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Food for a happy family
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My happy place is the dinner table. I have such great memories from when I was a kid, of sitting round the table with my mum and dad and my sisters, talking, laughing and taking the mick out of each other. The food may have only been something simple like sausages and mash, but it was good, and meals were a time we were all together, sometimes squabbling and arguing, but together and that’s what mattered. Then we’d fight about who was going to do the washing up! Looking back, I realize I didn’t appreciate just how important those moments were at the time. I wish I had.

This is something so close to my heart. Thanks to the amazing women in my life when I was growing up, women who fed and nourished me and made me who I am, I know the importance of making and sharing good food. I’m loving passing this on to my own kids, and I want to help you do the same.

What I’ve learned is that cooking and meal times are not just about eating – they’re about sharing love, having quality time. Now I have my own family, I’ve realized just how vital and precious that is. I love food but more than anything I like seeing my family enjoying what I’ve cooked. For me, cooking is a sort of therapy – I enjoy it and I find it satisfying. I want to give you some insight into my life and my experiences in the kitchen. My food isn’t fancy but it’s good stuff and my family love it.

I had a great start. My mum was – and still is – a good cook and she was passionate about cooking my dad’s favourite dishes and making him happy. They loved each other so much and for her, cooking was a way of showing that love. We didn’t have a lot of money, but she would always produce great food on a low budget.

My dad was a London black cab driver and he liked to cook too – looking back I realize that he was a really modern man. Breakfast was his speciality. He loved a poached egg, and he was health conscious. He would cut all the fat off his bacon, then Mum would eat it! He enjoyed all the British classics like a Sunday roast, his mum’s pies and stews, and his own signature dish was toad in the hole. He was a great family man, but he died very suddenly when I was 11 and life changed. Dramatically. For the next few years, we were so deep in grief that sitting round the dinner table together didn’t feel right any more. The feeling of safety and security Dad brought to our family had gone, and I missed him so much. I spent years grieving and it was a long time before I felt normal again. All I wanted was to bring back that feeling of safety and happiness. And by the time the clouds had parted a bit we were teenagers, busy going out with our friends, and those family moments round the table remained a thing of the past.
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Now, though, those wonderful memories from when my dad was alive have given me the best foundation both for how to be a dad and the family cook. Stacey’s from much the same background as me, and food, family and togetherness are hugely important to her, like they are for me. I like to do most of the cooking in our house and I’ve had to up my game now I’m with her. She’s more health conscious than I used to be and of course we both want our kids to have healthy, nourishing food. I’ve got better at trimming the fat off meat and using things like kale and coconut oil, stuff I wouldn’t have tried before. I make more salads and get as much veg as possible into family meals.

Life is hectic with five kids in the house and when we’re all back home after work and school it’s chaos, I can tell you! Everyone is busy doing their own thing – homework, stuff on the computer, phones going and so on. When I call them for dinner, they might groan and protest – there might be shouts of ‘Can I have one more game?’, but we insist they come and sit down at the table.

Once they do, it’s like the calm after the storm, a moment of clarity and peace in the day. And though they probably wouldn’t admit it, they do enjoy meal times – that time to talk, share the day. It’s so important, not just for the food but for the family relationships. It’s proper quality time like I used to have with my mum and dad and sisters, and we take pride and pleasure in providing it. We also find it’s a great time for getting the kids – particularly the teenagers – to open up and talk about what’s going on in their lives. When we’re all round the table and busy eating they drop their guard a bit and we get to hear about things we might not otherwise.

A game changer for me came in 2021 when I was asked to take part in Celebrity MasterChef. Me! On a cooking programme! I didn’t expect to last five minutes, but I loved every minute of it, and I even made the finals. They all said I was the messiest cook they’d ever seen – this is a massive bugbear for Stacey as well! – but I did OK, and I was proud of myself. It really helped me take my cooking to another level and want to cook better and better food. I might have been messy, but some say that all the best creative people are messy. At least, that’s what I tell myself!

Cooking has become a real passion and MasterChef made me realize that some dishes that seemed unachievable were actually simple. I didn’t have much time to practise so I just had to rock in there and get on with it and I found it helped me find my own identity as a cook and gave me confidence. I loved working with all those chefs – people like Tom Kerridge. They were amazing teachers and taught me so much about timing and how to work in stages to build a great meal.

