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dedication


For my mum and dad.

I hope my children grow up with the same sense of love and comfort that you gave me. Thank you.
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introduction

I must admit that I hardly cooked until I had children. Gordon was always working until at least midnight and I was working all day and studying for my teaching course in the evening – I became a Montessori nursery teacher. I more or less lived on quick and easy foods like beans on toast or breakfast cereal. My interest in food only really started when we had children and our first, Megan, began solids. Suddenly I was responsible for everything that went into her tiny tummy. Gordon was working and it was up to me to cook for her. That was when I started to really care about what was in the fridge.

I learnt how to cook as Megan’s diet became more interesting than vegetable purées. The fact that she was a good eater and showed excitement in what she ate, as subsequently did the other three, meant I actually enjoyed experimenting, too. So that is how I started cooking – never seasoning or overcomplicating, just simple, family food. I believe home cooking never needs to be any more sophisticated than this.

I’ve tried to keep the recipes in this book as real and accessible as possible. I’ve included all of my favourites that I use to feed the family, which also means that they have been given the thumbs up by the children. Some of the recipes are more child-oriented – like fish fingers, for example – but most of them are for the whole family to enjoy.

I’ve also tried to include tips on how to adapt some of the recipes to make them more adult. A splash of wine or a bit of extra seasoning is often all it takes. Not only does this save you the time and effort of cooking two different meals, but it also makes eating, especially at weekends, as much about being together as a family as eating good food. That for me is just as important.

The recipes are organized with most people’s weekly routines in mind. In the Breakfasts section, for example, I’ve included a mixture of quick and easy options for weekdays when you are rushing to get the kids to school as well as a few more leisurely recipes for weekends and holidays. The most popular with my children is probably the fruit gratin, so if you can’t quite squeeze it into a busy weekday morning, do indulge at the weekend. I’ve organized main meals into After-school Suppers and Weekend Lunches for the same reason.

I also thought a section on Cooking from the Cupboard was essential. If you are anything like me, sometimes you are just too busy, tired or disorganized to get to the supermarket and you end up staring at the contents of the fridge and cupboards trying to figure out what to feed everybody. I do try to keep a few staples in the house at all times, a few of which I have outlined at the beginning of that chapter. If you can get into the habit of keeping all of these in stock then you’ll find it actually quite easy to rustle up something delicious.

I actually find cooking ad hoc makes me more creative as I match flavours and ingredients that I might not normally. With this chapter, if you don’t have a particular item you can often substitute it for something else. I have tried to include notes on how you could do this in a number of the recipes throughout the book. For example, I really enjoy cooking with pancetta, but if you can’t get hold of it, you can substitute unsmoked streaky bacon or bacon lardons. Don’t be afraid to experiment! It’s how we all learn and more often than not it’ll go down well.

This is also why I’ve included a section on Trying New Tastes. Children – and mine are no exception – can have very fixed ideas of what they think they like and dislike, when quite often they only need a food presented to them in a different way or just as a sneaky aside to other things they know they already love. The recipes in this section are designed to be made in combination with each other so you can end up with a wide variety of flavours on your plates. We tend to use our fingers for these informal pick and mix sessions and they always end up being great fun.

The section I found the most fun to write was Party Foods. I think the children enjoyed it most too as I was testing the recipes to make sure they would work when I wrote them down! I’ve tried to include ones that have worked well at my children’s parties. Most of them are very quick and easy to make and will help you cut as many corners as possible. There is always so much to think about when you have to organize a children’s party that I find every extra minute counts.

Above everything else, I really hope you enjoy using this book. From being a complete novice I’ve come to love cooking for my family – yes, even for Gordon! I also like to know that the children are getting all the nutrients they need. (I’ve included a chart with basic nutritional information at the back of the book as I always find them handy.) When I was little it was such a comfort coming home to my mum’s cooking. I hope that my children and yours will grow up with the same feelings of love, comfort and satisfaction around food.
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breakfast
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The most important meal of the day!

Weekday breakfasts are tough ones. Like most people with young children, my house is always completely chaotic between 7 and 8 a.m. on a weekday. The children are all still fast asleep at 7 and have to be literally dragged out of their nice warm beds. Then we have one hour to get dressed, eat, clean teeth, wash faces, do several sets of plaits/bunches/ponytails, persuade my son to introduce his hair to a hairbrush and get out the door. I also have to make sure the beds are made and curtains open if it is a work day, as I don’t want to come home to a mess in the evening. They do this themselves, but often need a reminder (or two or three!) – a little treat is always a good incentive!
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school-rush smoothies

Smoothies are the most fantastic way of making sure that even a reluctant eater starts the day with a good percentage of their recommended daily intake of fresh fruit inside them. There are no hard-and-fast rules about what makes a good smoothie (although you will obviously need a liquidizer), but the ones I’ve included here always seem to go down well with my lot.

