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      introduction

 

      
introduction

      These days, most families’ lives are packed with activity. Not only do many parents have to juggle their work with child care,
         but their spare time is increasingly taken up with activities that fulfil their own and their children’s physical, creative
         and social needs. Children, too, have busy and varied lives. Even after school it’s likely that the rest of the day will be
         a busy round of being dropped off at ballet class or gym club or football training or being collected from swimming classes
         or drum or judo practice. Then there’s barely time to get everybody fed and the young ones into bed before it’s time for the
         adults to go off to band practice or simply to put up their feet and have a quiet glass of wine.
      

      
      When we stop to think about our modern lives, it’s easy to see how meals can get pushed into the background and be made to
         fit around our other commitments. Time is in such short supply that most of us scarcely have time to eat our meals, let alone
         plan them, shop for them and cook them. That is why we have included the recipes in this book, which bring together some delicious
         and nutritious dishes that all the family can enjoy together and that will only take a short time to prepare and cook. When
         you spend less time in the kitchen, you will have more time to savour and enjoy both your food and the company of your family
         and friends.
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      the benefits of family meals

     
      Many of us are guilty of grabbing supper as we are on the way to a meeting, or we let the children perch on stools at the
         kitchen worktop to wolf down a bowl of something hot before they set off to do something else.
      

      
      But we should all remember the huge benefits that accrue to both ourselves and our children if we sit down together as a family
         around the dining table to eat a proper meal. This is not only important from the nutritional point of view, but is also a
         major part of growing up and one that most of us can remember from our own childhoods.
      

      
      Mealtimes should be significant social events for families. They give an opportunity for us to talk to each other about what
         has happened during the day without the sound of a television set in the background distracting our attention. They also give
         us a chance to be good role models for our children. Eating together enables us to encourage the children to try out new foods
         as well as making sure that they have healthier versions of the foods they love. Sitting down to eat a meal in a structured,
         sensitive and loving environment also gives children an opportunity to learn good table manners – something we all hope and
         assume they will learn by the time they reach adulthood.
      

      
      In addition, when you eat meals sitting down at a table, your body will be able to get more nutrients from the food you are
         eating. So switch off the television and lay the table.
      

      
      being prepared

      
      Although most people recognize the benefits of providing well-cooked and well-presented meals, they often fail in the preparation
         of family meals. You may have great plans for a sit-down meal, but if it takes a long time to prepare, the time you spend
         eating and enjoying it is minimal and undermines your good intentions. So we have come up with this selection of quick and
         easy recipes. Some of these dishes are already well-known family favourites, but others we hope will become new regulars in
         your family. Not only are they all quick to prepare, but they are also highly nutritious and taste wonderful.
      

      
      The key to a successful family meal lies in the planning. If you know you have a busy week ahead, try and find time to sit
         down the week before and plan your meals and draw up a shopping list. If time is really tight, consider using online shopping
         services. Although there is a delivery fee, you will save a huge amount of time when you don’t have to walk around the supermarket
         and handle the products yourself. All you have to do is transfer the shopping to your cupboards when it’s been delivered.
         Internet food shopping can save you hours each month.
      

      
      key ingredients

      
      Even when you have spent time making plans, sometimes things change at the last minute, and you may find that you have no
         time at all to prepare something from scratch. For this reason it’s a good idea to keep a few key ingredients in your cupboards just for such emergencies.
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      There are some basic foodstuffs that you will always need. These include staple carbohydrates, such as rice and pasta (ideally
         brown if you can buy it), couscous, noodles and porridge oats. Even when you have no fresh meat, if you have a bag of cashew
         nuts and a store of canned tuna, salmon and beans in the cupboard, some eggs in the refrigerator and a bag of frozen prawns
         in the freezer you can still provide a nutritious protein-based dinner in a matter of minutes.
      

      
      To add flavour and to help the cooking process, make sure you always have some chicken and vegetable stock cubes or granules
         and soy sauce, together with olive, sesame and rapeseed oils, salt and pepper and tomato and sun-dried tomato paste. You should
         also have some key herbs and spices, such as mixed herbs, mixed spice, Chinese five-spice powder, ground cinnamon, coriander,
         cumin and nutmeg and chilli sauce or flakes.
      

      
      Other produce you should keep to help you create some last-minute sauces include flour, cornflour, canned tomatoes, passata,
         olives, mature Cheddar cheese and some UHT dried milk. And for emergency desserts keep sugar, honey, maple syrup, a couple
         of cans of tinned fruit and some digestive biscuits in the cupboard and some vanilla ice cream, fruit sorbet and waffles in
         the freezer.
      

