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This book is about my journey towards cooking as a passionate traveller, as a pretty miserable, single twenty-something, as a new girlfriend, a terrified stepmother, then a new mother, and as a crafter learning new things in front of impatient TV cameras. It was a journey that brings me to now, when cooking is how I relax and what I love to do when I am not working.

The recipes in this book are what I cook day in and day out for my children and stepchildren, for my partner Ben, for our friends and family, for breakfast, lunch and dinner. They are not organised in the standard way – starters, main courses and puddings. Instead their arrangement reflects the way in which I have made my cooking journey – through making breakfasts for assorted family and guests, through finding the easiest way of feeding crowds of people at parties, through cooking teas and suppers for recalcitrant children. Even all these years later, I am still finding my way with the last of these, but I have learnt a few tricks, and some of my ideas may help those of you who are faced with a fussy eater.

Ben and I love entertaining, whether in London or at our home in Devon. We have lots of big dishes that we turn to for feeding crowds at parties; we have Sunday lunches that last until teatime; and we love Christmas, which we throw ourselves into and celebrate with all the bells and whistles. We are also very keen on cooking and eating outside, and Ben is a dab hand at barbecuing. Social occasions also allow me to indulge in one of my favourite hobbies – making cocktails. They ensure any gathering goes with a swing, so do try some of the recipes, both old and new, in the final chapter.

Cooks always talk about their food influences, often their mothers or grandmothers. I adored my mother, and her early death from breast cancer is the greatest loss of my life so far. She was an inspiration and brilliant at entertaining, but she was not one of my food influences. Oddly, someone I’ve never met – my great-great grandmother, Minnie, Lady Hindlip – has influenced me more in terms of food. That’s because I happened to come across a signed copy of the cookbook she published in 1933. It offers a fascinating insight to life back then, but some of her recipes definitely stand the test of time and are included in this book.

I firmly believe that you can find the cook in yourself at any age. Being brought up in a microwave household does not mean you have to pass that legacy onto your children. Fundamentally, the reason for my learning to cook, and for writing this book, is that I want my children and stepchildren to cook. I want this because food is life, and life is lived better if we know what goes into our meals and take an interest in it. I very much hope you will enjoy what’s served within these pages.

Kirstie Allsopp

MAY 2017
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When I spent time in Turkey during my youth, I acquired a taste for toast with tomatoes, soft cheese and rose jam for breakfast. (I love the combination of cheese and jam – think of Manchego and membrillo.) The Turkish version is probably still my favourite breakfast, closely followed by the scrambled eggs and smoked salmon we tend to have on Christmas morning. However, I also have a penchant for a masala omelette, replete with pepper, onion, chilli, coriander and my beloved ginger.

Breakfast time is quite busy in my house. On weekdays I can be making three or four different breakfasts every morning – a rod I have made for my own back, I readily admit. Whilst not all cereals are full of sugar, they are something of a treat food in our house. The boys do occasionally get cornflakes, or Rice Krispies with a bit of drinking chocolate sprinkled over the milk, but I am tough with them if they pour too much syrup over their toast or pancakes. I know everyone is bored with hearing that sugar is the devil’s work, but I’m afraid it’s true and we have to face up to it. In an effort to steer my kids away from sweet stuff, I make sure fresh fruit and plain yoghurt are always available, but I generally end up cooking something, which I don’t mind at all. French toast, for instance, is quick, popular and it gets some egg into the boys.

At weekends we often have friends to stay, so once more there are different breakfasts to provide. The boys will probably come down at about 8am and want pancakes (their weekend treat); the guests will be more civilised and appear at around 9am, which is when, after they have had some fruit – or porridge, I often do that – I might start making the eggs, poached or scrambled. The Aga oven will have been busy cooking the tomatoes and the dry-cured, usually back, bacon. I like New York-style thin bacon best – I love butchers who cut bacon rashers to order – and it is best cooked on a rack in a pan in the roasting oven of the Aga (or under a grill). It cooks very quickly both ways, so turn it over and keep an eye on it. Crisp bacon with baked tomatoes and an egg, plus some good toast, makes a fine breakfast.

As eggs are rich in protein, vitamins and minerals, I like the boys to have an egg a day, and I am fairly good at organising that, particularly at breakfast. They like boiled eggs occasionally, with buttered soldiers; they will sometimes accept fried, scrambled or poached, but I often hide the eggs in other offerings, which might be a bit sneaky, but works. Oscar, for instance, loves mangoes, his favourite thing in the world. During the Alphonso mango season (from April to early July), we peel the fruit, remove the stone and purée the flesh with plain yoghurt. When he is not looking, I add an egg. It doesn’t alter the flavour, just adds goodness. Similarly, my stepson Hal does a lot of competitive riding, which means he has to get up very early in the morning. What I do for him then is make a smoothie containing almonds, pear, avocado, some yoghurt, a soft banana perhaps (he’s the only one who will eat them uncooked), plus an egg if I can get away with it. The smoothie is very white, which Hal likes, and it is a brilliant way of keeping him going.
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Poached eggs

We were a scrambled egg and fried egg family until Ben taught me how to poach. Now I poach eggs a lot, but only because of my boiling-water tap. If I were offered the choice between an expensive handbag and my tap, I would always choose the latter. It is so useful.