These are the combinations of fruit I often use, but you can vary the quantities according to your needs (and the contents of your fruit bowl).

Mango mania

1 mango

1 banana (preferably ripe)

orange juice

Berry blast

1 cup frozen berries

1 mango

orange juice

Green monkey

4 kiwis

1 banana (preferably ripe)

apple juice


1 Wash, peel and roughly chop the fruit.

2 Put into a blender and pour over enough juice to cover the fruit.

3 Blend until smooth. Enjoy!



Tips


• You can of course make your own fresh orange or apple juice, but I always ‘cheat’ by using a good-quality fresh fruit juice as a base. It’s much easier and quicker.

• I find it incredibly useful to keep a bag of frozen berries in the freezer just for making smoothies.




fruit salad with oats and warm yoghurt

This is one of those breakfasts that is a bit fiddly, but in spite of this I try to prepare it once a week because the children love it, it is incredibly healthy, and my being lazy is a terrible excuse!

4 tbsp oat flakes

4 tbsp blueberries

4 tbsp raspberries

2 tbsp water

golden caster sugar

4 round tbsp natural organic yoghurt

4 tsp runny honey (1 tsp per portion)

Serves: 4 children

Prep time: 15 minutes

Cooking time: 5 minutes


1 Lightly toast the oat flakes in a small frying pan until golden brown. Take care not to burn them. Take off the heat and remove a few oat flakes and put aside. Meanwhile, place the blueberries and raspberries into a small saucepan, add water and a sprinkle of golden caster sugar and heat gently, stirring occasionally.

2 Add the yoghurt to the pan of toasted oat flakes and gently stir through.

3 When the fruit is nicely warm, serve the yoghurt and oatmeal into a small bowl, spoon on the fruit, drizzle over the honey and sprinkle over the reserved oat flakes.



Tips


• This is really tasty with banana, and a good way to use up any over-ripe ones laying in the bottom of the fruit bowl. Simply slice them into the yoghurt when it is in the frying pan.

• To serve this as a dessert you can simply leave out the oat flakes and crumble digestive or ginger nut biscuits into the yoghurt and add fruit.

• You can also toast some flaked almonds with the oats.
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I measure the ingredients in spoons – it’s too early in the morning for weighing!


wholemeal pancakes with caramelized apples

This is a delicious sweet treat for breakfast. I mix the wholemeal flour with some plain white flour, as using just wholemeal flour makes the pancakes too heavy.

75g/3oz plain flour

25g/1oz wholemeal flour

250ml/9fl oz semi-skimmed milk

2 eggs

3 Bramley apples

50g/2oz butter

½ tsp cinnamon

1 tbsp soft brown sugar

Serves: 4 children
(makes about 8 pancakes)

Prep time: 10 minutes

Cooking time: 10 minutes


1 Start by putting the flours, milk and eggs in the liquidizer and blitzing for about 2 minutes.

2 Peel and core the apples and slice quite thinly. Heat half the butter in a frying pan and add the cinnamon. Let it bubble for a minute before adding the sliced apples. Sprinkle over the sugar and very carefully turn the apples over so that they are coated in the buttery syrup. Turn the heat down and allow to cook gently. Keep an eye on them while you are cooking the pancakes and turn them over from time-to-time to allow them to cook evenly.

3 While the apples are happily cooking away, melt the rest of the butter in another frying pan and start frying the pancakes. The first pancake always seems to be a disaster, so I usually eat it myself. Pile the pancakes on a plate beside you until you have made them all.

4 Divide the apple mixture between the pancakes and roll up. Drizzle a little maple syrup over each one to guarantee a good day ahead!



Tip


• It’s a good idea to make the batter the night before and leave in the fridge until the morning. As well as saving time, it improves the batter by allowing it to rest.




porridge with blueberries

I love sending the children off to school with a tummy full of porridge – you know they will have enough in there to last until lunchtime with great energy! If I am going running I know it helps my energy levels.

100g/4oz porridge oats

1 300ml/10½fl oz water

600ml/1 pint whole milk

150g/6oz blueberries

soft brown sugar or maple syrup

Serves: 4 children

Prep time: 5 minutes

Cooking time: 10 minutes


1 If I am making this for breakfast the next day, I always try to remember to put the oats and water in a saucepan the night before and leave it with the lid on overnight. It just reduces the cooking time, which is always a good thing when I’m trying to get everyone to school on time.

2 Pour the milk onto the oats and water and gently bring to the boil, stirring all the time.

3 Turn the heat down and simmer for about 7 minutes, until the porridge is thick and creamy.

4 Divide between four bowls, sprinkle with blueberries and a little maple syrup or sugar.
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fruit gratin

Although this might seem a slightly odd choice for breakfast, it is very quick to make, especially if you make the batter the night before and leave it in the fridge. You can then simply pour the batter into the dish, pop in the fruit and put it in the oven to cook while you dress the children and yourself!

