matt. Flip over, using a palette knife or spatula, and cook for another minute. Lay the crêpe flat on a plate, then keep making more and popping them on top of one another. Keep the pile covered with foil, so they stay warm. You may find the hob needs adjusting between high and medium as you go along. The crêpes will tell you if they need less or more heat.

I like to serve a couple of crêpes folded into triangles, with a large dollop of yoghurt and the apple and walnut compote right on top.
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DATE CRÊPES with Apple and Walnut Compote

HOMEMADE PEANUT BUTTER AND MAPLE BACON on Crumpets

I love food that can divide opinion or convince doubting minds, and the now-fashionable partnership of salty and sweet often does exactly that. It’s my all-time favourite combination: not sickly but just sweet enough, with saltiness to balance it out. Maple bacon might sound unusual, but it must be tried. I’ve paired it with homemade peanut butter and popped them on crumpets. On this occasion, I’m not suggesting you make the crumpets. Let’s face it, a crumpet kind of day is probably also a day when you need instant satisfaction, which usually comes directly out of a packet.




SERVES 3
MAKES 6 CRUMPETS[image: image]



PREP 15 MINS[image: image]



COOK 15 MINS[image: image]




INGREDIENTS

For the maple bacon

2 tbsp unsalted butter

12 halal turkey rashers (I like to use the halal alternative, but you can use streaky bacon)

2 tbsp maple syrup

For the peanut butter (makes 200g)

200g salted peanuts

3 tbsp olive oil (you may need a little more)

6 crumpets


METHOD Start by putting a large non-stick frying pan on a high heat. Drop in the butter, and as soon as it has melted, cut each rasher in half and add to the pan. (This just makes the eating part a little more attractive.) Cook on a high heat for about 3–4 minutes, until crisp, then turn over and cook for another 3–4 minutes.

Lower the heat to medium and add the maple syrup. Give the rashers a good stir, using a pair of tongs, and leave the syrup to thicken and coat the rashers. Turn the heat as low as it will go.

Now get started on the peanut butter. Put the peanuts and olive oil into a food processor and blitz until you get a smooth paste. It’s up to you at this point whether to go for crunchy or smooth. If you like it crunchy, just stop blitzing as soon as you are happy with the consistency. But if, like me, you like it smooth, keep blitzing until you have a smooth paste that moves easily in the processor. If you find it isn’t moving at all, just add one small spoon of oil at a time until it starts to move. First time I made peanut butter, I poured in too much, and let’s just say that batch of peanut butter didn’t make it into our bellies.

Keep an eye on the rashers and move them around if you need to. You will know they’re ready when the maple syrup has glazed the rashers and isn’t sitting in the bottom of the pan. Now turn off the heat.

Toast the crumpets to your liking. I like them crunchy on the outside and just soft in the middle. Smother them with the peanut butter and top each one with 4 bits of maple bacon. I want to tell you to enjoy your crumpets straight away – that’s as it should be. But I had to save these for my boy and he enjoyed them stone cold. He was probably just very hungry.
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HOMEMADE PEANUT BUTTER AND MAPLE BACON on Crumpets

CHEESY MARMALADE BAGELS

I once had a terrible bagel experience. I know it’s a first-world problem, but humour me. Having popped into a cafe for breakfast, I ordered a toasted bagel with butter and jam. Simple, you’d think. There I waited with my cup of builder’s tea until my bagel arrived, just the way I like it, slightly overdone – but with no sign of butter or jam. I enquired politely after my toppings and was informed they had none! As I sat there dipping a dry bagel into tepid tea, I found myself dreaming about what I wished I was eating, and my ultimate bagel recipe was born. Here it is, filled with salty mature Cheddar and sweet citrus marmalade, then lightly toasted. Bagels are chewy and charming in their own unique way. They don’t need much, but a little goes a long way.




SERVES 4–5[image: image]



PREP 10 MINS[image: image]



COOK 20 MINS[image: image]




INGREDIENTS

4 bagels, sliced in half horizontally (or buy pre-cut ones, as I do)

4 heaped tbsp finely shredded marmalade (about 125g)

freshly ground black pepper

160g mature Cheddar cheese, sliced thinly

4 heaped tbsp full-fat mayonnaise

spray oil


METHOD Open up your bagels and smother the bottom half of each bagel with the marmalade. Be generous. Sprinkle kindly with black pepper on top of the marmalade. I like to be quite heavy-handed, so I do a three-finger pinch rather than a dainty two-finger one.

Place slices of cheese on top of the marmalade and pepper. Now sandwich together with the top halves of the bagels. Give them all a light press so that everything is securely in place.

Using a knife, smother the top of each bagel with mayonnaise. Make sure you have enough left to do the other side.

Spray a frying pan lightly with oil so you get a light mist of oil in the pan. Place 2 bagels mayo-side down in the pan (or all 4 if you have a pan large enough) and cook for 4–5 minutes. As they are cooking, use the back of a spatula to press each bagel down, this will encourage the whole lot to fuse.

Smother the other side of each bagel with mayonnaise and flip over. Cook for another 3–4 minutes. If the bagels are catching, just turn the heat down. They are ready when the bagels are fused with oozy melted cheese and the marmalade is hot and sticky.

Take them out. Give the pan a quick clean with kitchen paper, put it back on the heat, spray with oil and cook the other 2 bagels the same way (unless you have done all 4 at once).