Serves 4

4 eggs, at room temperature

fine salt

2–3 tbsp white wine or cider vinegar

I take a large saucepan to my boiling-water tap, fill it half-full, then add a pinch or two of salt and the vinegar. (This slightly affects the taste, but quickly helps to set the proteins in the egg white, which is what you want.) I then crack an egg into a cup or ramekin and slide it gently and carefully into the boiling water. The egg will set immediately on the outside, with little ‘fraying’, but I then move the pan to the hot plate of the Aga for just a minute or two more – I want the yolk still to be runny.

In the absence of a boiling-water tap or an Aga, bring a saucepan of water to the boil, add a pinch or two of salt and pour in the vinegar. Turn down the heat to slightly simmering. Break an egg into a cup or ramekin, then slide it into the pan where the water is actually bubbling and poach for about 3 minutes. There might be bits of stray egg white with this method, so remove them with a slotted spoon.

The chef Bill Granger, a master with eggs, has an entirely different way of poaching. He puts 5cm of water in a frying pan and brings it to the boil. He then turns off the heat and breaks the eggs carefully into the water. Lid on the pan, and the eggs are left to poach for 3 minutes.

Whichever method is used, remove the eggs from the water using a slotted spoon and dry briefly on a wad of kitchen paper. Serve immediately.
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Eggs Benedict

This recipe is heavily influenced by the chef Bill Granger, whose restaurant in Notting Hill is a favourite of ours. He has also become a friend, as he is a fellow parent at the boys’ school. I met him, and saw him cooking, when I went to a demo he was doing for charity. His hollandaise works every time (as long as I don’t get over-confident and ignore the recipe), and I serve it with eggs, ham, smoked salmon or spinach. However, I eat it only very rarely now, as a treat, because it contains a huge amount of butter.

The classic Benedict recipe has ham under the eggs, but I sometimes put my favourite buttered spinach in there instead. You could also substitute smoked salmon for the ham (hollandaise is wonderful with fish). For additional flavour, add some chopped chives to the hollandaise, or a dusting of cayenne for a touch of spice.

Serves 4

4 eggs

2 English muffins

4 slices of ham

FOR THE HOLLANDAISE SAUCE

3 egg yolks

1 tbsp lemon juice

1 tbsp water

175g unsalted butter, freshly melted

salt and freshly ground white pepper

Start with the hollandaise. You can make it by hand, but it is so much easier in a processor, a technique Bill Granger taught me. Put the egg yolks, lemon juice and water in a food processor and blend until smooth. With the motor still running, slowly add the warm butter and keep processing until the sauce is thick and glossy. Season to taste with salt and pepper, and keep warm until needed. Be careful, as the sauce could split if ‘warm’ is too warm.

Meanwhile, poach the eggs.

Halve and toast the muffins. Put a muffin half on each plate, and top with a slice of ham and a poached egg. Pour the hollandaise sauce generously over the egg, and serve immediately.
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Herb omelette

I cook omelettes all the time and, a source of great joy to me, everyone in the house will eat an omelette! When we arrive back in London from Devon on a Sunday night, that’s what I cook as a quick supper. I am a great one for chucking things in an omelette – cheese, tomatoes and potatoes (these last two cooked a little first), anything that is handy. The result might not look very tidy, but as far as taste is concerned, I haven’t had a failure yet.

There are several wonderful gadgets on the market that can make your omelette-making even easier. Some are electric, with variously shaped containers: you put the beaten egg in, along with additions, close the lid and the omelette is made in minutes. Some containers are made especially for the microwave. I generally use a hinged double-omelette pan that I bought in Italy. I heat both pans on the Aga, put the beaten egg in one of them and quickly top with some herbs, lightly cooked tomatoes or finely grated cheese. When the underside is lightly browned, I put the other pan on top and flip it over to cook the other side. I then decant this perfectly round omelette onto a plate.

Serves 1–2, depending on appetite

3 large free-range eggs

knob of unsalted butter

1 tsp olive oil

3 tbsp chopped fresh herbs (chives, parsley, basil or marjoram, or a mixture of them all)

salt and freshly ground black pepper

Break the eggs into a bowl, season with salt and pepper and whisk together.

Melt the butter and oil together in an omelette pan or small frying pan over a medium to high heat. When the butter has melted, add the egg mixture. As the base begins to set, use a fork to draw the cooked mixture in from the side. This allows the uncooked egg to run underneath and start to set in turn. Continue doing this until the underside has set but is still soft on top.