The aim of this dish is that the fruit should be surrounded by a soft, only just set, cake. It’s almost like having Yorkshire pudding with jam on top! You need to serve it straight from the oven, otherwise it will continue to cook and become hard and stodgy.

butter to grease the dish

6 plums/apricots/nectarines

425ml/15fl oz milk

3 eggs

75g/3oz plain flour

50g/2oz caster sugar

50g/2oz ground almonds

1 tsp good-quality vanilla extract

seeds from vanilla pod (optional)

Serves: 6

Prep time: 10 minutes

Cooking time: 20–25 minutes


1 Preheat the oven to 200°C/400°F/GM6

2 Grease the dish and put to one side.

3 Slice the soft fruit in half and remove the stones.

4 Put the milk, eggs, flour, sugar, almonds and vanilla into the liquidizer and blitz for about 2 minutes.

5 Pour the liquid into the prepared dish and then gently arrange the fruit, cut-side down, so that all you see is the softly rounded fruit peeking out from the batter.

6 Place in the oven and cook for about 20 minutes.

7 Serve immediately.




boiled eggs with cheesy fingers

My children think this is the ultimate treat for breakfast – again, it’s more of a weekend breakfast, as it takes too much thinking about for a weekday morning …

4 large organic free range eggs

4 slices wholemeal bread

100g/4oz mature cheddar cheese, grated

Serves: 4

Prep time: 5 minutes

Cooking time: 7 minutes


1 Preheat the grill on high.

2 Bring to the boil a large deep saucepan of water and carefully add the eggs. Remember to set the timer for 5 minutes – I easily get distracted so always work by my timer! Toast the wholemeal bread and cover with the cheddar. Place under the grill until the cheese is bubbling.

3 Remove the eggs from the pan, place in a sieve and run under the cold tap to stop overcooking – eggs that are too hard-boiled are not the same!

4 Crack the top of the egg and remove the shell on the top third. Place into an egg cup and slice off the white to reveal a lovely runny yolk.

5 Cut the cheesy toast into soldiers and dip into the yolk! Serve.



Tip


• If you keep your eggs in the fridge, allow them to reach room temperature before boiling – this helps prevent them cracking as they boil.
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It’s only when you taste boiled eggs that you remember how good they are.


field mushrooms on toast

This may sound like a very grown-up breakfast for children, but I find if I am eating it my children are always hanging around for a taste.

1 loaf ciabatta

4 tbsp olive oil

400g/14oz portabellini or other large mushrooms

20g¾oz bunch of basil

25g/1oz parmesan, finely grated

Serves: 4

Prep time: 10 minutes

Cooking time: 10 minutes


1 Cut the ciabatta in half vertically and again horizontally. Drizzle with a bit of the olive oil and place on a baking sheet.

2 Cut mushrooms into thick slices.

3 Heat the remaining olive oil in a large saucepan until shimmering, then throw in the mushrooms.

4 Cook on a fairly high heat, stirring regularly until the mushrooms start to release their natural liquid.

5 Turn off the heat, add a few torn basil leaves and put the lid on. Leave to infuse while you grill the ciabatta on a fairly high heat for about 5 minutes until it is just browning and going crunchy.

6 As soon as the bread is ready, place on plates, divide the mushrooms between them and sprinkle with the remaining basil leaves and parmesan.



Tip


• Dice two or three really ripe, sweet vine tomatoes and sprinkle on top.




poached eggs on wholemeal toast

285ml½ pint water

4 medium eggs (free-range/organic if possible)

4 slices wholemeal toast

butter

Serves: 4 children

Prep time: 10 minutes

Cooking time: 5 minutes


1 Put the water into a small pan and bring to the boil. Crack one egg into a cup. Using a spoon, stir the water in the pan very quickly to create a ‘whirlpool’. Slide the egg into the water then simmer for 3 minutes until the egg is firmly set. Remove with a slotted spoon.

2 Repeat with the remaining eggs.

3 Serve the poached eggs on hot buttered toast.



Tips


• Fantastic served with a slice of ham underneath the egg, or grated cheddar cheese on top.

• It is even easier to make this if you buy little egg poachers that clip onto the side of a saucepan.
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muesli

Muesli can contain many different dried fruits and nuts, but this combination is the one we like best.