Enjoy while they are still warm, and be vigilant with that hot marmalade. I must say I’m not good at listening to my own advice. Excuse me while I get some ice for my burnt tongue. Enjoy!
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CHEESY MARMALADE BAGELS

FRIED RICE OMELETTE

Growing up in a Bangladeshi home, we had rice every which way. My mum would even cook up rice for breakfast if we had too much left over from the night before. We’d line our stomachs with rice in the morning, in preparation for the rice at lunch, and let’s not forget rice with dinner! It sounds like overload, but it was the staple in our home and we knew no different. Of course, these days there is less rice involved in my weekly cooking, as I like to vary things, but I do love making this fried rice recipe for my family, all wrapped up in an egg omelette. Best of all, you don’t need leftovers for this recipe – you can make it simply because you want it!




SERVES 4[image: image]



PREP 15 MINS[image: image]



COOK 25 MINS[image: image]




INGREDIENTS

For the fried rice

1 tbsp unsalted butter

1 small red onion, finely chopped

1 tsp salt

½ a red pepper, finely chopped

1 tomato, chopped

1 x 198g tin of sweetcorn, drained

1 tsp chilli flakes

1 tsp coriander seeds, lightly crushed

1 tsp onion seeds

125g cooked rice

25g fresh coriander, roughly chopped

For the omelette

6 large eggs

50ml whole milk

1 tsp onion seeds (nigella seeds)

a pinch of salt

spray oil


METHOD Put a medium non-stick pan on a high heat. Add the butter and as soon as it has melted, add the onion and salt. Cook for a few minutes till the onion has softened.

Add the red pepper, tomato and sweetcorn and cook until any extra moisture at the bottom of the pan has reduced – this should only take a few minutes.

Stir in the chilli flakes and coriander seeds, cook the spices for a minute, then add the rice. I like to use the ready-cooked rice in pouches for recipes like this. It’s tedious trying to cook a tiny amount of rice, and the shop-bought gear will do just as well. Can you imagine my mother’s horror? I can hear her voice: ‘What do you mean, no leftover rice?’ Stir the rice through until everything is well combined.

Transfer the rice mixture into a bowl and add the chopped coriander. By not adding the herbs during the cooking process, they keep their freshness – fresh fragrant coriander is better than cooked unidentifiable coriander!

Whisk the eggs, milk, onion seeds and salt together in a bowl.

Wipe the pan with some kitchen paper and put it back on the heat. Spray lightly with some oil. Add a quarter of the egg mixture to the hot pan, then lift and swirl the pan so the egg covers the base. Cook the egg for 2–3 minutes, until the surface is matt and there are no runny eggy bits. Add a quarter of the rice mixture to one half of the omelette and flip the other half of the egg over it.

Serve while still warm, and make the other 3 omelettes the same way.
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FRIED RICE OMELETTE

CHEESE ROLLS with Curried Beans

With three children in the house, I always have a stash of cheese sticks in the fridge drawer, and I am not ashamed to admit that I love stringy cheese! Even so, I thought I’d find a way to make this not-very-adult cheese into something a bit more grown-up. So for this recipe I have encased the sticks inside buttery garlic bread and baked them until the cheese is molten and stringy. To go alongside, I’ve created a simple curried take on baked beans.




MAKES 12[image: image]



PREP 20 MINS[image: image]



COOK 20 MINS[image: image]




INGREDIENTS

For the cheese rolls

12 slices of white bread

12 stringy cheese sticks, unwrapped

1 egg, beaten

140g garlic butter, melted (if you can’t find pre-made, just combine 140g melted salted butter with 4 crushed garlic cloves)

2 tsp paprika

For the curried beans

2 tbsp unsalted butter

2 cloves of garlic, crushed

2 small red onions, finely chopped

1 tsp salt

2 small green chillies, finely chopped (deseeded if you like less heat, or add more if you like extra heat)

2 tsp cumin seeds

2 tsp curry powder

2 x 415g tins of baked beans

a handful of fresh coriander, finely chopped

2 tbsp brown sauce


METHOD For the cheese rolls, preheat the oven to 200°C/180°C fan/gas mark 6. Have a baking tray or two at the ready.

Using a rolling pin, roll out each slice of bread as flat as you can get it – this is quite a lot of fun, mainly because who knew bread could look like that?

Place a piece of cheese diagonally on a slice of bread. Roll the bread over the top and keep rolling until you have encased the cheese. Brush








 

CHAI SPICED VERMICELLI
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FRUIT SALAD FATTOUSH
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FRUIT SALAD FATTOUSH

BREAKFAST BOULANGÈRE
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BREAKFAST BOULANGÈRE

MANGO AND LIME LASSI BIRCHER















INGREDIENTS


















 

[image: image]
MANGO AND LIME LASSI BIRCHER

MOCHA SWIRLS
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[image: Mocha swirls chocolate, espresso coffee, vanilla, soft pastry, sticky icing]
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MOCHA SWIRLS

SEMOLINA HALVA with Cheat’s Paratha
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SEMOLINA HALVA with Cheat’s Paratha

RICE PORRIDGE with Raspberry Rose Jam
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RICE PORRIDGE with Raspberry Rose Jam

SMOKY SPINACH SHAKSHUKA















INGREDIENTS
























 

[image: image]
SMOKY SPINACH SHAKSHUKA

HAM AND CHEESE CROWN















INGREDIENTS
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[image: Ham and cheese crown weekend treat, pastry, ham, cheese, twist and tear]
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HAM AND CHEESE CROWN
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