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            Have you ever spent a small fortune in the supermarket and still struggled to put a decent meal together? Are your children always complaining they’re hungry even though they eat constantly? Do you own a set of expensive saucepans or have a kitchen full of gadgets you never use? Would you like to cook more and eat together as a family if only you had the time? 
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         Time, or lack of it, is probably the reason most of us give for not cooking these days, but less than forty years ago almost everyone cooked at least one proper meal from scratch every day even though not everyone owned a fridge, let alone all the other labour saving devices we take for granted today. Maybe we do have more commitments in some areas of our lives than previous generations, but when it comes to food, not only do we have a much greater variety to choose from, we also have twenty-four hour supermarkets, internet shopping, home deliveries, endless cookery programmes on TV, hundreds of recipe books and microwave ovens that sell for smaller sums of money than you’d spend on a family meal in a fast food outlet.
 
         To hear some people talk you’d think no one had ever been busy until about 1985, but no matter where you live or what your circumstances are, the truth is it’s still possible to put a balanced meal together in less time that it takes to dial up a pizza and wait for it to be delivered (cold usually) to your door.
 
         And if recent reports are to be believed, there must be more cookery books gathering dust in designer kitchens in this country than there are people who cook regularly, so apart from the old argument about having no time, what’s putting people off?
 
         It’s easy to be taken in by some convenience foods; beautifully packaged, cleverly advertised and presented as healthy food that’s good for us and will make life easier. But what thousands of people probably don’t realise is that they can make a far better shepherd’s pie or toad in the hole themselves just by following a very simple recipe – and who can blame them? So seductive are some of the TV commercials, you could be forgiven for thinking it’s a privilege to be allowed inside the shop to spend your money in the first place.
         
 
         But no one’s doing us any favours, least of all the major stores with their gorgeous displays, catchy slogans and buy-one-get-one-free deals. And even though the ingredients in every product are printed on the packaging it’s easy to be misled. People in a hurry tend to grab whatever looks good and place their trust in the brand name without stopping to study the small print, or even really knowing what they’re looking for.
         
 
         The funny thing about convenience food – at least it would be funny, if we weren’t the fattest nation in Europe and getting bigger all the time – is it’s not even that convenient. Once you’ve removed the packaging, read the instructions, pierced the film lid (or not), waited, taken the tray out halfway through the cooking time to stir the food, waited again, let it stand for two minutes, scalded yourself on the steam, searched in vain for a piece of meat amongst the gunk, wolfed the lot in four minutes flat and wondered what else there is to eat because you’re still hungry, it might occur to you that the little bit of effort you saved by not cooking your own dinner wasn’t really justified by the end result.
 
         The other food myth that often gets repeated is that the unhealthiest foods are the least expensive, and that some people, especially families on very low incomes, only resort to eating them because they have no choice. But this simply isn’t true. A week’s worth of good quality meat and fish with lots of potatoes, rice, pasta, vegetables, fruit and other whole foods costs no more than the same amount of cheap chicken, burgers, pies, reconstituted potatoes, instant microwave meals and fizzy drinks.
         
 
         I know cooking isn’t everyone’s idea of fun and some people will never enjoy it, which is why this book isn’t about learning to cook complicated meals that take hours to prepare and only minutes for your kids to reject. You don’t have to be a great cook, or even a particularly good one. You don’t have to go shopping more often than you want to, or spend more money than you can afford. There’s nothing here that you can’t buy from any of the big supermarkets – assuming that’s where you do your shopping because, like me, you’re not lucky enough to have anything better where you live. And there are no expensive ingredients with unfamiliar names. Some of the recipes can be thrown together in minutes and a very few don’t involve any cooking at all. True, they all contain a certain amount of fat, sugar and salt, but nowhere near as much as you’d find in commercially prepared food – and at least the nutrients are there as well.
 
         There seems to be an ever-changing list of so-called ‘super foods’ these days and I even came across a series of articles in one parenting magazine under what I thought was the very bad taste headline: ‘Cancer-proof Your Kids’. But in spite of so much food knowledge there are still people who think we need sugar for energy (not necessarily; we get energy from all our food), that diet colas are better than those containing sugar when they’re potentially worse (because of the chemicals in artificial sweeteners,) or who, when asked to name a typical English food say ‘quiche’.
 
         I read recently that thousands of primary school children don’t know where eggs come from, or which meat comes from which animal, and that’s not surprising if it’s also true – as yet another survey claimed – that a fifth of adults don’t know where sausages and bacon come from, or what the main ingredient of yoghurt is. And it’s strange that we can be so squeamish about fresh raw meat and offal when we happily eat far more unsavoury bits of the animal (eyeballs, genitals, you name it) in burgers, kebabs and sausages.
         
 
         When I was a child growing up in the 1970s, a healthy meal was meat and three veg followed by a fruit pudding. A takeaway meant the occasional trip to the fish and chip shop and for something continental there was Batchelor’s Savoury Rice and Vesta Curry. Now we can laugh, but people worried a lot less about food in those days, no one obsessed about their five portions a day; far more people stayed effortlessly slim, women apparently had smaller waistlines, obesity and obesity-related diseases were a lot less common, and a seriously overweight child was rarer than a white Christmas.
 
         Much has been made in the past about the history of our unhealthy British diet, but it doesn’t seem to me to have been too bad for what was, traditionally, a skinny population inhabiting a chilly little island off the North Sea. We may have had something to learn about the way we cooked our vegetables (like how to steam instead of boiling them to death) but what’s wrong with potatoes, puddings and pies, as long as you’re eating your greens? To my way of thinking a proper home-cooked meal – with or without chips – is worth a dozen fast food hits that leave you with nothing but a craving for something sweet and a raging thirst.
 