      
      Crème fraîche and plain yogurt can be used in both savoury and sweet dishes, but these ingredients have a short shelf life
         and should ideally be bought during your regular shopping trips.
      

      
      Although it’s not a good idea to rely on ready-made sauces, which are often made with unnecessary preservatives and colourings,
         it is useful to have a jar or two of good-quality green or red pesto in your cupboard. You can spread a little pesto over
         baked chicken or fish or stir it through pasta for a quick and delicious lunch. The best-quality pesto is made only with basil,
         Parmesan cheese, pine nuts and olive oil, and it’s easy to make in a food processor from scratch yourself, but when time is
         limited a good ready-made version is one of the best ‘chef’s cheats’ you can buy.
      

      
      short cuts

      
      With a great selection of basic ingredients in your kitchen cupboards, a little time spent planning your weekly meals and
         your shopping delivered to your door, you are nearly ready to get down to feeding your hungry family this week. But before
         you do so, try and fit in a few small jobs the next time you find yourself with some spare minutes. They will save time later
         and help take some of the fiddle out of preparing good-quality, nutritious meals.
      

      
      When bread starts to go stale, don’t throw it away or put it on the compost. Instead, put it in the food processor and make
         breadcrumbs. Bag them up and store them in the freezer for the next time you’re making breaded chicken nuggets or need a crunchy
         topping for an oven-bake.
      

      
      Grate Cheddar and Parmesan cheese and freeze them in small portions ready for use in sauces and risottos. Keep ginger and
         chillies in your freezer. You can grate ginger when it’s still frozen straight into your recipe. Chillies need a few minutes
         to thaw before they are ready for chopping. Buy ready-chopped frozen spinach, which can be added to dishes straight from the
         freezer.
      

      
      When you make a soup, stew, curry or ragout-style sauce, make double the quantity specified in the recipe and store the surplus
         in your freezer. When you need to create an emergency meal, it is amazing what you will be able to find in your freezer to
         save the day.
      

      
      If you do not have a microwave and have forgotten to take meat, poultry or fish out of the freezer, you can speed up the process
         of defrosting by immersing the wrapped frozen food in a sink of cold water and leaving it for a couple of hours.
      

      
      Instead of crushing garlic, chop the end off a clove and grate it instead. It saves time washing up the garlic crusher and
         wastes less of the clove. If the recipe requires a large number of garlic cloves, you can save time by adding garlic paste
         straight from the tube. The flavour is intense, so take care: you need only a small amount to replace a clove of garlic.
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      If you have some double cream left, pour it into ice-cube trays and freeze it. You can then remove as little or as much as
         you need for the next recipe that requires it.
      

      
      Fresh coriander is a wonderful herb, which adds huge amounts of flavour to all sorts of dishes. Make sure you always have
         the flavour of ‘fresh coriander’ by keeping a store of pots or tubes of coriander paste, which preserves the coriander leaves
         in a mixture of oil and vinegar. Alternatively, freeze a bunch of fresh coriander in a polythene bag ready to crumble into
         your cooking. Freezing will blacken the leaves and marginally reduce the fresh coriander at all.
      

      
      Pre-slice bread before you freeze it. You can then remove only the amount you actually require. Similarly, cut muffins in
         half before freezing them so you can take them straight from the freezer and put them under the grill for toasting.
      

      
      fast food that’s good food

      
      Whether you are young or old, a vegetarian or an omnivore, we all need much the same nutrients from the food we eat. Our energy
         comes from food and fluids, and if we are to get the full and complete range of nutrients that our bodies need we should be
         consuming carbohydrates, protein, fats, fibre and water as well as a variety of vitamins and minerals. These nutrients not only fuel our bodies, but many of them also actually improve
         our health and help protect us against diseases. If we eat well, we feel well, our mood is improved, and we can cope better
         with stress – which can only be a good thing if we’re running a busy household.
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      Just because time is limited does not mean that we can’t eat healthily. Fast food can still be good, nutritious and healthy
         food, as many of the recipes in this book prove. The secret is to mix up the dishes and get the family eating as great a variety
         of foods as possible, so that everyone gets all the nutrition they need and a chance to eat their favourite food at some point
         in the week. If one child hates beans but loves red meat, while the other hates red meat but loves omelettes, so be it. You
         may not be able to please the whole family in one sitting, but if you mix up the recipes everyone will have at least one meal
         a week that they really love, and you will avoid falling into a ‘meal rut’, when you eat the same foods day after day.
      