Scatter the omelette with the herbs, fold it in half and carefully slide onto a warmed plate.
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Scrambled eggs

Have you noticed that the scrambled eggs you see on hotel buffets are usually like leather? That’s because they have been sitting for far too long. The most important thing to be aware of when cooking scrambled eggs is that the person you are cooking for must be waiting for them, not the other way around. (I have not managed to teach Ben this; at weekends he’s often wandering around the house at the critical point.) My dad taught me how to make scrambled eggs, and I well remember him standing over me at the stove as I gradually learnt how to season, stir and scramble.

Flavourings can be added to the eggs just before serving: try chopped fresh herbs (chives are good), a spice, or some chilli if you like heat. Top with anything you like – fried bacon pieces, smoked salmon, shavings of Parmesan. Serve the eggs on a base of good toasted bread, a baked puff pastry square or circle, a bed of freshly wilted spinach, a fried or baked Portobello mushroom … basically, whatever springs to mind.

Per person

2 large eggs

5g butter

salt and freshly ground black pepper

Crack the eggs into a bowl, season to taste with salt and pepper and whisk together.

Melt the butter in a suitable pan. When it is sizzling, turn the heat down to very low and add the beaten egg. Stir slowly with a wooden spoon, bringing the egg from the sides of the pan into the middle. The eggs will be ready when they are still slightly runny. Remove from the heat immediately, as they will continue to cook off the heat.

Just before spooning onto a warm plate or a slice of toast, add any extra flavourings (see my suggestions in the introduction). Serve straight away.
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Breakfast tomatoes

Almost every weekend we have cooked tomatoes for breakfast, which are easy to do in the oven while I am poaching or scrambling eggs.

•  I put halved tomatoes in an ovenproof dish that can go straight to the table, and chuck in a little olive oil, salt, pepper, a few dashes of soy sauce and Worcestershire sauce, plus some grated garlic and chilli flakes to taste. This goes in the Aga for 10–15 minutes (about 200°C/Fan 180°C/Gas 6 in a conventional oven). I then serve it with sourdough toast, eggs and, if it’s the weekend, some bacon. Ben likes a little Parmesan grated over his tomatoes.

•  Sometimes, but not as often as I’d like, we have some leftover cooked tomatoes from breakfast. When they have cooled, I give them a taste and sometimes add a little olive oil and cider vinegar and pop them in the fridge. At lunchtime I then have an incredibly versatile extra to put with anything. Try cooking up some brown rice (I do mine in our old rice cooker), with salt, pepper, a tablespoon of coconut oil and the requisite amount of water. Obviously, you can cook the rice in a pan in the normal way. When ready, drain the rice and put it in a pretty serving bowl. Once it has cooled a bit, toss with the leftover tomatoes, followed by small cubes of feta cheese. A good lunchtime salad.
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New York pancakes

American pancakes are smaller and thicker than the crêpe-like pancakes we usually have in the UK, and not as thick as drop scones. My children prefer the pancakes they can wrap around fillings, but then they are odd sometimes.

The recipe below is a more sophisticated version of the pancakes I throw together at the weekend, when I usually pour milk into a bowl, add two eggs (for two children) or three eggs for more, and whisk them together. I then sprinkle in plain flour until I get the consistency I want.

Makes 8–12 pancakes, depending on size

250g self-raising flour

good pinch of salt

4 medium eggs, separated

240ml milk

large knob of butter

Sift the flour and salt into a bowl and make a well in the centre. Add the egg yolks and milk to the well, then whisk the flour into the liquid, gradually drawing it in, until you have a smooth batter.

In a separate, very clean bowl, whisk the egg whites until foamy – you don’t want them stiff. Using a large metal spoon, fold them into the batter – they add airiness and lighten the pancakes.

Heat a large frying pan over a medium heat. Add a little of the butter, enough to grease most of the surface of the pan. When it starts to foam, add large tablespoonfuls of the batter, leaving a space between them. Cook for a few minutes, until light brown on the underside and starting to set on the top. Flip them over and cook for another minute or so, until the second side is golden brown. Wrap them in a clean tea towel to keep warm while you make the remaining pancakes, finishing up the butter and the batter.

Serve with the same sort of things you would offer with French Toast. The pancakes could also be used as a base for Eggs Benedict, or even served as canapés if you make them blini-sized. In this case, soured cream and smoked salmon or Gravadlax would make a good topping.
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French toast

If you can get your kids to eat this, you are on easy street. It’s not so much a recipe as a reminder that this super-simple, nutritious, anytime foodstuff exists. Whether as breakfast, snack or Sunday-night post-train pick-me-up, French toast is a default food in our house, like pancakes but without the effort. And if you serve it with some bacon on a pretty plate, it makes a cooked breakfast that will really impress any overnight guests.