         Miracle foods come and go, but whether the current flavour of the month is wheat grass, alfalfa sprouts or Goji berries, the secret of feeding good food to your family without chaining yourself to the kitchen, depriving your children of the things they like to eat and driving yourself round the bend is that really, there is no secret. The answer was here all along.
 
          
         GETTING STARTED
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            Whenever I come across a recipe containing mace (a spice made from the husk of a nutmeg), a liqueur, or some other exotic, hard-to-get-hold-of ingredient I know I’ll never use again, I immediately lose interest... 
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         One of my friends says she’s put off by arty photographs of vegetables tied up in little parcels and anything else that looks too fiddly and refined, and to those two objections I would add recipes with too many ingredients, or too many stages from start to finish; something with a long preparation and a long cooking time, (one or the other is just about okay), anything that requires a piece of equipment I don’t have and may not have heard of, and anything that uses lots of pots and pans and makes too much washing up. I’ve also got an irrational fear of recipes containing gelatine, a perfectly rational fear of soufflés, and until quite recently I’d steer clear of lentils if they had to be soaked overnight. Why, I don’t know, since putting lentils in a bowl of cold water and rinsing them in a sieve takes about the same amount of time and energy as making a cup of tea, and I do that all the time.
         
 
         It’s all very well for celebrity chefs to say they want to get women back into the kitchen. What they don’t seem to realise is that many people, myself included, owning nothing more sophisticated than a four-sided cheese grater, feel ruthlessly excluded by references to blini pans, griddles and pasta-making machines before we even start.
 
         Having said that, if you’re serious about improving your family’s eating habits, there are a few pieces of equipment you can’t afford to be without, and in homes that have wide-screen TV, DVDs, iPods and game consoles in every room, none of them is exactly hi-tech. An electric hand whisk is perfect for making cakes, among other things, while a food processor or blender (preferably 2 litre plus) is good for mixing, beating and liquidizing large quantities of anything and everything. The price of electrical goods is always coming down, so you shouldn’t have any trouble finding these things for sale at around £5 for a hand whisk and £20 for a food processor. On the manual side, all the mixing bowls, casserole dishes, saucepans, cake tins, whisks, spoons and any other bits and pieces you need can be bought dirt cheap from the local supermarket or pound shop.
         
 
         If you already have the right equipment and it’s lack of confidence more than anything that keeps you from being more adventurous in the kitchen, stop worrying. It’s practically unheard of for anyone to poison their family (by accident) and you’re unlikely to experience worse disasters than a burnt saucepan or food that’s a bit browner around the edges than it was meant to be. Learning to cook is a bit like learning to drive. It only looks difficult from the outside. Once you realise you’re the one in control of the machinery and not the other way around there’s nothing to it.
 
         Don’t worry about spending too many lonely hours in the kitchen on your own either. For one thing, there’s nothing to stop you listening to the radio or having the television on if you need company. You can also drink alcohol and use your mobile while operating a food processor without breaking the law. It’s even better if you can get the kids to help, which doesn’t mean you have to let them waste your valuable time and make a mess of the kitchen while you grit your teeth and smile indulgently like an imaginary, perfect mother in a TV commercial. What you need is an assistant; someone to get the stuff out of the fridge for you, fetch whatever you need, open the packets, put the vegetable peelings in the right bin, (careful now) help with the tidying up and stir whatever you’re cooking while you save all the best jobs for yourself. Not only is it possible to cut the preparation time right down, the children are picking up a set of good practical skills in the process without even realising you’re teaching them a lesson. How perfect is that?
         
 
         No matter how good your intentions are there are bound to be times when it all goes pear-shaped and you find yourself eating cream crackers and cheese for dinner three nights in a row, but there’s always a solution to the eternal time problem regardless of whether you’re a stay-at-home parent or working – or a bit of both. It’s just a case of finding out what works best for you. My advice is to cook more and do less ironing (or none at all) and have a think about what you’re going to eat when you do have a bit of time, whenever that may be...
         
 
         Some people say we’ve lost a whole generation, if not two, to the fast food culture and there’s little hope of things changing for the better in future, but I’m more optimistic than that. For the one thing the social and economic advantages of cooking and eating at home speak for themselves. Not twenty years ago people were predicting we’d be getting all our reading material from the internet by now and that books would be obsolete, but there’s no sign of that happening any time soon.
 
         With one health scare after another (BSE, foot and mouth, GM foods) and so much evidence pointing to the ill-effects a terrible diet is having on our children, it can only be a matter of time before the tide turns back in favour of preparing and cooking our own food once and for all.
 
         A WORD ABOUT WEIGHT LOSS
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            This is a recipe book not a diet book, but if you switch from commercially prepared and processed food to mostly healthy ingredients and stop fretting about what you can and can’t eat, you and your family are bound to lose weight, look better, feel fitter, have more energy – and be happier. 
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         Apart from stuffing yourself with poor quality food, nothing is more likely to make you put on weight than constant, miserable,half-hearted attempts to stop eating the things you like.
         
 
         I don’t think it’s worth torturing yourself by trying to resist the odd craving for something ‘unhealthy’ whether it’s fast food, drinks or sweets. But realistically, genuine cravings don’t happen every day (unless you’re pregnant) and nobody puts on weight by eating a few chocolate bars and a takeaway once a week. To pile on the pounds you have to be eating chronically badly
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         PREPARING VEGETABLES
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