I learned all sorts of things, like what sort of oil to use when, how to make triple-cooked chips (mine are the best!) and I can even cook a soufflé. I never thought I would be able to do anything like that, but it’s not hard once you know how. And I’ve discovered that once you’ve mastered the basics of something like a soufflé, you can make different flavours.

Now it’s back to cooking for the family and I’m loving it. It’s a real passion. The kids are good eaters on the whole. There are things they don’t like, but I’m learning ways of getting them to eat stuff they might turn their noses up at. For instance, the boys used to say they didn’t like broccoli but if I put a dash of teriyaki sauce on it, they’ll eat it happily. I try to get the kids involved and find if they’ve helped make something, they’re more likely to eat it. When I was a kid, Mum and Dad insisted on us doing the washing up and drying. But my lot – not a chance! I hope that giving my children this experience of family meal times – the experience I had as a kid of feeling protected and loved – will inspire them to do the same with their families down the line. And maybe I can inspire you too. By trial and error, I’ve come up with my own ways of making great meals for my family. The recipes in my book are for people like me – people with busy lives who want to do the best for those they love. I want to tell you what works for me and the tips and hacks I’ve been lucky enough to pick up over the years. I’ve learned a lot and I know that I can provide good, tasty meals for my family without complicated techniques or expensive ingredients. This is family-friendly food that you want to eat and is easy to achieve. Hope you love it all too.
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Joe’s Tips
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I love my potato peeler – it’s one of my favourite kitchen tools and it’s not just for peeling spuds. I use it for lots of things, like making nice thin slices of cheese and cucumber for sandwiches. And when I’m cooking for little Rex, I cut thin slivers of carrot as they cook so quickly – and he likes them that way.




When I’m making gravy - from scratch or from granules - I often use water from cooking the veg to add extra flavour. I add a knob of butter, too, to give the gravy a lovely shine.




I have to admit I can be a bit heavy-handed with the salt sometimes and that can ruin a good dish. If I realize I’ve chucked too much into something like a soup or a gravy, I add a wedge of potato or apple, then simmer for 10 minutes. The potato or apple soaks up the salt nicely and makes everything OK again.




If you need softened butter for baking or spreading and it’s come cold out of the fridge or freezer, don’t despair. I grate it on the coarse side of a grater and it’s then fine to use.




When I’m cooking pasta, I often add a tablespoon of olive oil to the water - it stops the pasta sticking together.
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Vegetable scraps like onion skins, leek tops, carrot peelings, pea pods and mushroom trimmings can be used in veg stock. Just make sure they are clean and not browning or yellowing and store them in a bag in the freezer until you have enough for stock – see my recipe here. But don’t use potato peelings as they are too starchy, or anything from the cabbage family as they start to smell a bit too strong when simmered for a long time.




Add a lemon wedge or some lemon juice to rice to stop it going sticky.
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I love garlic but I don’t like peeling it and I don’t like having garlicky hands. So I quickly separate the cloves, then pop them in jam jar with a lid and give them a good shake. Most of the papery skins fall off – and your fingers won’t be so smelly!




I always used to cry like a baby when peeling onions, but someone told me to put a teaspoon in my mouth. And you know what? It works.




I’ve discovered that a pizza cutter works really well for chopping herbs.




I used to be a messy cook, but now I’m much better at keeping tidy. I hang a compostable/biodegradable food waste bag on a cupboard door near where I’m working, or put a bowl on the work surface, and chuck any debris in there.




We like making cakes in our house and to speed things up, I prepare big jars of the basic ingredients. So I might have a Madeira cake jar, with all the flour and sugar measured out, or a crumble jar with all the flour, oats and sugar that’s needed. That way, you just have to add the eggs and other wet ingredients and the whole process is much quicker.








Look out for these symbols on the recipes
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	30 minutes or less
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	only needs one pot, pan, tin or tray
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	suitable for freezing














BREAKFAST and BRUNCH

[image: Get the day off to a tasty start]

Weekday mornings are chaotic for us – getting everyone up and dressed and off to nursery, school or work. But at weekends and days off when we can take our time, we like to make something a bit special. I love eggs, so a full English or eggs Benedict are favourites, and the kids go crazy for dishes like French toast and American pancakes.