      
      In the second chapter of this book, Pasta, Rice and Noodles, the recipes are based on a range of carbohydrates. Although carbs
         have had a bad press in recent years, good carbohydrates (otherwise known as complex carbohydrates) are actually vital to
         our health and should form the basis of every healthy diet. Complex carbohydrates include grains, bread, rice and pasta as
         well as fresh fruits and vegetables, pulses and dairy products.
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      Fresh fruits and vegetables are not every child’s favourite food, but they should form the basis of every meal and should
         also, ideally, be your first choice for snacks. They are packed with antioxidants, which protect us against disease, and contain
         vitamins and minerals, such as iron and calcium, to make our bodies work properly. For this reason, fruits and vegetables
         feature in many of the recipes in this book. They will add important vitamins and minerals to your diet and give your food
         a great flavour and colour. Pasta, rice and noodles are firm favourites in the Western diet, and this isn’t surprising because
         they are a great base to which can be added a host of intoxicating flavours. Whenever you can, choose brown or wholemeal versions
         because the nutrients have not been processed out of them and they retain their fibre content.
      

      
      Fibre is found only in plant-based foods, and it is vital for the health of the whole family. First, fibre keeps the gut healthy
         and aids digestion, and second, fibrous foods help to maintain our blood-sugar levels. Fibre takes longer to digest than other
         types of foods, helping to make you feel fuller for longer, which helps overcome the temptation of snacking on unhealthy,
         fatty foods in between meals.
      

      
      Pulses are another good source of fibre, and they feature in several tasty dishes in the One Pot and Vegetarian chapters.
         Persuading your family to eat pulses will benefit everybody. They are a good source of protein, are full of B vitamins, calcium
         and iron, are low in saturated fat and are cholesterol free. Teenage girls especially, who often go through phases of faddy
         eating or experiment with vegetarianism, have an increased need for iron and will benefit if there are more pulses in their
         diet. Let them try Braised Lentils with Gremolata (see pages 196–7) or Chorizo and Chickpea Stew (see pages 138–9). Or you
         could spoil the whole family by cooking the Sausage and Bean Casserole (see pages 88–9), which is real comfort food for a
         wintry day.
      

      
      encouraging fussy eaters

      
      Children young and old can be notoriously fussy eaters, and many seem to be able to exist on pasta, sandwiches and little
         else. But if you want your children to develop healthy eating habits and you are keen to cook and share family meals together,
         it is vital that your children learn to like and accept new and different tastes. Cooking twice in one evening, once for the
         children and once for the adults, not only is exhausting, but also allows the children to develop picky and fussy eating habits,
         as they are able to demand their favourites night after night.
      

      
      If your children are typical, getting them to eat protein probably won’t be a problem. Many of the Meaty Treats in the fourth
         chapter are real family classics, and few children (or adults) will be able to resist Sausages with Mustard Mash (see pages 116–17). Sweet and Sour Pork (see pages 132–3) is an absolute winner with adults and children alike.
      

      
      Getting younger children to eat fish and seafood can be more difficult, but try Roast Cod and Olive Risotto (see pages 164–5)
         or Monkfish Kebabs (see pages 170–71), and you will be pleasantly surprised to see the whole family wolf down their fish and
         ask for more.
      

      
      trying new foods

      
      When you cook for the whole family so that everyone eats together you will start to encourage your children to try new tastes
         and textures. Start simply. Suggest to the family that one day in the week is the day to try new foods – ‘Trying Tuesdays’,
         for example – and reward younger children who eat something new with a sticker or star chart. Older children can be allowed
         to stay up for 10 minutes later in the evening.
      

      
      Present the meal in serving bowls and encourage children to help themselves. This will help them feel they have some control
         over what is put on their plates, and they will be more inclined to eat it. Do not bribe children with food, and never force
         a child to eat something they clearly don’t like. A bad experience at the dinner table will stay in a child’s memory for a
         long time, and they will associate negative feelings with that food for months or even years afterwards.
      

      
      On days when you are offering new foods, avoid snacks close to dinner time so that everyone will be hungry before their meal.
         If you do this there is a greater chance that fussy eaters will eat whatever is presented to them. If a child continually
         refuses their food, make sure that they are not drinking too much fruit juice or are snacking between meals, both of which
         can take away the appetite.
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      Never prepare an alternative if a child refuses the meal that you have cooked for them. This only encourages fussy behaviour
         and will slowly erode your enjoyment of cooking for your family.
      