Some recipes include milk, but I’m always keen on the kids getting as much egg as possible, so I use just eggs and a pinch of salt.

Serves 4

4 large eggs

pinch of salt

knob of butter

8 slices of bread

In a roomy bowl, beat the eggs together, adding a pinch of salt.

Make sure your frying pan is super-hot, then chuck in the knob of butter.

Dunk each slice of bread in the egg mixture, soaking both sides.

Before the butter in the pan goes brown, add the bread and fry on each side until golden brown.

Serve alone or with some sweetness. I have two takers for maple syrup, one for agave syrup (or golden syrup if I let him), and another for Nutella or chocolate spread.
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Fried bananas

As we live in London Monday to Friday during the school term, eating out is quite normal for my kids. We live just a short distance from Portobello Road, where there is a huge selection of different foods available. When I was a child, though, eating out was a very special treat. It happened when I came to London at October half-term to do a spot of Christmas shopping with Mum, or when we went to the Chinese restaurant on the road between Hungerford and Marlborough. This was where I tasted my first banana fritter and realised that, much as I love fresh bananas, cooked ones offer a whole different level of bliss. It is lucky that I ended up with a man whose father was addicted to cooked bananas, and who inculcated a similar devotion to them in his son. In our family it’s only fruit-loathing Bay who won’t touch them; the rest of us can’t get enough, and five out of six ain’t bad.

This is barely a recipe, but as we eat so much of it – as breakfast, pudding, snack and even a hangover cure – I couldn’t leave it out. There’s no time when cooked banana doesn’t hit the spot. I am not enough of a food scientist to fully understand why cooking a banana turns it into toffee, but it does. Serve by itself, or with yoghurt, toast, ice cream or whatever takes your fancy. But please, please never again throw out a banana; the browner the better.

Serves 3–6, depending on appetite

3 large ripe bananas

30g unsalted butter

Peel the bananas and cut them in half lengthways.

Melt the butter in a suitably sized frying pan and add the banana halves, cut-side down. Over a gentle heat, fry them for up to 6 minutes or so. Check every now and again that they are not burning, but otherwise you really just leave them to do their own thing.

When they are quite brown on the flat side, turn them over carefully (as they will be soft), and brown the rounded side. They take no longer than 10 minutes in total, but the heat must be low.

Many recipes have honey, syrup or sugar added to the pan at the last minute, but I think good bananas need no added sweetness. With the butter, they are delicious enough by themselves.


Damson jam

We all love this jam for breakfast on our hot buttered toast, and I’m really grateful that Victoria Cranfield taught me how to make it when I was entering the Devon County Show competition for cream teas. Damsons are very flavourful and high in pectin, a natural setting agent, so they make a terrific jam.

Fills 8–9 450g jars

2.7kg damsons

450ml orange juice

finely grated zest of 1 orange

2.7kg granulated sugar

Place a metal teaspoon and a couple of saucers in the freezer – you’ll need these later to test for setting point. Also, sterilise 8 or 9 jam jars (see Tip) and keep them in a low oven – they need to be hot when potting up.

Meanwhile, wash the damsons and remove the stalks. Put the fruit into a large stainless-steel saucepan, add the orange juice and zest, and cook over a medium heat until the fruit is soft. Stir occasionally, pushing the damsons against the side of the pan to release the stones. They will rise to the top and you can then remove them with a slotted spoon.

Once you’re confident all the stones have been removed, add the sugar to the fruit and simmer, stirring occasionally, until the sugar has dissolved. Bring to the boil, stirring all the time, otherwise it will stick on the bottom. Boil for 2 minutes only.

Now test for setting point. Take the pan off the heat and put a teaspoonful of the jam on a chilled saucer. Allow to cool, then push with your finger. If it wrinkles, the jam is ready. If not, put the jam back on the boil for another 2 minutes, then test again with the second cold saucer.

When ready, carefully ladle the mixture into the hot jars, filling them close to the top. Place a waxed disc on the surface straight away, then seal and label.
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To sterilise jars (and lids) heat them in the oven at its lowest setting for 30 minutes, or put them through the hottest cycle in the dishwasher.


Fruit salad

You can’t go wrong with a fruit salad served in a pretty glass bowl. It’s simplicity itself to make, and there’s no need to make a sugar syrup: just steep the chopped fruit in orange or apple juice. Sometimes, though, it’s nice to ring the changes, so here I offer a few ideas:

•  At the weekends for breakfast, along with the tomatoes, toast and egg of choice, we always have a big bowl of chopped fruit and a big bowl of plain yoghurt. The fruit can be prepared
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Seville orange marmalade
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To my mum — I miss you every day —and to all those who think they cant cook.
If I can, anyone can, and it’s ml.}ch more fun than you think.
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