[image: Breakfast and Brunch]










[image: Sausage and Egg Muffins]

Sausage and Egg Muffins

These make a great treat for a weekend breakfast or brunch. It is worth making the sausages into patties like this – they cook quicker, and they make a neater little package to eat. Chef rings might sound a bit fiddly, but actually they are really useful and make it easy to get your patties and fried eggs just the right size.
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Serves 4

250g sausage meat (about 5 fat sausages, squeezed from the skins)

1 small shallot or onion, very finely chopped

2 tsp dried (rubbed) sage

1 tsp garlic powder

plain flour, for dusting

olive or vegetable oil and butter, for frying

4 slices of cheese (optional)

4 eggs

4 pinches of dried sage or oregano

4 muffins, split and lightly toasted

ketchup, brown sauce or your favourite condiment

1.First make the sausage patties. Put the sausage meat, shallot or onion, sage and garlic powder into a bowl and mix thoroughly. Divide the mixture into 4 pieces.

2.Dust a work surface with flour. Put a chef ring on the floured surface and drop one of the pieces of sausage meat into it. Dust the top of the sausage meat with flour and press it out evenly into a flat patty, filling the ring. Repeat with the other 3 pieces of sausage meat.

3.Heat some oil in a frying pan. Take the sausage patties out of the rings and fry them over a medium heat until well browned and cooked through. This should only take around 2–3 minutes on each side. If using cheese, place a slice on each patty when you have flipped them. Putting a lid on the pan will help the cheese melt.

4.Heat some butter in another frying pan. Grease 4 chef rings with a little oil. Place them on the pan, break an egg into each one and sprinkle over a pinch of sage or oregano. Cover the pan with a lid and cook until the whites are set.

5.Pile the sausage patties and eggs into the muffins with your choice of condiment and serve immediately.

Joe’s Tip

If I’m adding cheese to these, I find it’s easier to use 2 frying pans so the cheese slices can be melting at the same time as I’m frying the eggs. Without the cheese, the sausage patties can be fried first – they will keep hot stacked to one side in the frying pan while the eggs are cooking in the same pan.
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Full English with Hash Browns

I’m half Irish and, like all my family, I can’t seem to have a meal without some sort of potato. I love them with everything – a plate isn’t complete without them. So, hash browns are a definite winner for me with a full English breakfast.

Serves 4

4–8 sausages

olive oil

4–8 slices of bacon

4 slices of black pudding

400g chestnut or small portobello mushrooms, halved

4 medium tomatoes, halved

a few drops of balsamic vinegar

½ tsp dried oregano

15g butter

2 tbsp olive oil

2 slices of bread, cut in half diagonally

4–8 eggs

salt and black pepper

HASH BROWNS

400g floury potatoes, such as Maris Pipers or King Edwards, unpeeled and coarsely grated

1 medium onion, very finely chopped

½ tsp dried thyme

oil and butter, for frying

1.Preheat your oven to 200°C/180°C fan/gas 6. Put the sausages in a large roasting tin and drizzle them with 1 tablespoon of olive oil. Roast in the oven for 20 minutes until starting to brown all over. Give the tin a shake every so often.

2.Add the bacon, black pudding and mushrooms to the tin. Sprinkle the mushrooms with salt. Add the tomatoes and drizzle a few drops of balsamic vinegar over each cut half. Sprinkle with the oregano. Drizzle everything with another tablespoon of olive oil.

3.Roast in the oven for another 10–15 minutes, until the tomatoes are soft and everything is cooked through. Flip the slices of black pudding over once during this time.

4.While everything is roasting in the oven, cook the hash browns. Put the grated potato in the middle of a clean tea towel. Bring the sides up and squeeze to get rid of as much liquid as possible. Add the onion and sprinkle with 1 teaspoon of salt. Leave to stand for 5 minutes and squeeze again – the salt helps draw out more liquid. Add more salt, along with the thyme and plenty of black pepper.

5.Heat 2 tablespoons of olive oil in a frying pan. Butter 4 chef rings generously and divide the potato mixture between them, packing it down so it sticks together. Fry over a medium heat for several minutes, then flip – the hash browns should just drop back to the bottom of the ring onto the base of the frying pan but help them along if they stick. Cook for another 3–4 minutes until crisp and golden on the underside.