      
      Be aware that children have sensitive taste buds, so be cautious when you are adding exotic and spicy flavours. When you are
         preparing a curry, for example, it may be wise to let your children get used to the more exotic flavours within the meal before
         adding any chilli.
      

      
      eating together

      
      Remember that when a family eats together you have an opportunity to be a wonderful role model for your children. If you love
         curry, they will secretly want to like curry too, so keep cooking new dishes and keep offering young children lots of encouragement.
         In time, by making mealtimes fun, interesting and happy social events, you will discover that your children will happily eat
         all sorts of different flavours, textures and dishes, and you will regularly be able to enjoy good, healthy food together
         as a family.
      

      
      So get cooking and start creating some wonderful mealtime memories.
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snacks & light bites

   




      
minestrone soup

      
      Serves 4

      
      Preparation time 5 minutes

      
      Cooking time 25 minutes

      
      2 tablespoons olive oil

      
      1 onion, diced
      

      
      1 garlic clove, crushed
      

      
      2 celery sticks, chopped
      

      
      1 leek, finely sliced
      

      
      1 carrot, chopped
      

      
      400 g (13 oz) can chopped tomatoes

      
      600 ml (1 pint) chicken stock or vegetable stock

      
      1 courgette, diced
      

      
      ½ small green cabbage, shredded
      

      
      1 bay leaf

      
      75 g (3 oz) canned haricot beans

      
      75 g (3 oz) spaghetti, broken into small pieces, or small pasta shapes
      

      
      1 tablespoon chopped flat leaf parsley

      
      salt and pepper

      
      50 g (2 oz) Parmesan cheese, freshly grated, to serve
      

      
      Heat the oil in a large saucepan. Add the onion, garlic, celery, leek and carrot and sauté over a medium heat, stirring occasionally,
         for 3 minutes.
      

      
      Add the tomatoes, stock, courgette, cabbage, bay leaf and haricot beans. Bring to the boil, then lower the heat and simmer for
         10 minutes.
      

      
      Add the spaghetti and season to taste with salt and pepper. Stir well and cook for a further 8 minutes. Keep stirring, otherwise
         the soup may stick to the base of the pan.
      

      
      Add the chopped parsley just before serving, and stir well. Ladle into warm soup bowls and serve with grated Parmesan.
      

      
      For bacon & lentil soup, fry 6 rashers roughly chopped streaky bacon with the onion, garlic and vegetables and then add 75 g (3 oz) red lentils with
         the tomatoes, stock and haricot beans. Simmer for 20 minutes until the lentils make the soup thicken naturally. Omit the pasta.
         Serve in warm serving bowls with 1 tablespoon chopped parsley stirred through and 50 g (2 oz) grated Parmesan cheese sprinkled
         over.
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summer vegetable soup

      
      Serves 4

      
      Preparation time 10 minutes

      
      Cooking time 20 minutes

      
      1 teaspoon olive oil

      
      1 leek, thinly sliced
      

      
      1 large potato, chopped
      

      
      450 g (14½ oz) prepared mixed summer vegetables, such as peas, asparagus spears, broad beans and courgettes
      

      
      2 tablespoons chopped mint, plus extra leaves to garnish
      

      
      900 ml (1½ pints) vegetable stock

      
      2 tablespoons crème fraíche

      salt (optional) and pepper

      
      Heat the oil in a medium saucepan, add the leek and potato and cook for 3–4 minutes until softened.
      

      
      Add the mixed vegetables to the pan with the mint and stock and bring to the boil. Reduce the heat and simmer for 10 minutes.
      

      
      Transfer the soup to a blender or food processor and blend until smooth. Return the soup to the pan and season to taste with salt,
         if necessary, and pepper. Heat through and serve in warmed bowls with the crème fraiche swirled over the top. Garnish with
         extra mint leaves.
      

      
      For vegetable soup with cheesy croûtons, cook 1 leek and 1 large potato as above, add 900 ml (1½ pints) vegetable stock and bring to the boil. Cook for 10 minutes,
         then transfer to a food processor or blender and process until smooth. Return to the pan and add a further 150 ml (¼ pint)
         stock, all the remaining vegetables, roughly chopped, and 2 tablespoons chopped mint. Cook for a further 10 minutes. Meanwhile,
         thinly slice a thin French baguette, cover the slices with grated Cheddar cheese and grill under a preheated hot grill for
         5 minutes until golden and bubbling. Serve the soup in warm serving bowls with the cheesy toast on top.
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pasta, rice & noodles
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fish & seafood
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sweet treats
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