300g/10oz rolled oats

35g/1½oz dried banana chips

35g/1½oz dried coconut flakes

600ml/1 pint fresh orange (or apple) juice

400ml/⅔ pint natural yoghurt

100g/4oz raisins

100g/4oz dried cranberries

100g/4oz dried apricots cut into small chunks

125ml/¼ pint runny honey

300ml/½ pint whole milk

50g lightly toasted flaked almonds

Serves: 4–6

Prep time: 15 minutes

Cooking time: soak overnight to allow oats to swell and soften


1 Mix together the oats, banana chips and coconut flakes with the juice and yoghurt in a mixing bowl. Cover with clingfilm and leave overnight in the fridge.

2 Add all the dried fruit, honey and milk into the oat mixture and stir through.

3 Just before serving sprinkle over the toasted flaked almonds.



Tips


• This is delicious served with a warm fruit sauce. Simply place a handful of red berries (blueberries and raspberries are my favourites) into a small pan with a teaspoon of caster sugar and gently heat until they start to bleed and soften. Spoon onto the top.

• Apple is also delicious simply sliced or grated on the top.




homemade baked beans

This is a delicious alternative to the traditional tinned varieties! I would not dare compare – I am a huge fan myself – but I love this recipe and find that when I have the time it is great to do a couple of batches at once. I use what I need and then freeze what’s left.

450g/1lb dried haricot beans

3 medium onions

4 cloves garlic

3 tbsp olive oil

2 level tsp paprika

½ tsp ground cloves

3 heaped tbsp tomato ketchup

250ml/9fl oz passata

300ml/10½fl oz water

1 tbsp Worcestershire sauce

salt

1 rounded tsp soft brown sugar

Serves: 6–8

Prep time: 15 minutes

Cooking time: 3 hours
(plus overnight soaking of beans)


1 The night before, put the beans in a large bowl and cover well with water. Leave them to soak overnight.

2 The following morning, drain and rinse the beans. Put them in the casserole, cover with water and simmer on the hob for 1 hour.

3 Preheat the oven to 150°C/300°F/GM2.

4 While the beans are simmering, make the sauce. Start by frying the onions and garlic in the olive oil on a gentle heat. When the onions are soft and golden, sprinkle in the paprika and ground cloves and stir for about 1 minute. Then stir in the ketchup and mix well. Gently add the passata and water and bring to the boil. Simmer for about 10 minutes before liquidizing until smooth.

5 Once the beans are cooked, drain, return to the casserole and pour over the tomato sauce. Add Worcestershire sauce, salt and sugar. Stir well and bring to the boil. Put the lid on and place in the oven. Bake for 1 hour.

6 After an hour, check the beans and, if necessary (which it always seems to be!) add some more boiling water. Cook for another hour. Before serving, check whether the beans need more liquid, and if you think they do, stir in some more boiling water.




full english

Every one has their own idea of the perfect full English breakfast – this is my version. (Strictly for weekends or school holidays as this is far too messy for weekdays!)

2 tbsp olive oil

12 chipolata sausages

12 rashers of bacon (I love maple bacon)

1 tin baked beans (or your own if you have any made!)

6 large field mushrooms

6 plum tomatoes

pepper to taste

6 large free-range (and if possible organic) eggs

fresh wholemeal bread

margarine

Serves: 6

Prep time: 5–10 minutes

Cooking time: 30 minutes


1 One of the hardest things with cooked breakfast is timing everything together and keeping it all warm! To help with this, preheat the oven to 130°C/250°F/GM½ and put in your serving plates and a large platter.

2 Heat the olive oil in a large frying pan and add the chipolatas, cooking slowly for about 10 minutes until they start to spit. Add the bacon and cook until it begins to crisp. The sausages should now be nice and brown. Pop these into the oven onto the large platter to keep warm.

3 Place the baked beans in a small saucepan and heat gently. Do not allow to overheat.

4 Lower the heat in the frying pan and add the mushrooms and tomatoes. Season these with some pepper and gently fry for approximately 5 minutes.

5 Meanwhile in a separate frying pan heat a little oil and crack the eggs carefully into it. Cook until the white is completely set and firm.

6 Toast the wholemeal bread and spread with margarine.

7 Serve!
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herring roe on toast

This was a dish I used to enjoy as a child – my mum always used to do it for my grandmother who lived with us. I remember Mum being surprised that I loved it so much, but that is often the way – children like the most unlikely foods at times, and we miss that because we never give them different things to try. This became my favourite Saturday morning breakfast. Incredibly easy and quick to make.

knob of butter

300g/12oz soft herring roe

couple of twists of black pepper to taste

1 lemon (cut into quarters lengthways)

4 slices wholemeal toast

Serves: 4 children

Prep time: 5 minutes

Cooking time: 5 minutes


1 Simply melt the butter in a medium-sized frying pan.

2 Put in the herring roe and sauté gently, until the roe is firm. This takes approximately 2–3 minutes. Twist in the black pepper and serve onto hot buttered toast.

3 Squeeze over the lemon and serve!



Tip


• A sprinkling of chives adds great flavour.
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