6.Remove the hash browns from the pan and keep warm. Add the olive oil to the same pan and fry the bread, turning until glossy and golden brown on both sides. Melt a knob of butter in a separate frying pan and fry the eggs, then serve at once.

Joe’s Tip

I sometimes like to finish this in individual pans – add a small knob of butter to 4 pans. When it has melted, divide the contents of the roasting tin between the pans and add a hash brown. Break 1–2 eggs into each pan and cook until the whites are set, then slide onto warmed plates. Fry the bread separately or serve with toast.
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Veggie Frittata

This is the Italian version of the omelette and contains a real feast of vegetables. I’ve suggested my favourite combo, but you can choose what you like and it’s a good way of using up bits and bobs from the fridge. Great hot from the pan but you can also cut your frittata into wedges and eat it cold as a packed lunch or for a picnic.
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Serves 4

300g potatoes, unpeeled, cut into chunks

200g tenderstem broccoli

100g peas (fresh or frozen)

1 tbsp olive oil

6 spring onions, cut into 3cm lengths

2 garlic cloves, finely chopped

15g butter

6 eggs

1 tsp dried mint

100g feta

a few fresh mint or basil leaves

salt and black pepper

1.Put the potatoes in a saucepan and add enough water to cover. Add 1 teaspoon of salt. Bring to the boil and simmer for about 10 minutes – the potatoes should be almost cooked through.

2.Add the broccoli to the same pan and simmer until just tender – another 2–3 minutes. Add the peas for the final minute. Drain thoroughly and set aside. Preheat your grill to a medium–high heat.

3.Heat the olive oil in a frying pan. Add the spring onions and cook over a medium heat until starting to brown. Add the garlic and cook for another minute, then add the butter.

4.Add all the vegetables to the pan and stir a couple of times so they take on some of the garlicky butter.

5.Beat the eggs with the dried mint and season with salt and pepper, then pour them into the pan around the vegetables. Put the feta on top (it should sink into the liquid egg) and shred the mint or basil leaves and sprinkle over.

6.Cook until completely set underneath – if you carefully prise up the edge it should be a rich golden brown. When the egg is almost set through, place the pan under the grill to finish it off. It may puff up a little, but this will recede as it cools.

7.Leave the frittata to cool for a few minutes before attempting to remove it from the pan. Cut into wedges and serve.

Joe’s Tip

These can also be made in large 4-hole Yorkshire pudding tins. After frying the spring onions and garlic, add the vegetables and cook for a couple of minutes. Divide the mixture between the tins, add the eggs, feta and fresh and dried herbs, then bake in an oven preheated to 200°C/180°C fan/gas 6 for 12–15 minutes.
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Classic French Omelette

A classic omelette is simple and quick to make but you need to get the technique right. I’ve got the knack now and I know that it’s really important to get all the bits and pieces prepped and ready to go before you start cooking. Make sure your pan is good and hot before you add the butter, then follow the method below and you should be fine.
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Serves 1

BASIC OMELETTE

3 eggs, beaten

½ tsp dried oregano or mixed dried herbs

large knob of butter

salt and black pepper

FILLING

25g ham, diced

25g hard cheese, such as Cheddar, Gruyère or Gouda, grated

OPTIONAL EXTRAS

1 tbsp onion, very finely chopped

1 medium tomato, very finely chopped

50g spinach, wilted in a pan, squeezed of liquid and chopped

1 sprig of tarragon, leaves finely chopped

a few chives, finely snipped

1.First get everything ready. Mix the ham and cheese together and add any of the optional extras you like.

2.Beat the eggs together with salt and pepper and the dried herbs.

3.Heat an omelette pan until it is nice and hot. Add the butter – it should immediately start melting and foaming. Swirl it around the pan until the whole base is coated.

4.Working very quickly, pour in the beaten egg mixture and swirl it round the base. Take a fork or palette knife and pull the set edges of omelette into the middle of the pan so that the uncooked eggs can fill the space. Keep doing this until there is no more egg left to fill the gaps. Leave to cook for another minute until it doesn’t look wet on top.

5.Sprinkle the filling in a line down the middle, then carefully fold one side of the omelette over it. Fold over the other side, then flip it over until it is fold-side down. Slide onto a plate and eat immediately.
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